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For everyone who ever thought I was weird, odd, or too much — you were right. I still am.

For Joe Allen, Ginger Breon, Judy Olian, Bill Mahon, Roger Williams, Stephanie Ward, Sarah Dyson, Dan Joyce, Maura Parker, Tom Troxell, and the Third-Floor lads of LHU Gross Hall — for the lessons, the laughter, and everything in between.

Some doors only open from the inside. Thank you for helping me find the handle.
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PROLOGUE
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Nobody knew what caused it.

That was the part that would later haunt every survivor, every virologist working in sealed rooms under fluorescent lights, and every government committee convened in capitals that were still standing. They would compile reports, issue findings, and contradict one another on every point that was not purely logistical. At the end of it, the origin of everything would remain what it had been since the first case: a mystery without a clean answer, a starting point that retreated further into the past the closer you looked at it.

What they could eventually document — and what they did document, painstakingly, in the years that followed, once the immediate business of survival allowed anyone the luxury of documentation — were the earliest confirmed incidents. A handful of cases, scattered across the globe, in the weeks before St. Brigid's Island became known by name. Isolated events that no one at the time had any reason to connect to one another, in a world that generates millions of reports a day and has only so many hours to read them.

The earliest case they found, working backward, was in a fishing village on the Croatian coast.

Three men had died in the village within four days of each other in late October, from what the local clinic had initially called a virulent gastric illness marked by high fever and late-stage neurological symptoms. The clinic's sole physician, Dr. Davorka Petrić, had been trying to retire for eleven years. She noted that two of the three men had attacked her nursing staff in the hours before they died. She attributed this to fever-induced delirium. She had not been exactly wrong. She had reached for the closest description available to her.

Her notes ended there. She had other patients. The village moved on.

No one followed up.

* * *
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There was an apartment building in Fukuoka.

A retired electrician named Sato Hiroshi, sixty-eight, had suffered what neighbors described as a medical episode at about two in the morning on a Wednesday in early November. He knocked on three apartment doors before the fourth resident, a twenty-six-year-old elementary school teacher who kept a baseball bat by her entrance for reasons she described to police as general urban prudence, subdued him. He died four hours later in the hospital without regaining consciousness. The attending physician noted bite marks on his forearm that predated the neighbor's defensive measures. The source of the bites was never identified. The case was filed and not cross-referenced because, at that point, there was nothing to cross-reference it with.

The elementary school teacher kept the baseball bat.

* * *
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There was the cargo ship.

The Mira Dalca, a general cargo vessel registered in Malta, was found adrift in the South China Sea on the fourteenth of November, eleven days after its last confirmed communication with its shipping company's operations center. A coast guard cutter out of Hainan intercepted and boarded her. The boarding party consisted of six officers. Three were later hospitalized. The official report ran to forty-two pages and was classified within seventy-two hours. That meant the captain's log, the condition of the crew quarters, and the fourteen restrained individuals recovered from the vessel never entered any database available for early retrospective analysis.

This data gap would later be described as unfortunate. It was considerably worse than that.

* * *
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There were others.

A psychiatric facility in rural New South Wales, where three patients and one staff member died amid circumstances the coroner's inquest attributed to a breakdown in medication protocols, because the coroner had no other available label. A long-distance trucking depot outside Nairobi, where two drivers were reported missing and a third was found in a condition the police report described, carefully and without elaboration, as significant trauma. A small hotel in the Romanian mountains, closed for the season, where a caretaker was found by the owners when they arrived to prepare for winter. The owners subsequently could not be reached. Neither could the local police who went to investigate. The whole matter went into a provincial missing persons file and stayed there.

Small things. Isolated things.

The world was not yet broken. It was full of small things and isolated things. The apparatus for connecting them — for reading the pattern in the noise — was not yet pointed in the right direction. Or it was pointed in the right direction but missing the people who could have acted on what it found. Or it lacked funding or political will, or it produced the right reports and sent them to the right inboxes. And the right inboxes belonged to people dealing with other crises, of which there was never, in the world as it had been, any shortage.

The dots were too far apart. The world was too loud. Nobody connected them.

