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CHAPTER 1

NO EBOLA

By the nineteenth day, someone should have been sick.

That was what troubled the medical team.

Three hundred people had fled the town hours before the quarantine began. Men, women, teenagers, children. They had disappeared into the forest carrying whatever they could manage- rice, cooking pots, clothes, water, machetes, blankets.

They knew what was coming.

Soldiers on the roads.

Barricades.

Health workers moving from house to house.

Nobody in. Nobody out.

The order was supposed to protect them.

But fear has its own logic.

And by then, Ebola had taught people to fear almost everything.

They feared the hospitals.

They feared the ambulances.

They feared the men and women in white protective suits.

They feared being taken away from their families.

They feared being quarantined inside a house where someone else might already have the disease.

And some feared the government almost as much as they feared Ebola.

So, they ran.

The forest offered what the town no longer could.

Distance.





The outbreak had begun as a rumour.

A strange sickness somewhere else.

Then another district.

Then another country.

The radio announcers spoke increasingly about fever, vomiting, bleeding and death. Health officials repeated the same warnings every day.

Do not touch the sick.

Do not touch the dead.

Report symptoms immediately.

Wash your hands.

Avoid unnecessary physical contact.

Then the numbers began to rise.

People stopped shaking hands.

Mothers pulled their children away from strangers.

Buckets of chlorinated water appeared outside shops and government buildings.

Funerals changed.

Markets emptied.

The ambulance became a sound nobody wanted to hear outside their house.

Ebola was no longer a disease.

It was a presence.

It entered conversations before it entered communities.

And when it eventually reached the town, it moved quickly.

The first confirmed cases became five.

Five became seventeen.

Seventeen became enough for the authorities to act.

The town would be quarantined.

For most people, there was little choice.

For three hundred of them, there was.

They left.





The authorities knew some people had escaped.

Nobody knew exactly how many.

The town sat close enough to a national border that people on either side had spent generations behaving as though the line on the map did not exist.

Families lived on both sides.

People married across it.

Farmers crossed it.

Traders crossed it.

Children crossed it.

Their language, customs and family histories were older than the countries whose names appeared on official maps.

When Ebola arrived, however, borders suddenly mattered.

So did movement.

Every person who escaped quarantine was potentially carrying the virus into another community.

That made finding the missing people urgent.

But the authorities had other problems.

Inside the quarantined town, suspected cases were increasing.

Seventeen became thirty.

Then sixty.

Then more than a hundred.

Health workers were exhausted.

Protective equipment was limited.

Vehicles were scarce.

Telephone calls went unanswered.

The three hundred missing people became another crisis inside a much larger crisis.

Five days passed before a team finally entered the forest to look for them.

By then, the escapees had been gone nineteen days.





They were not particularly difficult to find.

The strange thing was how well they had organised themselves.

The aid workers had expected frightened people hiding in scattered groups.

Instead, they found a settlement.

The first shelters were crude structures made from branches, leaves, discarded plastic and pieces of cloth.

Cooking fires burned between them.

Women prepared rice in large, blackened pots.

Children carried water.

Some men had set traps deeper inside the forest.

Others had built latrines.

They knew where to find wild fruit and edible plants.

They knew which streams could be used.

The forest was not alien to them.

It belonged to the geography of their lives.

One particularly successful trap had caught a pygmy hippopotamus, producing enough meat to feed the settlement for days.

It was, in its own rough way, a functioning community.

But that was not what surprised the medical team.

The surprise was the people themselves.

They looked well.

Not comfortable.

Not happy.

But well.

The senior health worker stood at the edge of the settlement and stared.

“Where are the sick people?”

A local man looked at him.

“What sick people?”

“Anyone with fever.”

“No.”

“Vomiting?”

The man shook his head.

“Diarrhoea?”

“No.”

“Anyone died since you came here?”

“No.”

The health worker looked towards his colleague.

“Nobody?”

“Nobody.”

That was difficult to believe.

Three hundred people had fled from a town in which Ebola cases were multiplying.

Nineteen days had passed.

The incubation period could extend to twenty-one days, so nothing could yet be concluded with certainty.

