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‘God omnipotent
is mustering in his clouds on our behalf
Armies of pestilence, and they shall strike.’

Richard II, Act 3, Scene 3






The spore was shaped like a ball, dull grey and seventeen microns in length. That is to say, seventeen thousandths of a millimetre. It spun as it drifted. The spore cloud of which it was a part was buffeted by eddies of breath, draughts from the open window and the heat of nearby human bodies. The cloud floated past two mouths, then spun faster as breath was exhaled, blowing the spores away. Then a third mouth opened, breathing in sharply. A sudden intake, and the air was sucked inside at a speed of two metres per second. The spore was pulled in through the mouth, through the fibrous muscle of the pharynx and past the open epiglottis. In the larynx it was bounced further by the tens of thousands of identical spores in the cloud, all of which had made the same short journey. The ball spun faster.

At the end of the inhale, the spore was pulled down the trachea, a straight drop to the bottom of the windpipe. As it fell, the cloud rotated anticlockwise and the spore funnelled through the tubular branches of the left lung. It slowed as the tubes constricted then stuck on the wall of one of the smallest. There, it waited for germination.

Programmed.

Coded.

Under orders.

In twelve weeks, its hard keratin shell will break and its bacteria will be released. They in turn will release auto-inducers – tiny molecules that signal to each other. Once they message that they have the numbers, the bacteria will attack.

Until then, the spore cloud’s cargo of lethal toxin will have to wait.




The driver of the Freightliner X7 bus flicked his tired eyes to the mirror. At 6.37 a.m., it should have been busy. Three quarters full at least. Commuters and returning, sleeping nightshift workers in the main. But he had nine passengers – only nine – and every one of them was silent.

The ID swinging from his neck showed a man happier and heavier than the image in the mirror. He drove slowly, with just one eye on the road. His passengers were nervous; he was nervous. He wouldn’t have shown up for work at all if his girlfriend hadn’t called him a pussy.

Another glance in the mirror.

Bolt upright, the nine were watching each other, their eyes darting from passenger to passenger. Nervous, watchful, listening. Above all, listening. When the bus was moving and its 600 h.p. diesel engine was clattering noisily, deafeningly, the relaxation was visible: an exhaled breath, a drop of the shoulders. But whenever it slowed down, or spent any time at traffic lights, the delay was greeted with wider eyes and tighter lips. No one was wearing headphones.

Two white men sat at the back, the only passengers sitting close enough for a conversation, but they too had fallen silent. There was colour in their cheeks from the cold outside but otherwise their faces were pale, strained. In front of them, a grey-haired black woman, her handbag clutched to her chest like a shield, stared resolutely ahead. Only her slightly cocked head revealed her alertness, her awareness of possible danger. A muffled and swathed schoolgirl sat three seats in front of her, hands gripped around a book she manifestly wasn’t reading. A young black Salvation Army officer stood in the aisle, trying and failing to smile, her gloved hand holding tightly on to the back of a seat. The other four passengers wore white face masks that covered their mouth and nose; one stood by the driver, and the other three sat alone, as far apart as the bus allowed. On one of the misted-up windows, a previous passenger had written ‘Silence’, the letters now running with condensation.

The bus slowed as it approached a stop. Nine heads whipped left to see who was waiting.There’s someone else?

It was a middle-aged man, fifties, salt-and-pepper beard, rough working jacket, a scarf wrapped loosely around his neck. An icy blast blew in and the driver punched the doors closed behind him. The man was waved through without paying and immediately sized up his fellow travellers. He pulled the scarf away from his face.

‘I’m fine. No need to worry on my score,’ he called. Londoner. A ragged voice. A smoker, probably. His cheery tone aroused nothing but suspicion in the nine. Shrugging, he sat down next to one of the passengers wearing a paper mask. His new neighbour flinched, then, recovering, slowly bent his head closer. After a few seconds, he nodded and gave a thumbs-up sign.

The bearded man harrumphed. ‘Like I said,’ he said, and pulled his scarf back over his mouth.

There was a stretch of dual carriageway ahead, a clear road for maybe half a mile – the only time a bus driver was ever likely to hit 30 mph. The winter light was the usual combination of weak sun and bright neon. The driver thought it made everyone look sick. Maybe everyone was sick. If there was no one at the Radcliffe Road stop, he knew he could maintain his speed all the way. Pick up some of his lost time.

The bus shelter looked empty, and he began to move into the middle lane, but at the last minute a gloved hand shot out from behind a full-screen advert. For a fraction of a second, he considered driving on – that hand was late – but then his instinct kicked in and, with the smallest of sighs, he indicated, then slowed. The owner of the gloved hand stayed partially hidden behind the eight-foot-high perfume ad, then the driver made out a dark-coloured parka and a cream hoodie pulled low. Stooped, head down, light brown skin.

In the mirror, the response was immediate. All ten passengers were straining to see who number eleven might be. One of the men in the back row was half standing, peering through the fogged-up window. He wiped away the condensation and pressed his face to the glass, straining for a view.

‘Hood’s up!’ he shouted. ‘The bastard’s got his hood up!’ One of the men in a mask pulled the fabric away from his mouth.

‘He takes it down, driver!’ he yelled. ‘Make sure he takes it down!’