Not until afterward. Not until it was too late to be useful, and the only value the connection had was historical.

* * *
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St. Brigid's Island lay one hundred and fifty nautical miles off the coast, volcanic in origin, steep-cliffed, and remote as places are when they are made difficult to reach, not merely neglected.

The island had been inhabited intermittently for several centuries: first by fishermen, then by a small Catholic mission in the nineteenth century, then by private owners who each learned the same lesson. One hundred and fifty nautical miles was farther from the mainland than it sounded when you were trying to maintain a property through Atlantic winters.

Over those twelve years, the center had been built into something that worked. Not easily. These things were never easy, and running a residential facility for children with complex needs on an island with no airstrip and ferry service that bad weather could suspend for weeks required a certain kind of person. But it worked. The routines worked. The staff worked. The volcanic soil grew things if you were patient with it. The children — the twelve currently in residence, and the thirty-seven who had passed through over the years and gone on to whatever came next — were, by every measure that mattered, doing better here than they had elsewhere.

The island had its own small drama unfolding in the days before everything changed, though no one on the mainland would know about it until much later.

A groundskeeper named Giles had found a dead bird near the eastern cliffs on a Tuesday morning. He was not a man who made much of any one thing, and a dead bird near the cliffs was not unusual. The cliffs were where the gannets dove and the shearwaters nested in their burrows. Birds died there. The sea took most of them, but not all. Giles crouched beside this one because it was still warm, which was wrong for a bird that looked as if it had been dead for some time. A gannet, he thought, or something like a gannet. Its feathers were intact. Its eyes were open.

He had told the cook about it. She had shrugged and told him to put it in the bin. He had put it in the bin.

By Wednesday, he had a headache behind his right eye.

By Thursday, the headache was worse, and he had a low fever. The island nurse, Adela, had checked his temperature and told him to rest and drink water. He had done both. He had also, on Thursday evening, given his usual lesson to Sadie in the garden — the storm petrels tonight, the small dark birds that walked on water, that fed on the surface of the open ocean and came to land only to breed. Sadie had listened with her complete, quiet attention, holding her blue cup in both hands and saying nothing, and Giles had not required her to.

By Friday morning, the fever was gone. He felt fine. Better than fine — there was a lightness to him, a clarity, that he noticed and was grateful for without examining too closely, because Giles was not the examining type.

He told Adela he was well. She agreed and made a note in his file: Giles — fever resolved, no further symptoms. Return to normal activity.

She did not note the bite on his right hand, because he did not mention it, and because it was very small and very old-looking, and because she assumed, as he had, that it was a gardening injury of some kind. He had gardening injuries constantly. It was part of the job.

He went to bed Friday night reading his new field guide. He was on the shearwaters, which nest in burrows and spend most of their lives at sea. He fell asleep with the book on his chest.

He did not wake up.

* * *
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In the days between Giles finding the bird and the morning the ferry stopped running, the island was quiet as it was always quiet — insistently, enormously quiet, the quiet of 150 nautical miles of open water between a piece of volcanic rock and the nearest thing that could be called civilization.

The children followed their routines. Mara moved through her days doing the invisible maintenance of twelve interlocking worlds. Brother Thomas said mass in the small chapel each morning for an audience of himself, Dolores the cook, and occasionally Giles, who was not Catholic but found the ritual calming, as all ritual calmed him — as evidence that the world had order and that the order held.

The radio brought news, intermittently. Something in Port Cazale — the nearest mainland town of any size, the one the ferry ran from — that the reports described with the careful vagueness of official communication, trying not to generate panic. Disturbances. Incidents. The ferry schedule was suspended pending review of seismic conditions, which was true, but not the only reason.

Evelyn Wren tracked the tremors in her notebook. She tracked everything in her notebook. She had been logging the seismic data for six weeks, since the activity had begun to increase, and she had produced a small chart of the escalation. She showed it to Mara without comment because the chart spoke for itself if you knew how to read it. Mara had looked at the chart and thought, we should probably talk to the ferry company about scheduling. She had not yet made the call.