But statistically, epidemiologically, intuitively-something did not fit.

The health worker looked around again.

Children were chasing each other between the shelters.

An elderly woman sat beside a cooking fire.

Two young men emerged from the forest carrying wood.

There was no isolation area.

No patients.

No graves.

No sign that Ebola had followed them.

“Everybody has to be examined,” he said.

The man frowned.

“We are not sick.”

“We still have to examine you.”

Nobody liked that answer.





The first examinations began that afternoon.

Temperatures were taken.

Questions were asked.

Names recorded.

Families identified.

Contact histories reconstructed as far as possible.

Had you visited a sick relative?

Had anyone in your household been ill?

Did you attend a funeral?

Did you touch a dead body?

Had you experienced fever since leaving town?

Vomiting?

Weakness?

Unexplained bleeding?

The answers produced more questions.

Several people had known victims.

Some had lived close to houses with confirmed infections.

Others had moved through parts of the town where cases were subsequently recorded.

Yet there they were.

Healthy.

The medical team remained cautious.

Nineteen days were not twenty-one.

The virus did not care about impatience.

They would wait.





The aid workers decided that the settlement needed to be made safer.

Proper tents arrived.

So did water containers, sanitation materials, food supplies and medical equipment.

A crude path through the forest became busy with vehicles carrying supplies.

The makeshift shelters slowly gave way to something resembling a refugee camp.

The inhabitants were told they should remain where they were until the medical team was satisfied that they posed no danger to surrounding communities.

Most agreed.

A few complained.

Some wanted to return home.

Others had no intention of returning until they were certain Ebola had disappeared from the town.

The irony was obvious.

They had run away from quarantine only to find themselves effectively quarantined again.

But this time there were no soldiers outside their doors.

There were no houses containing people who might be infected.

There was food.

There was space.

And there was the forest.

So they stayed.

On the twenty-first day, nobody became sick.

On the twenty-second day, nobody became sick.

On the twenty-third day, still nothing.

Meanwhile, reports from the town became worse.

The original seventeen cases had multiplied dramatically.

Families of some of the people in the forest were among those affected.

The medical team checked the records again.

Then they checked the people again.

The result remained the same.

Nothing.

One afternoon, an aid worker sat beneath a tree completing paperwork.

Another came over carrying a clipboard.

“What are you calling this place?”

The first man looked up.

“What do you mean?”

“For the report. We need a location.”

“The forest camp.”

“There are twenty forest camps.”

“Quarantine escapees?”

The other man laughed.

“Try putting that on an official form.”

The aid worker looked towards the tents.

A group of children were playing nearby.

Beyond them, two nurses were taking temperatures.

He thought for a moment.

Then he wrote something on the form.

CAMP NOE.

His colleague leaned over his shoulder.

“NoE?”

“No Ebola.”

The colleague smiled.

“Camp No Ebola?”

“Camp Noebola.”

“We nor get ebola”

They laughed.

It was not meant to be important.

It was simply a convenient name for a temporary camp that officially should never have needed to exist.

But the name stayed.

Camp NoE.

Camp Noebola.

The camp where there was no Ebola.





At first, everyone treated the absence of disease as good fortune.

The inhabitants certainly did.

Some thanked God.

Others said the forest had protected them.

A few whispered about traditional medicines.

Others spoke more quietly about things that educated people dismissed as superstition.

The health workers were careful.

West Africa was already full of dangerous claims about Ebola.

Men claimed to possess cures.

Religious leaders promised protection.

Traditional healers offered remedies.

Rumours could kill as effectively as ignorance.

Nobody wanted Camp NoE to become proof of another miracle.

The official explanation was therefore deliberately cautious.

The people had escaped.

They had been lucky.

They had avoided infection.

End of story.

Except it wasn't.

One doctor kept looking at the figures.

Three hundred people.

Not three.

Not thirty.

Three hundred.

From a town where the number of Ebola cases had risen sharply after they left.

He went through the records again.

The inhabitants of Camp NoE had not all lived in the same neighbourhood.

They were not one extended family.

Apart from several clusters of relatives, most were unrelated.

They had not all eaten the same food.