There was an unmistakable edge to the man’s voice. The driver got the message. His new passenger would have to take the hood down or there were ten other passengers who would do it for him. Or her. He still couldn’t tell.

The bus came to a halt and the doors were opened. Ten strained faces in the mirror; one nervous girl on the steps. Hands deep in her pockets, she stabbed a glance into the bus, then moved towards the driver. Most of her hair was pushed under the hood, but a few loose, dark strands fell in front of her hooded eyes. She cleared her throat. Offered a £10 note. The driver held up his hand.

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘It’s not that simple.’ He waved it away. ‘Don’t need your money,’ he said through the protective glass. ‘But I do need you to remove the hood.’ She screwed her face tighter, shook her head then reoffered the banknote.

‘Please. To Castle Lane.’ There was a rattle in her voice, a phlegmy-bubbling in her words, but that wasn’t what had made him shudder.

She was too loud. Her voice was much too loud, and everyone had heard.

‘Hood down,’ he said, his voice raised now. ‘And you can keep the money.’ The driver didn’t need to check the mirror; he knew he had an audience. The girl scanned the passengers’ faces. Ten, all turned to her, all bar an old lady now standing. A man with a paper mask around his neck stepped forward.

‘Take off the hood or get the fuck off this bus.’

She took off the hood. Black curls fell to just above her shoulders. The driver caught a glimpse of small ears, no headphones.

‘Now kill the engine!’ A voice from the back. The driver looked at the girl. Fourteen, maybe, but only just. She hadn’t moved from the top step. Whether she was frozen with fear, indecision, sickness or all three, he couldn’t tell, but he knew she was in trouble.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Rose.’

Still too loud. He was grateful for the partition between them.

‘Rose, are you sick?’

She shook her head.

Another shout behind them. ‘Kill the engine.’

A different voice. ‘Yeah, kill the engine. And the heater. We need to hear her!’

The driver sensed the danger. He could see the passengers edging closer. He hit the mic.

‘This is my bus.’ His voice was amplified so loud his words were distorted and the passengers jumped. ‘I will decide who gets on and when the engine gets turned off.’ Looks of surprise in the mirror. ‘And the heater stays on. Please sit down.’

Most did, but two remained standing. The bearded man and one of the men wearing a mask. The driver cut the mic.

‘Rose, Castle Lane is the hospital.’ Rose stared at the floor. ‘And if you’re sick like I think you’re sick, you need to get off the bus now.’

The girl began to sway, and he knew he wouldn’t catch her in time. She closed her eyes, took a step back and collapsed, falling down the steps, slumping against the automatic doors. There were shouts of alarm from behind and before he could unlock the driver’s cabin, one of the passengers had blocked his way. The Salvation Army woman had fallen to her knees, her gloved hands reaching forward and brushing Rose’s hair away from her ears. She leaned closer, performed the briefest inspection, then scrambled back to lean against the reinforced glass of the driver’s cab.

‘Earplugs?’ he asked.

The Salvationist nodded.

‘Small and pink-skin-coloured,’ she said, her words clipped, her breathing rapid. ‘Pushed in deep.’ He nodded.

‘We need to get her off. Now.’

Three of the men rushed forward. ‘Just open the doors!’ yelled one, a stabbing finger pointing at the driver. ‘Get her off before she infects us all.’

The driver shook his head. ‘If I open the doors, she’ll fall into the gutter—’

‘Where she belongs,’ said the man, his words only slightly muffled by his mask. ‘Open the fucking doors.’

The Salvationist leaned towards the driver. ‘Let me out by the back doors,’ she said. ‘I’ll stay with her.’ He mouthed a quick ‘thank you’ and opened them. He watched as she ran to the front, crouched down ready to catch the girl, then raised her arm. ‘Ready!’

He hit the door release. There was a hiss and the door began to open, but then, sensing an obstruction, shuddered closed again.

‘Jesus Christ,’ muttered the driver.

‘Try again,’ demanded the masked man, and the driver obliged, although he knew it was pointless. Until Rose moved, or was moved, the door would stay shut.

‘OK,’ said the masked man. ‘I’ve had enough of this. Ready?’ His words were aimed at the driver, who shrugged.

‘For what?’

The man made a show of holding his breath, then swooped towards the stricken girl. Squatting on his haunches, he reached into the stairwell and grabbed hold of her coat. With a noisy exhalation he hauled her to her feet. Rose’s head rolled.

‘Hey!’ The driver jumped from his seat. ‘You can’t do that.’

‘Open the door! She’s not blocking it now. Do it.’

The driver hesitated. He needed the girl off his bus, but not like this.

‘We do this gently,’ he said. ‘Hand her to the Sally Army lady, OK?’ The man nodded and the driver opened the doors. The man held the girl by the lapels of her coat, adjusted his grip, altered his stance, then threw her from the bus. She landed on top of the Salvation Army officer and they both hit the ground, hard.

‘Drive on,’ he said.




Four days earlier

7.50 a.m.

‘YOU DON’T GET the next bus.’

‘I know.’

‘Or Tube.’

‘I know that too.’

‘And you don’t leave for five minutes.’

‘Rose, I know. We agreed the rules. They were my idea.’

‘But you never keep to them, Dad, do you?’