The ferry had already made the decision for her.

On the last night before everything changed, a Friday, the island was as it always was: dark at the edges, lit in the center, the children in their rooms in various stages of the routines that made nights manageable. The volcano muttered at its baseline, so familiar that the staff had stopped noting it in their incident logs. The sea moved against the cliffs in the rhythm it had maintained for ten thousand years.

And Giles was in his room, reading about shearwaters. He did not know that the bird he had found on the cliff path on Tuesday had come from somewhere else. He did not know it had been touched by something moving through the world before anyone had a name for it — patient, systemic, indifferent to the borders between species and nations and to the careful categories human beings use to organize what is and is not possible.

He was a good man. He had been a good man for sixty-three years, in the quiet, undemonstrative way of people who are good without needing acknowledgment. He had taught a small girl the names of coastal birds, found a blue cup for her to love, and spent twenty-two years making the volcanic soil of a remote island produce things that grew and were worth growing.

None of that would protect him.

It never does.

At four seventeen in the morning, his heart stopped. The island moved beneath him, a long, slow tremor, eleven seconds, the longest yet.

At four thirty-one, he stood up. Not as a man wakes from sleep and sits upright. Not with the adjustments and hesitations of a body taking inventory of itself after unconsciousness. He stood like a marionette when someone picks up the strings: all at once, no warmup, no hierarchy of muscle groups, legs straightening under a body that had not asked them to. His eyes were open. They had been open since four seventeen, staring at the ceiling, registering nothing. Now they registered something. Not thought. Not awareness. Something simpler and more total than either. His mouth opened. A sound came out of it that was not a word and not a breath and was not anything a living man’s body produced. It was the sound of air being moved through equipment that had been designed for a different purpose.

And the morning that had been coming for weeks — perhaps since a gannet or something like a gannet had fallen warm and dead on a cliff path, been placed in a bin, and been forgotten — began in earnest.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Pattern Breaks
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The night before everything changed, Mara Bell did her rounds at ten.

This was not protocol. Protocol ended at nine — the official handover to the night staff, the documented sign-off, the shift from professional responsibility to whatever passed for personal time on an island where personal time and professional space were permanently blurred into a single ongoing condition. Mara did her rounds at ten anyway, and at midnight when she couldn’t sleep, and sometimes at two in the morning when the volcano did something new and she lay still for a moment, cataloging the difference before getting up.

The children’s wing was quiet as it always was at night — not the silence of absence but the layered, occupied silence of twelve different nervous systems in various states of rest. Some of them slept deeply and quickly; this was one of the things that surprised people who came to the island with preconceptions about the children’s experience of the world, the assumption that difficulty with certain inputs translated to difficulty with all inputs, including the input of unconsciousness. Some of them slept the hard, total sleep of people who had worked very hard to be present all day and needed the night to recover.

Some of them did not sleep easily.

Sadie’s light was on. This was permitted — Sadie slept with her lamp on the low setting, a piece of blue cellophane over the shade that produced the soft, tinted light she had arrived at through months of iteration. Gerald the cup was on the nightstand within reach. Sadie herself was in the position she always took when she was asleep: on her left side, knees drawn up, one hand flat on the pillow. The cup within reach. The lamp blue-lit and low.

Mara watched her from the doorway for a moment. The things she had learned over fourteen months about each of these children — knowledge that only came from sustained attention over time. Sadie’s sleep position. Ben’s nighttime counting, the low murmur audible if she stood outside his door in the right silence. Nora’s headphones, worn even in sleep, set to the lowest frequency, the world turned down to a manageable level.

Eli’s light was on. This was less usual.

He sat on the edge of his bed, the yellow yarn in his hands, not wound around his fingers as he wore it during the day, but held in a loose coil, his hands moving through deliberate configurations — the yarn tautened, released, drawn into a different shape, released again. Not a game. Not idle. The way you worked something through that required working through.

Mara knocked quietly on the open door. He looked up.

“What are you making?” she said.

He held up what he had made. A kind of cradle. Simple, the yarn crossing over itself to form a small suspended center. Something could rest there.