They had not all drunk from the same water source before leaving.

There was no obvious common factor.

Except geography.

And survival.

“Something is wrong,” he said.

The scientist sitting opposite him did not look away from his laptop.

“Nothing is wrong. Nobody is sick.”

“That is what is wrong.”

Now the scientist looked up.

The doctor placed the list on the table.

“Three hundred people leave an Ebola-affected town immediately before quarantine. Cases in the town increase. We observe them for longer than the incubation period and not one develops the disease.”

“Lucky.”

“All three hundred?”

The scientist shrugged.

“You have a better explanation?”

“No.”

“Then they're lucky.”

The doctor took back the paper.

Science, he knew, often began with people refusing to be satisfied by the word lucky.





Within days, more equipment appeared at Camp NoE.

The inhabitants hardly noticed.

They had become accustomed to foreigners arriving with boxes, machines, satellite equipment and generators.

Aid work had its own machinery.

White vehicles, with blue number plates, came and went.

People wore badges carrying the names of organisations the camp inhabitants had never heard of.

Clipboards appeared.

Questions were asked.

Forms were signed.

Blood was taken.

The explanations were reassuring.

Routine tests.

Ebola research.

Public-health monitoring.

Helping scientists understand why some people did not contract the disease could perhaps contribute to a vaccine.

That sounded reasonable.

It sounded humanitarian.

It sounded like the sort of thing good people did during an epidemic.

Nobody at Camp NoE had reason to think otherwise.

Not yet.

The first blood samples were processed inside a laboratory tent beneath the suffocating Northern Sierra Leone heat.

The scientist conducting the work ran the tests once.

Then again.

The result did not change.

He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

There was a difference between not having Ebola and what the results appeared to suggest.

He ran another test.

Then another.

By evening he had stopped blaming the equipment.

The people in Camp NoE did not have Ebola.

More importantly, something in their biology appeared to make them resistant to it.

All of them.

He stared at the figures for several minutes.

Three hundred people.

That was what made no sense.

Resistance existed.

Genetic mutations existed.

Rare individuals with unusual protection against particular diseases existed.

But three hundred people from one small geographic area, most of them unrelated?

That required an explanation.

He began ordering additional tests.

He did not tell the inhabitants.

There was no need to alarm them.

He did not tell the local health authorities either.

Not immediately.

He told himself he needed more evidence first.

It was a reasonable scientific precaution.

Or at least that was what he would later say.





The next result arrived after midnight.

The scientist was alone.

Outside, the generators hummed against the sound of insects in the forest.

On his screen were the results of tests that had nothing to do with Ebola.

He stared at them.

Then sat forward.

He checked the sample number.

Correct.

He opened another file.

Then another.

By two in the morning, twelve samples lay on the table.

By three, he had checked them all twice.

He felt the first movement of something that was neither fear nor excitement but contained both.

He opened a new document and began typing notes.

Then stopped.

He deleted them.

He opened the company's secure email system instead.

For several seconds he looked at the blank screen.

Finally, he typed the name of the company's Chief Scientist in the United States.

He began:

Hello Saul,

Greetings from the bush.

He paused.

How exactly did one explain what he thought he had found?

He continued.

Strange things have happened here.

He read the sentence twice.

Then added:

I do not want to write in detail. Suffice to say, you will be blown away.

He prepared samples for shipment.

With them would travel copies of his results and the data he had accumulated.

The local authorities knew nothing about the shipment.

The people whose blood was being sent thousands of kilometres away knew even less.

To them, Camp NoE remained what its name said it was.

A place without Ebola.

They did not yet know that the absence of Ebola was the least extraordinary thing about them.

Nor could they have imagined what would eventually be done in the name of discovering why.

Years later, armies would surround this forest.

Governments would threaten one another.

Pharmaceutical companies would deny everything.

Scientists would argue over discoveries worth billions.

And two nurses-one West African, one Norwegian-would force the world to confront what had happened here.

But that was still to come.

For now, three hundred people slept beneath the trees, believing they had escaped the worst thing that could happen to them.

They had escaped Ebola.

They had not escaped discovery.