The irate fourteen-year-old girl with light brown skin, grey sweatshirt and black skirt was pointing. A series of finger-stabbing motions punctuated her shouting.

‘The rules never apply to you when you don’t want them to, do they?’ she said.

The irate thirty-nine-year-old man with darker brown skin, jacket and tie held up his hands. A surrender. His next words were spoken softly.

‘Rose, the principal has called me into her office. What was I supposed to say? “Sorry, I can’t come in just yet because my daughter has this rule—”’

‘We have this rule.’

‘“… because we have this rule that says I can’t leave until five minutes after she has slammed the door behind her?”’

The volume kicked up a notch. ‘Yes, that’s exactly what you should have said! You’re always saying you can’t pick and choose which rules you follow and which you don’t.’ She raised accusatory eyebrows.

Christ, she’s good at this, he thought. If he pursued the argument much longer, he would be late. It was time to go. He never won these spats anyway. He sighed, and retreated.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I do say that. I’ll try to stick to the rules in future.’

Rose glowered at her father, her large green eyes narrowing, then hoisted her school bag over her shoulder. Slammed the door. He let out another sigh.

‘Bye then,’ he said to the empty hall. ‘Hope you have a good day too.’ He stood for a few seconds, staring at the door. He could hear her jumping the steps down to the front door. He shrugged. ‘Could have been worse,’ he said.

The walk to the Tube took eleven minutes, the scrum to get on a train was usually five and the journey less than ten. Kit Chaplin would be late, but Rose had forced the argument, so there was no use fretting. Once she had gone, he speed-tidied the kitchen, re-checked his work bag, set the alarm. On his way to the station he listened to the news on his headphones, switching to music when he got there. His preferred pre-school playlist was jazz and soul, in the main, Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Michael Kiwanuka, Benjamin Clementine. ‘Old grooves,’ his partner, Lilly, called it, so that was the name he’d given it. He liked the phrase; it made him an old groover. The playlist now had more than six hundred tracks, and counting. It would take him through the change at King’s Cross and up to his exit from Great Portland Street. But first, the platform squeeze. His least favourite five minutes of the day.

The platform was three deep, the next train a minute away. He stood as he always did, one pace to the left of the waste bin, his back to the oncoming train. When he heard it arriving he stepped forward, shoulder first, and when the doors slid open he wheeled and pushed – an old rugby manoeuvre. With his height and broad shoulders, it rarely failed. Short, quick steps, a low drive, and he was on.

Kit grabbed a strap, closed his eyes, tried to concentrate on the sweet sounds in his ears. But it was a battle. He could feel at least three bodies pressed against him. He felt breathing against his neck. A bag pushed into his ribs. A woman’s elbow glanced his ear. God, how he hated this. Even with noise-cancelling headphones the carriage sounded like an overflowing doctor’s waiting room. A trumpeting sneeze nearby made him shiver; he imagined countless particles of saliva and mucus drifting his way. The Covid memories were strong, but he, like most commuters, had no choice. The bus was no better. Everyone had gone back to everything they were doing before. He wished he could afford the stream of taxis Lilly used. Maybe one day. Kit covered his nose and mouth with his scarf and prayed for King’s Cross.

The walk to the connecting train at least had the benefit of a cold blast of winter air blowing through the walkways and escalators. It might be the usual soup of London street air, but to Kit it felt like litres of pure oxygen. At least, he assumed, it didn’t come pre-loaded with germs. The second train was more comfortable, less of a flu-incubator than the first. No one dug him in the ribs, no one coughed over his face. Two stops and he was done.

Kit ran up the steps, exited the station at speed.

This was always the cue for pocketing his headphones. Students could arrive at school with beats pulsing and leaking from their headphones, but, Kit thought, not staff. And certainly not the head of English.

Six minutes from Tube exit to staffroom, four at a jog. Kit wrapped his scarf tightly around his neck, hoisted his bag over his shoulder, shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets. The Marylebone Road was as nightmarish as ever. Nose to tail, parallel lines of slow-moving rage and frustration. The most polluted road in London, and he still walked it every day. There was a detour, but he was late already. Thanks again, Rose. He pulled his scarf up again. A pointless gesture, he thought. What kind of particles would be filtered out by a wool and polyester scarf from Marks and Spencer? He caught his reflection in a shop window. His wife had always said his face was half elegant, half crazy. Today, that seemed particularly true. His shock of black hair corkscrewed straight up, his amber eyes fierce. He looked like he was about to rob a bank, not take a class on First World War poetry.

Marylebone College School was tucked into the warren of roads that ran between Harley Street and the High Street. Two grand Regency houses had been knocked through to form an impressive double-fronted four-storey school. To the casual passer-by, it could have been a small hospital or consultants’ waiting rooms. Creamy-grey Portland stone, large bay windows and a polished-wood double-door entrance. At break and home time, however, its transformation from sedate house to chaotic college was complete. Milling pupils, yelling teachers, hovering parents. Tribal gatherings spilling from the school’s steps on to the pavement, then the road. Cars stopping, others double parked, engines running.