“That’s good,” she said.

He studied it. Then: “The mountain is louder.”

She listened. Through the window, through the walls: the baseline mutter of the volcano, somewhat louder than usual. Not dramatically. But Eli’s hearing was calibrated to a precision that most people’s wasn’t.

“It is,” she said. “I think it’ll settle down.”

He considered this. “You don’t know that.”

“No,” she said. “I don’t. I think so, though.”

He returned to the yarn, accepting her uncertainty as information rather than comfort, the only form she had to offer.

“Try to sleep,” she said.

“I will try,” he said, with the linguistic precision of someone who understood the difference between trying and succeeding and was committing to the first.

* * *
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Brother Thomas was in the kitchen.

She heard him before she saw him — the distinct sound of someone making tea, as if they had done it so often they no longer needed to think about it. She came down the hall, and he looked up from the counter with the unshocked look of someone who had been expecting her, or someone like her.

“There’s enough for two,” he said.

She sat at the long table, and he set a cup in front of her and sat across from her. He was sixty-one years old. His face was that of someone who had spent a long time outdoors in harsh weather and had not minded it. He had been at St. Brigid’s for two years, long enough that she had stopped noticing him as new and had begun to rely on his presence as you rely on weather patterns — not without fluctuation, but essentially trustworthy.

She hadn’t asked him about it in two years. Tonight, for reasons she would have difficulty articulating, she asked.

“What was it?”

He understood her question. They had been working in the same building for two years and had developed a compressed way of communicating, typical of people who spend most of their professional energy explaining things carefully, which often led to imprecise exchanges.

He considered it. “A boy. In the parish. In the school. He came to me, and I did what I knew how to do, but none of it worked. Then there was a night when he needed someone present, and I wasn’t there.”

The volcano murmured.

“Not absent,” he said. “I want to be precise. I was physically there. I was at a diocesan meeting. In the building. He knocked on the door, and I was in the middle of something. I told him I would be five minutes, but I was twenty, and during those twenty minutes, he made a decision — a decision that was not reversible.”

The tea was hot. Mara held the cup.

“You stayed in the Church,” she said.

“I did. For three more years. I don’t know why, exactly. Then I began to understand that staying was its own kind of damage — that I was present in all the ways that could be recorded and absent in the only way that mattered.”

“So they sent you here.”

“I asked to come here.” He looked down at his hands around his cup. “I thought a place that required true presence, where the children knew immediately if you were going through the motions, might be the right medicine for what I had.”

“Was it?”

He didn’t answer right away. He looked out the window at the dark.

“The children helped,” he said. “The quiet was just where they were.”

* * *
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She went back to her room at midnight, took her phone from the nightstand, and opened Owen’s message from two hours earlier.

He had sent a link to a news story, and below it: Have you seen this? followed by: Are you okay? followed by: call me when you can.

The news story was about the ferry suspension. About the seismic activity. About the island, which was named in the third paragraph as one of the locations within the potentially affected radius.

She stared at the phone.

The story was a week old. She had noted it when it ran and mentally filed it among the things the media covered with more urgency than the situation warranted. She was not dismissive of volcanic risk. She had Evelyn’s chart, the escalating frequency logged in those neat columns. But the children needed breakfast, then quiet time, then the morning walk if the weather cooperated, and the schedule was the order, and that order was what held the world together, and maintaining it was the work, and the work was what she was here to do.

She typed: I’m fine. Everything’s stable here. Call tomorrow?

She read the message once more before sending it.

She sent it.

She put the phone face down, lay in the dark, and listened to the volcano. The baseline mutter. The low resonance of it coming through the stone walls and the bedframe, so familiar by now that her body had stopped registering it as a disturbance and had filed it as background.

Giles’s room was dark across the garden. She could see the outline of the agapanthus he had planted along the path.

She thought, I should check on him in the morning.

She did not think, This is the last night; everything is as it is.

She did not think this because you never think it. Even if you did, you would not know which morning was that morning, and the not-knowing was perhaps the only mercy the universe offered without charging for it.

She closed her eyes.

The volcano muttered.