CHAPTER 2

THE NURSE

Nurse Rebecca Stevens first heard the name Camp NoE from a driver who thought it was a joke.

“Usai wi dae go?” she asked as the Land Cruiser turned off the main road.

The driver grinned.

“Camp NoE.”

Rebecca looked at him.

“Camp wetin?”

“NoE.”

“What is NoE?”

The driver laughed.

“Na No Ebola.”

Rebecca stared at him for a moment.

“You people can make jokes about anything.”

“Na joke mek Salone man dae survive.”

That, Rebecca had to admit, was probably true.

Sierra Leoneans could find humour in situations where laughter had no business existing. Rebecca once remembered a joke; when it was learnt that some old man had died, someone quipped, “why e wait so long”? War had not cured them of it. Poverty had not cured them of it. Ebola, apparently, would not either.

The vehicle bounced violently into a pothole.

Rebecca grabbed the handle above the door.

“Bo, tek tem!”

The driver laughed again.

“Dis road nor get tem.”

Rebecca shook her head and looked through the window.

The road had narrowed considerably since they left Coyah. Thick vegetation pressed in from both sides. The August rains had turned everything impossibly green. Water stood in the deeper potholes, and reddish mud clung to the wheels.

She had been told little about the assignment.

A temporary camp.

Approximately three hundred people.

No confirmed Ebola cases.

Medical monitoring required.

Two weeks, perhaps three.

That was enough.

Rebecca had spent the previous four months moving between holding centres and communities. She had taken temperatures until she dreamed about thermometers. She had watched frightened families wait for test results. She had seen colleagues become patients and patients become numbers on situation reports.

She was thirty-two years old.

She felt fifty.

The driver slowed.

“Wi don reach.”

Rebecca looked ahead.

At first she saw only trees.

Then a blue tarpaulin appeared between them.

Then another.

And suddenly the forest opened.

Camp NoE.





It was larger than she expected.

Tents and makeshift shelters spread across a clearing surrounded by forest. Smoke rose from cooking fires. Laundry hung from ropes stretched between trees. Yellow water containers stood in rows beside a large plastic tank.

Someone had built a crude table from planks.

Someone else had constructed a small shelter with the words:

CAMP OFFICE

painted unevenly across a piece of wood.

Children were everywhere.

That surprised Rebecca.

Children usually disappeared when medical vehicles arrived.

These ones ran towards the Land Cruiser.

“Doctor! Doctor!”

“I am not a doctor,” Rebecca called through the window.

The children ran alongside anyway.

“Doctor! Doctor!”

The driver was enjoying himself.

“Doctor Rebecca.”

“Shut up.”

He laughed.

By the time the vehicle stopped, half a dozen adults had also gathered.

A tall man in a faded Arsenal shirt approached.

“Good afternoon.”

“Good afternoon.”

“You are the new nurse?”

“Yes. Rebecca Stevens.”

The man nodded but did not offer his hand.

Nobody offered hands anymore.

“My name is Pa Alimamy.”

He looked too young for the title. Perhaps fifty.

But in Sierra Leone, Pa was not always about age.

Sometimes it meant authority.

Sometimes respect.

Sometimes simply that everybody had agreed you were the person to complain to.

Rebecca suspected Pa Alimamy was all three.

“Welcome to Camp NoE.”

“Thank you.”

Pa Alimamy looked at the boxes being unloaded from the vehicle.

“More blood?”

Rebecca followed his eyes.

“I don't know.”

“You don't know?”

“I only arrived with my own things.”

Pa Alimamy continued watching the boxes.

“Una don tek plenty blod ya.”

Rebecca heard the change immediately.

English had ended.

Krio had begun.

You people have already taken plenty of blood here.

“Na who tek am?”

“The people dem wey bin kam bifor.”

“The medical team?”

“Medical team. Research team. International team.” He shrugged. “Every day new name.”

Rebecca smiled slightly.

“I understand.”

“No. Ah nor tink say you understand.”

His tone was not hostile.

Not yet.

“Den make you explain am to me.”

Pa Alimamy looked at her properly for the first time.

“You speak Krio.”

Rebecca raised an eyebrow.

“Wetin you bin expect?”