Transferred from the private to the state sector in the 1970s, MCS still retained some of its reputation for academic rigour and discipline. For those in the catchment area, it had become a popular choice for parents who wanted a state school with small classes. When Kit had last looked at the statistics, the school’s waiting list was eye-watering. Rose had been admitted as they had both attended the local church with sufficient regularity to tick the boxes on the relevant forms. Their attendance had then lapsed, until Kit had started working at the school two years ago.

Rose still hadn’t forgiven him. Everyone, she had explained to Kit a thousand times, had an embarrassing dad, but she had an embarrassing dad who was also an embarrassing teacher. She was embarrassed 24/7. There was no escape. Although Kit loved the school and loved being head of English, he knew his daughter had a point. He hoped she would calm down, had always assumed she would. From their first date, Lilly had been reassuring. Said everything would settle. But there was no evidence of that so far. It was quite possible that taking the job had been the wrong choice.

Rose was sitting on her desk.

Lilly was re-reading her father’s suicide note.




12.10 p.m.

Kit had two poems displayed side by side on his computer screen, the same two each student had on a sheet in front of them. He had asked them to read both, twice. He had given them ten minutes. Kit knew them by heart but read them again anyway. ‘Dulce et decorum est’ by Wilfred Owen and ‘Gas Attack’ by Choman Hardi; 1917 and 1988; First World War, and Iraq’s war against the Kurds. Both have a chemical attack; both have a horrified narrator.

‘Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!’ in the first and ‘a chalky-yellow powder settled on your skin’ in the second. He preferred the Hardi – it was newer, less familiar. It updated the terror for a generation who had grown up on and were used to War Horse. Plus, the poet was Kurdish. The curriculum was more diverse than the one he’d grown up with, but when he came across new voices – voices in different colours – he delighted in placing them in front of his students. Even the grim ones. Hardi’s line, ‘He groaned like a calf faced with the knife’, moved him every time.

He sat back in his chair, his head against the wall. It was a small room, used mainly for tutorials. Plastic chairs, metal and wooden desks, fierce radiators that you couldn’t turn down. Kit always opened a small window so that he wouldn’t be overcome with the smell of sweat, deodorant and cheap perfume.

The seventeen students in his Year Twelve group read silently. The sound of a shouting match next door was temporarily distracting. A few heads lifted, then returned to the texts. The noise quietened. He heard a clicking from somewhere, then a pupil dropped her pen.

‘Sorry, sir,’ she said, bending to retrieve it, her face disappearing behind a curtain of mouse-blonde hair. Kit nodded, said nothing. Jess Slater was a smart girl, a keen student. Then he had gone and spoiled it all by dating her mother. Which complicated matters. Dating the parent of one of your pupils wasn’t exactly against the rules, but the principal had made it clear she was ‘concerned’. Said she would keep the situation ‘under review’. Whatever that meant. Quite how she had found out wasn’t clear, but most of the school seemed to know the day after their first date. Rose was mortified. Jess was mortified. Everyone else thought it was hilarious. In class, Jess had clammed up. She blushed furiously, then writhed with discomfort, whenever he spoke to her. So he didn’t, unless he had to. Christ, what a mess, he thought. Maybe starting this relationship had been another wrong choice.

The ten minutes of reading time was up. A tall boy with a shock of red hair was desperate to speak. His hand was up, waving. He was smiling broadly.

‘Wait, Neil, please,’ said Kit, his hand raised. Neil slumped slightly. In the last drop of silence, Kit had heard the noise again. Two clicks, one after the other. He scanned the room, expecting to see a lit phone screen or some leaking headphones. He saw nothing.

‘What is it, sir?’ The class were looking at each other, shrugging. Blank faces.

Kit shook his head. ‘It’s nothing. So. Neil. Tell me what you thought about these poems.’

Rose was playing netball and scored three times.

Lilly was writing a report on antibodies and immune cells.




6.10 p.m.

By the time Kit had tubed home, he’d vowed never to do it again. He would run it next time. The commute back had been worse than going in. More faces, more coughs, undoubtedly more germs. He’d had enough. It wasn’t far – he guessed four or five miles. He’d been running well until recently, even completing a few half-marathons. But that was before he’d started at MCS, and since then he’d struggled to find the energy. Tomorrow, definitely tomorrow, he thought.

He dropped his bag on to the kitchen table, slumped on to one of its wooden and metal chairs. Resisted the siren call of the Chardonnay in the fridge. If he was going to run tomorrow, he certainly didn’t need a hangover.

One floor up, he could hear Rose clattering in her room. Door shut, headphones on. He could hear her half of a conversation. He messaged her.

Pasta? He waited.

Again? came the reply.

You wanna cook?

Not what I meant.

So pasta?

No reply.

‘Pasta then,’ said Kit out loud.

He dragged himself to the fridge, took out some cheese, a few tomatoes and a bag of fresh pasta. He boiled water, dropped in the pasta, grated some cheese. Put the rest of the cheese back in the fridge. Poured some wine.

It had been a newish maisonette when he and Jody had bought it ten years ago. Money had been tight. He’d sold his Honda motorbike, she’d sold her Mini Traveller, but they had loved the place. Life had been good. Rose was three and, at last, sleeping through the night. They had a kitchen and lounge that were functional, modern. Jody had chosen all the decor. Cool Scandinavian, he’d thought; lots of steel greys and charcoal blacks. When she was alive, he had seen it as minimalist and functional. After she died, he found it miserable and puritanical.