The island turned under the dark Atlantic sky, as it had for ten thousand years. Twelve children in their rooms, in various states of rest. Giles in his room, his field guide open on his chest. Brother Thomas, back in his room now, kneeling as he had for forty years, the body understanding the posture.

Mara Bell, lying in the dark, eyes closed, almost asleep.

None of them knew.

That was the only mercy. The only clean thing.

The heart attack came at four seventeen in the morning, which meant Giles died alone.

Mara did not yet know that the field guide had slid off his chest and onto the floor. She did not know he had been gone for fourteen minutes. She did not know those fourteen minutes were almost up.

He stood up like a marionette — the impression of intention without the substance of it, motion that comes from outside rather than inside. In the dark room, his eyes opened and tracked, but not as eyes track when a man wakes and takes in the familiar details of a room he has slept in for twenty-two years. They tracked like a sensor: searching for input, waiting for the signal that would tell the old body's legs where to go.

The signal, when it came, was not visual.

It was warm. Down the hall, past three closed doors, a night nurse named Dolores was making tea in the staff kitchen, and her warmth — the heat of a living body against the corridor's cold air — was a fact in the world, and the thing that had been Giles found it like a compass needle finding north. Not intelligently. Not consciously. Just inexorably.

He moved toward the door.

In the garden outside his window, the bird of paradise he had planted six springs ago bent once in the predawn wind and was still.

* * *
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The blue cup had come to St. Brigid's in the same box as Sadie, packed between a spare pair of shoes and a laminated list of the things that made days manageable.

Sadie's mother, Paula, had made the list herself, typing it at the kitchen table in their Coventry flat at two in the morning, with a glass of wine she wasn't drinking and a feeling she couldn't name that sat between relief and the worst kind of guilt. The list had nineteen items. The blue cup was item seven: Sadie needs her blue cup at every meal. Not a cup like it. This cup. If it breaks, do not attempt to replace it with a similar item. Call us immediately.

The cup had been Gerald before it was a cup. This required explanation.

When Sadie was three, her grandmother — a woman named Iris who kept a budgerigar, smelled of lavender, and had a way of looking at Sadie that didn't include the anxious scanning most adults' faces did in her presence — had given her a small stuffed frog. The frog was green with a blue belly and button eyes, and Sadie had named him Gerald, which had made Iris laugh in the way Sadie liked best, the laugh that had nothing corrective in it. Gerald had gone everywhere for two years. Gerald had been replaced twice when the original wore through, each time with an identical frog that Sadie had accepted because it looked right, smelled right, and occupied the correct space.

When Sadie was five, Gerald the third had been lost on a trip to the supermarket. Gone between the car and the cereal aisle, there and then not there, as things sometimes were. Sadie had not cried. She rarely cried in the conventional way. What she did instead was go very still and very internal, a manner her parents had learned meant something important had broken in the architecture of her world, and that the rebuilding process would take time and could not be rushed.

The blue cup was not exactly Giles's doing, but Giles was the one who found it.

It had been three weeks since Gerald's loss, and Sadie was still navigating the absence, still reaching for something that wasn't there. She had taken to spending her mornings in the garden — not beside anyone, just in the vicinity of someone who wasn't going to make demands of her — and Giles had let her because he understood, in the wordless way of people who pay close attention, that what she needed was presence without pressure.

He was deadheading the agapanthus one morning when she appeared at his elbow with the blue plastic cup that had come with breakfast and that she had apparently decided was important.

"Gerald," she said.

Giles looked from the cup to Sadie. He had learned, in the months she had been coming to his garden, not to redirect or correct when she made these lateral connections — the leaps of association her brain made, the logic of which was not always visible from the outside but which, he had come to understand, was entirely consistent from the inside.

"Gerald," he agreed.

After that, the cup went everywhere the frog had gone. Sadie held it between bites at every meal, slept with it on the nightstand, and brought it to the garden in the mornings when she came to learn the names of things. Giles taught her the coastal plants first — agapanthus, sea campion, thrift, the tough grasses that held the volcanic soil together against the wind. Then the birds. The Manx shearwater that nested in burrows on the north cliff made a sound at night like a lost child. The storm petrels that walked on water. The gannets that folded their wings and fell like white arrows into the sea.