The corner of his mouth moved.

“Wid all dis English, sometimes person nor know.”

“Ah born ya.”

That seemed to satisfy him.

A little.

He pointed towards the boxes.

“Wi nor sick.”

“I know.”

“Den wetin dem still dae test?”

That was a good question.

Rebecca did not have an answer.





Her first day was spent meeting people.

Camp NoE had developed an organisation of its own.

Pa Alimamy dealt with disputes and outside authorities.

Aminata Koroma organised food.

Two young men supervised water collection.

An elderly carpenter had somehow become responsible for sanitation.

A group of women ran the cooking area with an efficiency Rebecca suspected could have managed the entire Ministry of Health if anyone had bothered to ask them.

Then there were the children.

Seventy-eight of them, according to the camp register.

Within an hour, Rebecca knew six by name.

Within two hours, three had already asked her for biscuits.

“Ah nor bring biscuit.”

“You get.”

“Ah nor get.”

“You get inside di motorcar.”

“How do you know?”

“White people motorcar always get biscuit.”

Rebecca tried not to laugh.

“This is not white people motorcar.”

The smallest boy pointed towards the large logo on the side.

“Den na wetin?”

Rebecca considered explaining international development financing.

Instead, she said, “Go play.”

The boy grinned.

“Gi we biscuit fos.”

“Go!”

He ran.

Rebecca watched him disappear among the tents.

It felt good to see children behaving like children.

She had almost forgotten what that looked like.





By late afternoon she had examined twenty-three people.

There was malaria.

There were fungal infections.

Two cases of diarrhoea.

A pregnant woman with swollen ankles whom Rebecca immediately added to her follow-up list.

There was hypertension.

Back pain.

A child with worms.

An old man who insisted that his knee had started hurting because the government announced the quarantine.

But there was no Ebola.

Not one person had a fever that concerned her.

Not one person described symptoms consistent with the disease.

Rebecca already knew this from the reports.

Seeing it was different.

At six o'clock, she sat outside the small medical tent and opened the camp register.

Three hundred and seven names.

She ran her finger down the pages.

Some families had come together.

Others had been separated during the escape.

Several people had relatives who subsequently contracted Ebola in the quarantined town.

Six had lost immediate family members.

Rebecca stopped.

She read that section again.

One woman had lost a sister.

Her sister had become ill nine days after the group escaped.

Another man had lost his brother.

Two households in the same neighbourhood had recorded confirmed infections.

Yet the relatives here were healthy.

Rebecca closed the register.

Behind her, somebody spoke.

“Now you see.”

She turned.

Pa Alimamy stood there.

“See what?”

“Natin.”

He started walking away.

“Pa Alimamy.”

He stopped.

“You came here to tell me something. Tell me.”

He looked towards the tents.

“Una all dae ask di same question.”

“What question?”

“Why wi nor sick.”

Rebecca waited.

“Is that a bad question?”

“No.”

“Then?”

He looked at her.

“Di problem na wetin una go do when una get di answer.”

Then he walked away.

That night Rebecca slept badly.

The forest was noisy.

People who lived in cities imagined forests as quiet places. They were not. Insects screamed. Frogs argued. Leaves moved for reasons Rebecca could not identify.

The generator stopped shortly after midnight.

Darkness swallowed the camp.

Rebecca lay beneath the mosquito net listening.

Somewhere a baby began crying.

A woman murmured.

Then silence returned.

She thought about Pa Alimamy's words.

The problem is what you will do when you get the answer.

Perhaps he was simply suspicious.

Everyone was suspicious these days.

People believed Ebola had been created by foreigners.

Others believed the government invented case numbers to attract international money.

Some said doctors stole organs from treatment centres.

There were rumours about poisoned wells, contaminated thermometers and ambulances carrying disease.

Most were nonsense.

But Rebecca had learned something during the outbreak.

Distrust was not always ignorance.

Sometimes people distrusted institutions because institutions had given them good reason to.

She rolled onto her side.

The medical team before her had taken sixty-four blood samples.

According to the file, they had been collected for enhanced epidemiological investigation.

Rebecca had read the phrase twice.

It could mean almost anything.