Her cancer had come fast. She was gone in three months. Kit still became breathless thinking about it.

He and Rose barely spoke about her for two years; now she asked questions about her mother all the time. He wished she didn’t, but she did. A few years back, they’d gone to see Mary Poppins Returns together without knowing the whole dead wife and mother storyline. Kit remembered the gut-churning horror of it all. How he had gripped the arm of the cinema seat so hard the fabric split. How the ‘Where The Lost Things Go’ song had made him weep so hard Rose had held his hand until he stopped. And on their way home, when she asked him where he thought ‘lost things’ went, he had answered, truthfully, that he didn’t think they went anywhere. Then he’d apologized. She’d said that she thought that was what Mummy had thought too. The rest of the journey home had been silent.

Kit dished out the pasta, called up to Rose. Seemingly between calls, she’d heard and crashed her way down to the table. She’d ditched the school uniform for her usual bright orange dungarees, white tee and blue bucket hat. He’d given up asking her to take the hat off indoors and, anyway, he’d decided he liked it. It suited her and sat well on her curly bobbed hair. That, she got from him. She had her mother’s large oval green eyes and small, upturned nose. Her skin was hazel, or possibly caramel. Two small gold studs in each ear. She sat opposite Kit.

‘Headphones out, Rose.’ She removed the single earbud. ‘Thank you. How was school?’

‘Fine.’

It was always ‘fine’, even when it wasn’t. She shovelled food into her mouth, tomato sauce painting her mouth and chin scarlet.

‘In a hurry?’

She stopped chewing, fork hovering midway between her plate and her face. She shrugged.

‘Oh. No. Just hungry.’ She smiled. ‘And I got you something,’ she said. She took her phone from the front pocket of her dungarees, then swiped the screen. ‘The bus today,’ she said. ‘That’s Harriet.’ She held the screen up. It showed a close-up of a girl’s head. Strands of blonde hair hooked behind a pierced, studded ear. The camera went in close, the contours of the girl’s ear lobe coming into sharp focus.

‘What is this?’ said Kit, feigning disgust. ‘It’s putting me right off my food.’

‘Wait,’ said Rose, pressing the volume up. ‘Listen!’ She pushed the phone closer to him, grinning broadly. She was clearly very pleased with her film.

‘What?’ said Kit.

‘Wait!’ said Rose again, impatiently. There was some engine noise, more distorted conversations, and then he had it. A click. Then another. Then two more.

‘Hear it? That’s Harriet’s ear, Dad! That sound is literally coming out of her ear!’

Kit frowned. ‘Ears don’t make noises, Rose,’ he said. ‘They … they receive them. They hear them. I’m not that stupid.’

On the phone’s screen, the ear went out of focus, then sharpened. Another click, like an electric spark snapping between terminals.

Rose was indignant. ‘Dad! I’m not making this up. My phone, Harriet’s ear. She is making that noise. Honest truth. I was sitting right up close. My head was right next to hers and I heard this noise, this clicking. Or ticking or something. I don’t know. Took me a while to realize it was her. Then I asked her and she said she could hear it too.’

‘Wait,’ said Kit, still sceptical. ‘You’re sure it was coming from her ear?’

Rose was enjoying the stage. ‘Yup. Her left ear. Not her nose, her mouth or her right ear. Just the left one. She said that it started earlier in the day.’

‘Did anyone else hear it?’ he asked.

‘Mickie said he could. Then Jason pretended to be interested, leaned in close and licked her face.’

‘What?’

‘Licked. Her. Face,’ said Rose. ‘Because he’s a dick.’ She put her phone back in her dungaree pocket. ‘Wild, huh?’ She finished her pasta. Wiped her mouth with her hand. ‘How’s your girlfriend?’

Kit winced. He hated being asked for updates and he hated that Rose always said ‘girlfriend’ rather than ‘Lilly’. Rose had even called Lilly ‘girlfriend’ to her face. Kit had been furious. Another row. It was true that Lilly Slater was his ‘girlfriend’. It was the first relationship he’d had since Jody died and he was enjoying her company very much. Even if he could have done without the whole school knowing. He understood Rose’s indignation. Having your father teach in your school was one thing, but to have him ‘shagging Jess Slater’s mum’, as she had screamed it, was something else altogether. His honest denials had fallen on deaf ears. Rose had wanted to take him down, so she had.

Recently, Kit had wondered if Rose was softening towards Lilly, but he still felt … well what did he feel? Guilt, definitely. That he was dishonouring his wife’s memory in some way by seeing someone else. Fear, also. Fear that he would get ‘involved’ again and then that Lilly, too, would die. What a dumb-ass idea that was.

Rose knew that Lilly’s father had just died, so this time her query had been delivered with less venom, even some warmth. Kit bit down a reply, forced himself to eat some more pasta. Chewed. Swallowed. Shrugged.

‘Not sure,’ he said. ‘It’s been pretty bad, I think.’

‘Bad how?’

Kit wondered how much to say. Lilly had been brief on the phone, curt, even. ‘I’m not sure, Rose, to be honest. She sounded pretty upset though.’

Rose nodded. ‘OK,’ she said, and stood to drop her plate into the sink. At the top of the stairs, she called out, ‘Tell her I said sorry about her dad.’