Sadie absorbed all of it. She did not always respond in the moment — sometimes she would look at a plant he named and say nothing, and then, three days later, at breakfast, she would say the name correctly, in context, as if she had been quietly filing it the whole time. This was one of the things Giles liked best about her. She was always working, even when she appeared to be somewhere else.

Gerald, the cup, had been in her hands for eleven months now. It had been in her hands at breakfast on the morning everything changed, and it would be in her hands for everything that came after, a piece of blue plastic carrying twenty months of accumulated meaning, irreplaceable in the way ordinary things become when they have been loved long enough.

* * *
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Mara Bell had been awake since five.

Not because of the tremor, though it had been part of it — the low resonance moving through the building's stone foundation and into the bedframe, familiar now but still logged by her body as a disturbance, as the body logs anything that arrives in the dark. She had lain still for a moment afterward, counting seconds, and when the rumbling stopped, she had reached for her phone out of habit.

A message from Owen, sent at two-seventeen his time, told her he had been up late again. He did that when she was on a long contract — stayed up too late watching things she would have watched with him, leaving messages that were too long for the hour and that she read in the morning with the feeling of being both very loved and very far away.

The message said: The boiler is making the sound again. Called the plumber. Tom gave the year eights a detention that lasted forty minutes past the bell, and now three parents have complained, and I got copied on the emails somehow. I miss you. When is the ferry next week?

She stared at the message for a moment in the blue phone light of her room. The boiler. The grieving parents. The ferry schedule, which she had not yet checked and would need to check because Owen asked about it with the measured frequency of a man trying not to ask too often about something he needed very much.

She had been at St. Brigid's for fourteen months on this contract. It was supposed to have been nine. The extension had come in January, when the center's director had asked if she would stay through summer while they recruited, and she had said yes because the alternative was to leave in February with three children mid-therapy cycle, and she was not someone who left mid-cycle. Owen had said he understood. He had meant it. He had also, in the unspoken language of a two-year relationship with a woman who kept extending her contracts, communicated something else.

She put the phone face down on the nightstand.

Through her window, the eastern garden was still dark. She could see the outline of the agapanthus Giles had planted along the path, the shapes of things she had walked past five hundred times. In a few hours, the children would begin their morning routines, and she would move through the dining hall doing what she did — the invisible maintenance of a world built to a careful design, the daily work of keeping twelve different nervous systems from colliding with each other before breakfast was finished.

She got up, dressed in the dark, and went to check on the children.

It was five nineteen. The island was quiet. The volcano had settled back into its baseline mutter.

Nothing was wrong yet.

* * *
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Routine was the architecture of the place.

Not the cold, institutional routine of a place designed merely to contain, where schedules existed for staff convenience and were enforced as a matter of control. The routine of St. Brigid's Center had been built over the years through close observation, adjustment, and the hard-won knowledge of what worked for each child in its care. It was not one routine but twelve overlapping ones, negotiated, revised, and held in Mara's memory with a comprehensiveness that would have been impressive even if none of the children had the needs they had.

The dining hall at seven-thirty on a weekday looked chaotic. It was not. Ben ate at the corner table because it gave him stimuli from only two directions. Sadie had her purple bowl and blue cup, and ate from left to right because going right to left felt 'backwards,' which was bad. Nora wore noise-canceling headphones because the extractor fan and serving trays hit a frequency her nervous system experienced as pressure rather than sound. Jonah ate quickly and watched the door because mornings were his best time, and he was always impatient for whatever came next. The smaller children — Luca, Mia, and the twins Ravi and Priya, who had arrived in October and were still settling — followed the breakfast routine with the concentration of people learning a new language.

And Evelyn sat at the corner table that was not Ben's — the opposite corner, which gave her a sightline on the entire room and both exit doors without requiring her





































[image: ]


































































































[image: ]








































[image: ]











































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DEvILS AROUND THE CLOCK

A Novel

STEVEN INFANTI





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