She decided she would ask in the morning.





The opportunity came sooner.

At seven-thirty, two researchers arrived at the medical tent.

One was Sierra Leonean. The other was European.

Rebecca had met neither.

The European introduced himself as Dr Erik Holm.

“Rebecca?”

“Yes.”

“We're going to continue the sampling today.”

He handed her a sheet.

Thirty names.

Rebecca read it.

“What are you testing?”

“Standard serology and genetic markers.”

“For Ebola?”

“Partly.”

“What is the other part?”

Holm looked at her.

“Host-response studies.”

Rebecca waited.

He did not elaborate.

“What does that mean for these people?”

“We're trying to understand whether certain biological factors may explain resistance to infection.”

“Resistance?”

“Yes.”

She looked again at the names.

“I thought the official position was that these people were never infected.”

“That is still possible.”

“Possible?”

Holm smiled.

“This is research, Nurse Stevens. We don't know the answer. That's why we're doing the research.”

Rebecca disliked the way he said Nurse Stevens.

Not because it was disrespectful.

Because it was deliberately respectful.

People often became very formal when they wanted you to stop asking questions.

“Do they know you are testing their DNA?”

Holm's expression changed.

“We have consent.”

“For blood collection?”

“For the study.”

“Do they understand what the study is?”

The Sierra Leonean researcher shifted uncomfortably.

Holm lowered his voice.

“They've been informed that the samples may be used for research related to Ebola and infectious disease.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“It is adequate consent.”

“According to who?”

“The approved protocol.”

Rebecca looked at him.

“Ah ask you wan simple question.”

Holm blinked.

Rebecca continued in English.

“Do they understand that you are examining their genetic material?”

A silence developed between them.

Eventually Holm said, “We should begin. The vehicle has to leave before the road gets worse.”

Rebecca handed the list back.

“You explain it to them.”

“We were hoping you could help with translation.”

“I will translate.”

“Good.”

“Exactly what you say.”

Holm stared at her.

Rebecca smiled.

“Shall we?”

The first twelve went quietly.

Rebecca explained the procedure in Krio.

She explained that the researchers wanted another blood sample.

She explained that they were interested not only in whether the person had Ebola, but whether something in the person's body might help explain why they had not developed the disease.

Some agreed immediately.

Others asked questions.

The thirteenth person was Aminata Koroma.

She sat in the chair and rolled up her sleeve.

Then she looked at Rebecca.

“Na wetin dem dae fen?”

Rebecca translated the question.

Holm gave the same explanation.

Rebecca translated it back.

Aminata frowned.

“Dem wan see why Ebola nor catch we?”

“Yes.”

She thought.

“Den if dem fen am, wetin go happen?”

Rebecca looked at Holm.

He smiled.

“It might help us develop new treatments.”

Rebecca translated.

Aminata looked impressed.

“So wi blod fit make medicine?”

“Possibly,” Holm said.

Rebecca translated.

Aminata smiled.

“Den if una sell di medicine, wi go get money?”

Holm stopped smiling.

Rebecca resisted the temptation to help him.

The silence lasted several seconds.

Finally, he said, “That's not really how medical research works.”

Rebecca translated exactly.

Aminata's smile disappeared.

“Ah see.”

She slowly rolled her sleeve back down.

Holm leaned forward.

“Mrs Koroma, your participation could help save lives.”

Rebecca translated.

Aminata looked at him.

“Na mi blod?”

Rebecca almost smiled.

“Yes,” she said. “Na you blod.”

“Den na mi for decide.”

“Yes.”

Aminata stood.

“Today ah nor ready.”

Holm looked at Rebecca.

“You need to explain that there's virtually no risk.”

“She understands.”

“I don't think she does.”

Rebecca's voice hardened.

“She understands perfectly.”

Aminata left.

Three of the people waiting outside left with her.





After that, the mood changed.

Questions spread faster than Rebecca expected.

What were the foreigners looking for?

Why did they need more blood?

Where did the blood go?

Was it still in Sierra Leone?

Who owned the samples?

Could medicine really be made from their blood?

By lunchtime, Pa Alimamy had called a meeting.