The door slammed and she was gone. Kit downed the rest of the glass. ‘Progress,’ he said.

Ten minutes later his phone pinged. Rose had messaged a link and added OMFG. He was annoyed at her casual cursing but clicked on the link anyway. There were fourteen videos on it. He watched the first two. His mouth went dry.

7.45 p.m.

Kit grabbed his phone and slumped on to the battered black two-seater sofa. The kitchen and lounge were essentially one room, with two steps separating them, the kitchen higher and larger. The lounge offered a sofa, the battered armchair with its embroidered cushions and a small television on an old wooden crate. Large blue-and-white Matisse prints hung on each of the three walls. A south-facing window gave the room its only natural light, but tonight its wooden-slatted blind was pulled closed against the winter’s dark. Tall ferns stood in each corner. An overloaded bookcase teetered on the brink of collapse. Poetry, art history and a whole shelf of Toni Morrison. A small speaker system played Marvin Gaye. The room was, by default, his space, as Rose rarely ventured far from her bedroom or the fridge.

Kit watched the last of the videos again. Up until this one, number fourteen, they all appeared to have been shot in the UK. The language spoken was English, in a variety of accents. This last one, though, had been shot in Central Park. Kit recognized the Onassis Reservoir railings and walkway; he had been there a couple of summers ago. He had watched each video with an increasing sense of disbelief. Now, with a New York scene playing out, Kit laughed out loud.

The UK clips had all shown variations of Rose’s film: laughing teens, close-ups of ears and a soundtrack of clicking. Lots of clicking. Some of it was barely audible, but occasionally they were like beats, coming in rhythmic pulses. Like messages in Morse code. Or bursts of static from outer space.

In the American one, a man was sitting on a park bench, breathing fast, clouds of steam billowing from his mouth. He was sweating profusely. A runner, Kit assumed. Thirtyish, Latino, orange-and-black Islanders hockey top. The unseen camera operator sits next to the man, says hi. A woman’s voice. The man nods and smiles, coyly, as though embarrassed. The woman says, ‘D’you know your ear is makin’ a scene?’ The man nods again, then the camera does an extreme close-up of his ear, lingering for thirty seconds.

Initially, Kit heard nothing, just the sounds of the park: the wind and distant shouting; ducks and geese slapping and flapping. Then the ticking starts. Four clicks from, presumably, the man’s ear, a gap of around a second between them.

After that, it is hard to work out what is real and what is manufactured. The clicks get louder – digitally amplified, Kit assumes – and the music begins. A track has been mixed into the clicks, the ear ‘popping’ coinciding with some frantic beats, and a cheap filter laid over the scene, turning the image into a photographic negative that pulses with the clicks’ rhythm. The water is red, the sky is green and the man has turned a silver-grey. As the screen fades, words appear, as though written on an old typewriter. They say, ‘What is this crazy shit?’

‘Well, exactly,’ muttered Kit.

Rose’s voice over his shoulder. ‘It’s objective tinnitus.’

Kit spun round; he hadn’t even known she was there.

‘It’s what?’

‘Objective tinnitus. I looked it up.’

‘That’s a thing?’

She handed him a tablet. The page on the screen was from an online medical dictionary. It showed two diagrams of an ear. The first was labelled ‘Subjective Tinnitus’, the second ‘Objective Tinnitus’. Kit knew about tinnitus – he’d had it himself after a couple of Metallica gigs an age ago. His ears had rung for days, but he had known that the sound in his head was just that. It was in his head and wasn’t really a sound at all; it was just the perception of sound.

The first diagram showed a cross section of an ear, and the text read, ‘You perceive a sound that’s not there. The perception is caused by abnormal nerve activity in the auditory cortex.’ The second diagram showed the outer ear, the middle ear and the inner ear, nerves running from the inner ear to the brain. Pulse waves had been drawn around the middle ear, indicating movement. Or vibration. The text read, ‘Caused by a physiological process near the middle ear, like a muscle spasm. A sound is made.’

Kit read the words again. Rose repeated them.

‘A sound is made,’ she said. ‘That’s what this is, Dad. The crazy shit in New York and in all those other videos is objective tinnitus.’ She pulled her hat from her head with one hand, rubbed her hair with the other. Something she only ever did to emphasize a point. ‘The ears are making sounds.’ She took her tablet back.

‘And that’s lots of ears making lots of sounds,’ said Kit. ‘Where did you find all these videos?’

Rose rolled her eyes. ‘Just searched for them.’ Her phone vibrated in her dungaree pocket. She glanced at the screen and sprinted up the stairs.

Kit felt the sleep-inducing powers of the wine creep through his body. He thought about closing his eyes but knew that would be a disaster. He’d wake at three when the heating had been off long enough to chill him to his bones. Then he’d realize he had a headache. Then he wouldn’t get back to sleep. He hauled himself out of the armchair. From his bag, he pulled his laptop and headphones, then sat back down at the kitchen table. ‘What’s Going On’ played for the second time that evening.

‘That’s the right question,’ said Kit aloud, ‘but it won’t get these essays marked.’ Occasionally, he was aware of quite how often he talked to himself. He wondered if he should be concerned. It had started as a way of talking to Jody. He said the things he would have been saying to her. Now it was just thinking aloud. When Rose overheard she would usually call out, ‘Someone is seriously losing it down there!’ and he would try to stop. Which he did, until the next time.

He opened his laptop, uploaded the essays from his Year Twelves and Thirteens, read one, poured some wine, then googled ‘objective tinnitus’.

He woke, frozen, just after 3 a.m.

Rose was asleep, in her room.

Lilly was asleep, in her room.




Three days earlier

5.10 a.m.

LILLY SLATER’S FIRST waking thought was Kit. That hadn’t happened before. She made a mental note – that had to be significant, didn’t it? It wasn’t her newly buried father. It wasn’t the pile of work she’d need to dive into as soon as she got to her office. It was of Kit Chaplin. Her daughter’s English teacher. It had been seventeen months but was just starting to feel normal.

She had five minutes before she needed to be in the shower. She reached for her phone, texted him. He’d get it when he woke up. She knew he never took his phone to bed so there was no danger of waking him.

Sorry didn’t call. Grim day. Talk later?

She added an X then deleted it. Unnecessary. Too much.

She was showered and dressed by five thirty. Blue-and-white block-print dress, black tights, boxy cardigan. One black coffee from the machine, one slice of toast with a no-peel marmalade, one banana. She loaded the dishwasher, added all Jess’s take-out containers, swore briefly. She’d noticed the state of the kitchen when she got in late last night, but she had been too tired to clean anything. The only thing she had checked, apart from the window locks, was that Jess didn’t have company. If you leave your teenage daughter on her own for a day and a half, it was all to be expected. They’d exchanged texts last night and Jess seemed to understand what was happening. She’d never met her grandfather – knew almost nothing about him – but understood the process her mother was obliged to follow. She got process. Lilly left a box of porridge and an orange on the table. Just in case.

She checked the charge on her laptop and phone, then zipped them both into her bag. Dogtooth wool coat, charcoal-grey scarf, and she was by the front door before six. She ignored the mirror. Patted her coat pockets for keys and gloves. Her Tube pass was in her top pocket, her work accreditation for GSL, Global Shield Labs, in an inside pocket.

She was ready to leave, but she hesitated by the door. Dropped her hand from the deadlock. Took a breath.

‘What am I doing?’ she whispered. She rested her head against the door. The red matte paint was cold against her skin. She closed her eyes. ‘What am I actually doing?’ Take the day off. Take the week off. That’s what she’d been told, but here she was, dressed and on her way to work. As though nothing had happened. As though her father hadn’t just been cremated. As though she didn’t really care very much. ‘Well?’ she asked herself, as if there were a clock running. If she stayed, she would see Jess, could tell her what had happened. If she left, she would be able to collate the new test results. Her indecision surprised and annoyed her. Kit would say she was in shock, but she doubted that. The work was important. Her role was important. The final thirty tests had been filed and she needed to finish her analysis. No one else would do it. No one else would go near it. Lilly exhaled heavily, briefly fogging the paint. She would take a half-day. She would see Jess later. Maybe make her supper. Problem solved.

Lilly patted her pockets again then left the house. She pulled the door shut quietly behind her and headed for the station.

Kit was getting dressed.

Rose was getting ready to leave the house.




7.40 a.m.

Rose was early, but not early enough to get a seat. She leaned against one of the bus’s metal support poles, angling her weight to avoid the red ‘Stop’ button. Rucksack between her feet. DMs, black tights, black pleated skirt, hooded parka over her grey MCS sweatshirt. Hood over headphones. The inside of the bus was only a few degrees warmer than the freezing streets outside; her hood stayed up.

There were two stops before Harriet, three before Millie. She texted both. Harriet was waiting. Nothing from Millie. She pocketed her phone and tried to look through the window. The streetlights were on, the sky still dark. The bus window was a clouded mirror reflecting huddled ghosts. Rose turned away.

At each stop the overcrowded bus somehow absorbed more passengers. Rose clung to her post, positioned her legs around her rucksack. The stop before Harriet, she retrieved her phone. Watched the clicking video of Harriet one more time. Its soundtrack in her headphones made her laugh out loud. This time the sound coming from Harriet’s on-screen ear sounded more like a pop. Like a tiny bubble bursting. Followed by more bubbles, more bursting.

The bus slowed and Rose looked up. Montreal Road. Harriet’s stop. On this bus you entered at the front, exited midway, just where she was standing. Rose grabbed hold of her bag as departing passengers squeezed past. She turned her head to avoid contact with a flushed and sweating woman in an ancient stretched-to-bursting tracksuit. The woman was finding it difficult to exit the bus but she sucked in her lips and pushed until the scrum gave way. She coughed twice as she passed, her hip brushing Rose’s back. Rose shivered. Harriet appeared, as if in the coughing woman’s slipstream.

‘Hey,’ said Rose. She smiled.

‘Hey,’ said Harriet. She tried to smile.

‘What’s up?’ said Rose.

Her friend’s face was almost lost under a thick blue hood, only a few strands of her yellow-blonde hair escaping its fur trim. She grabbed the metal pole, stood at right angles to Rose. Identical height; both five foot two. Their eyes met only briefly, just long enough for Rose to clock the tears. Harriet looked away, stared at the floor. Said nothing.