Nearly a hundred people gathered beneath the largest tarpaulin.

Holm was furious.

“This is unnecessary.”

Rebecca ignored him.

Pa Alimamy stood.

“Wi get wan question.”

There was murmured agreement.

“Una say wi nor get Ebola.”

“Yes,” Rebecca said.

“Una say wi safe.”

“Yes.”

“Una say twenty-one day don pass.”

“Yes.”

“Den why una dae tek wi blod again and again?”

Rebecca looked at Holm.

“This one is yours.”

He stood.

For the next five minutes he gave a technically correct and completely useless explanation of immune response, epidemiological research and global vaccine development.

Rebecca watched faces become blank.

When he finished, Pa Alimamy turned to her.

“Rebecca.”

“Yes?”

“Tell we wetin di man say.”

Holm looked offended.

“I just explained.”

Pa Alimamy shook his head.

“No. You make speech.”

Several people laughed.

Rebecca covered her mouth.

Even Holm seemed to understand he had lost.

Rebecca stood.

She spoke in Krio.

“Dem dae try understand why Ebola nor catch una.”

Silence.

“Dem believe say sometin fit de na una bodi wey mek una different.”

The silence deepened.

A woman called from the back.

“Different how?”

“Dem nor know yet.”

“Na why dem dae tek di blod?”

“Yes.”

Another voice.

“Dem don fen sometin?”

Rebecca hesitated.

That was the question.

Holm had told her only what was in the briefing papers.

But his behaviour told her considerably more.

“Ah nor know.”

A man shouted, “Ask am!”

Everyone looked at Holm.

Rebecca translated.

Holm stood again.

“The preliminary results are interesting. That's all I can responsibly say.”

Rebecca translated.

“Interesting?” Pa Alimamy repeated.

“Yes.”

“Wi blod interesting?”

A few people laughed.

Holm did not.

Pa Alimamy pointed towards the research tent.

“Usai di other blod de?”

“Some samples are being analysed here.”

“Some?”

Holm paused.

“Some have been sent to specialised laboratories.”

“Usai?”

“Europe and the United States.”

The meeting erupted.

Rebecca did not need to translate that.

Everybody understood Europe and United States.

Aminata stood.

“Una don send wi blod go America?”

Voices rose around her.

“Without telling we?”

“Wetin dem dae do wit am?”

“Una for bring am back!”

Holm raised both hands.

“Please. Please. These samples were collected with consent.”

Pa Alimamy turned towards Rebecca.

“Did dem tell we say dem go send wi blod go America?”

Rebecca could not answer.

Because she did not know.

And suddenly she realised that was the real problem.

She was the nurse.

She was Sierra Leonean.

She wore the same medical badge.

To the people in Camp NoE, there was no meaningful distinction between Rebecca and the researchers.

They were all una.

You people.

The outsiders.

For the first time, Rebecca understood that she had been brought to Camp NoE for more than nursing.

She was there because she spoke the language.

Because she knew the customs.

Because people might trust her.

And trust, she suddenly realised, could be another thing extracted from Camp NoE.

Just like blood.

The meeting ended badly.

No more samples were taken that day.

Holm left before sunset.

He said very little to Rebecca.

The Sierra Leonean researcher stayed behind.

As they packed equipment, he spoke quietly.

“You embarrassed him.”

Rebecca did not look up.

“He embarrassed himself.”

“You know how these people are.”

Rebecca stopped.

“These people?”

He immediately understood his mistake.

“I mean the international researchers.”

“Good.”

He sighed.

“Rebecca, be careful.”

“About what?”

“There is a lot of interest in this camp.”

“I noticed.”

“More than you think.”

She looked at him.

“What have they found?”

He zipped one of the equipment cases.

“I didn't say they found anything.”

“You didn't have to.”

He picked up the case.

Rebecca stepped in front of him.

“What have they found?”

The young man looked towards the entrance of the tent.

Nobody was there.

He lowered his voice.

“The samples are unusual.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don't know everything.”

“What do you know?”

He hesitated.

“Enough to know that people much more senior than us are suddenly paying attention.”

“How senior?”

He looked at her.