‘Harri.’ Rose dipped to catch her eye then reached a hand into her friend’s hood. Lifted one ear of her headphones. ‘Harri, what is it?’ Harriet whispered something, but Rose missed it.

‘What?’

‘Put it back, Rose,’ said Harriet, more clearly now. ‘Please.’ Rose dropped the headphones to her ear.

Harriet turned to face the window, her back to Rose. They rode for a minute like that; Rose behind Harriet, both with a hand on the pole. When Harriet’s shoulders started to tremble, Rose slid her hand over hers. Harriet let it stay there.

As the bus slowed then stopped Rose shifted as much as she could to accommodate the passengers lining up to exit, pushing her closer to Harriet. This was Millie’s stop. In front of her the exit doors fizzed open; another icy blast from the street. Rose turned to scan the new arrivals; Harriet didn’t move. Rose checked her phone again. No message. No Millie. She messaged Harriet, standing just in front of her, instead.

Talk/not talk?

Two seconds later, Harriet hauled her phone from an inside pocket, checked the screen, typed a reply. Rose’s phone buzzed. A one-word reply:

Scared.

The bus’s entrance and exit doors were still open, the last of the new passengers climbing aboard, swiping their passes. Rose grabbed Harriet’s arm, pushed her down the steps, off the bus. As they stepped on to the pavement the bus doors closed. Harriet turned to Rose, her pale blue eyes wide with astonishment, her mouth open. She pulled off her large pink headphones. Rose cut across whatever it was she had been about to say.

‘We’ll walk from here.’ She linked arms with Harriet and they set off. There were black railings running along the narrow path, scrappy grassland running to tarmac on the other side. The traffic was busy both ways but downhill to the city was jammed already. Nose to tail, as far as they could see. Hardworking car-heating systems fought their iced and steamed-up windows. Diesel and petrol fumes hung in the air.

After twenty paces of silence, Harriet took a deep breath.

‘I’m a freak, Rose.’

‘You what?’

‘My brother said it as I left just now. He heard the clicking and started laughing.’

‘You’re still clicking?’ Rose glanced at Harriet, who bit her lip then nodded.

‘Carl’s like, “Put her in a circus! She’s an actual freak.”’

‘Yeah, well, Carl is a dick,’ said Rose. ‘You’ve said so yourself. And anyway, he’s basically a fifteen-year-old child. He doesn’t know shit.’

Harriet snorted then wiped her nose with her hand. ‘You got that right. You’ve always been right about Carl.’ She gave a little tug on Rose’s arm. ‘But he’s correct this time, Rose. My head’s making noises. Listen.’ The two girls put their heads together as they walked.

‘Same as yesterday then,’ said Rose. ‘But you saw those clips I sent you? You’re not a freak at all, Harri. Seems like loads of people are clicking.’

‘Then we’re all freaks,’ said Harriet.

Two buses passed. Harriet glanced at them.

‘We’ll be late,’ she said.

‘We will,’ said Rose. It was a statement of fact, delivered flatly. An expression of comradeship. Ten more paces in silence. Harriet pulled Rose closer.

‘I’m so scared, Rose.’

‘Did you tell your mum?’

Harriet nodded. ‘She said she’d get me an appointment at the doctor’s. But I’m scared now, Rose. I don’t want to wait ten days, or however long it’ll take.’ They crossed a five-way junction, running to catch the lights. The sky was brightening at last, but most of the light here came from the street’s coffee bars and sandwich shops. The pavement was flooded with a warm glow and the smells of breakfast. The queues snaked out of the doors.

Rose swapped sides, threading her other arm through Harri’s. ‘In which case,’ she said, ‘when we get to school, we go straight to Nurse Mac.’

‘You always say she’s useless,’ protested Harriet.

Rose smiled. ‘I do, and she is. But we might get lucky this time. And we get to miss English.’

Rose and Harriet walked on. They were forty-five minutes from school.

Lilly was at her desk.

Kit was walking into the staffroom.




8.05 a.m.

Kit was old enough to remember smoke-filled staffrooms. In his first year of teaching he had provided a lot of it, his ten roll-ups a day adding – so he thought – swagger to his bookish, scholarly image. When the asthma appeared he had, eventually, ditched his beloved tobacco tins, though with considerable reluctance. Now he realized he had been an imbecile, but every time he pushed open a staffroom door he still thought of lighting up. Even now, with the hangover he had feared and the sure knowledge it would make him wheeze all day, he felt the familiar nicotine tug.

The MCS staffroom had been the school dining hall until the 1960s, when it had been repurposed by the then headmaster. It still felt like a refectory to Kit, with four long dining-style tables placed two and two, with plastic chairs of all colours tucked haphazardly around them. Laptops and piles of exercise books indicated places in use or reserved. Beaten-up old armchairs were scattered around the periphery, most of them occupied. Of the thirty-one staff, Kit was still one of the newest. Turnover was lower than average for a London state school. The ‘Outstanding’ grade in the last Ofsted report was certainly part of the explanation. The nearby John Lewis store’s generous teacher discount explained the rest.

Kit dropped his bag on the first table, made for the coffee tray. It was vile stuff, but it was there and it was free. He took a brimming paper cup
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