“The kind of people who don't normally know where Sierra Leone is.”

Then he carried the case outside.





Three days later, Rebecca received an email.

It was not meant for her.

The message had been forwarded as part of a chain concerning medical supplies.

She almost deleted it.

Then she saw two words.

Camp NoE.

She opened the attachment.

Most of the document was beyond her training.

Genetic sequences.

Protein markers.

Tables of figures.

References to receptors and viral entry mechanisms.

She understood enough medicine to know what she was looking at, but not enough molecular biology to interpret it confidently.

One sentence had been highlighted.

Phenotype appears consistent across sampled subjects.

Rebecca read it again.

Across sampled subjects.

She scrolled.

Another sentence.

Observed resistance may represent a population-level characteristic rather than isolated individual variation.

Her heart began beating faster.

Population-level.

Not one person.

Not ten.

Potentially all of them.

She continued.

At the bottom of the page was a short exchange between two researchers.

One name she recognised.

Dr Erik Holm.

The other she did not.

Saul.

There was no surname.

Holm had written:

We need a substantially larger sample before making any claim. Current findings are extraordinary but reproducible.

The reply was shorter.

Do not use “extraordinary” in written communication.

Then:

Secure the samples.

Rebecca stared at those three words.

Not collect.

Not analyse.

Secure.

She printed the document.

Then she deleted the email from her inbox.

Five seconds later, she regretted deleting it.

Ten seconds later, she realised it would probably still exist on the server.

Technology was not her strength.

Suspicion was becoming one.

That evening she walked through the camp alone.

The rains had stopped.

Children played football with a ball made from plastic bags bound tightly with string.

Women sat around cooking fires.

Someone had a radio playing quietly.

The smell of cassava leaves and wood smoke drifted through the trees.

“Rebecca!”

She turned.

It was the small boy who had demanded biscuits on her first day.

He ran towards her.

“You bring am?”

“Bring watin?”

“Me biscuit.”

“You are still thinking about biscuit?”

“Yes.”

“Three days?”

“Yes.”

Rebecca laughed.

“Come.”

She reached into her bag and handed him a packet.

His face changed instantly.

“Tenki! Tenki!”

“Nor eat all.”

He was already running away.

“Ah say nor eat all!”

“Okay!”

He would eat all.

Rebecca smiled.

Then she saw Pa Alimamy sitting alone beneath a tree.

He moved slightly to make room on the bench beside him.

Rebecca sat.

For a while neither spoke.

Then Pa Alimamy said, “You don fen sometin.”

Rebecca looked at him.

“How do you know?”

“Your face.”

“What is wrong with my face?”

“Too serious.”

“I am always serious.”

“No. Before, na nurse serious. Now na problem serious.”

Rebecca laughed softly.

This man was irritating.

And observant.

She took the folded printout from her bag.

She did not show it to him.

Not yet.

“Pa Alimamy.”

“Yes?”

“When you people left the town, did everybody leave together?”

“No.”

“Explain.”

“Some go fos. Some follow. Small small, wi meet na bush.”

“Did you all come from the same area?”

“No.”

“Same families?”

“No.”

“Same church?” “ Same mosque?”

He laughed.

“Some Christian. Some Muslim. Some nor know wetin dem believe.”

“Same tribe?”

“No.”

“Same village originally?”

“No.”

Rebecca frowned.

“What do all of you have in common?”

Pa Alimamy thought for a while.

“Wi run.”

“That is not what I mean.”

“Wi all Salone people.”

“Not enough.”

He looked at her.

“What are you looking for?”

Rebecca stared at the camp.

Three hundred people.

Unrelated.

Different ages.

Different families.

Different histories.

Yet something apparently connected them biologically.

There had to be something.

Geography.

An ancestor.

An environmental exposure.

A food.

A plant.

A disease encountered in the past.

Something.

“Ah nor know yat.”

Pa Alimamy nodded.

“Den nor hurry.”

Rebecca looked at him.

He smiled.

“Sometimes if you hurry for find answer, na di wrong answer you go fen.”

For once, Rebecca had nothing to say.





End of Preview
Continue reading in the complete edition of Camp NoE: The Revelation.
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