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​Chapter One — The Smartest Man In The Room
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The church hall smelled like weak coffee and old carpet, which Ned Plunkett thought was a shame because John had always been more of a strong coffee person. He would have hated this. He would have said something about it too, quietly, just to Ned, leaning over with that look he got when something struck him as absurd — eyebrows up, mouth pressed flat, eyes doing all the laughing. Ned knew that look better than he knew his own reflection. He had been looking for it all morning without thinking about it, scanning faces as people came through the door, and it was only when he caught himself doing it for the fourth or fifth time that he understood, with a lurch somewhere below his ribs, that he was not going to find it. Not today. Not ever again.

He straightened his tie. It was the wrong tie — he knew that now, had known it the moment his mother's friend Patricia had looked at it in the doorway with an expression she tried to rearrange before he noticed. He had not owned a black tie. He had worn the darkest one he could find, which was navy blue with a pattern of very small anchors on it. John would have found this hilarious. Ned chose to focus on that.

The hall was full in the way that only a well-liked person's funeral can make a hall full — not just family and obligation, but actual people, colleagues and neighbours and what appeared to be three separate women who had gone to university with John and had all arrived independently and were now conducting an elaborate pretence of not noticing each other near the sandwiches. Ned had counted forty-six people before he lost track. He had not known John knew forty-six people. He had not known John had time for forty-six people, given that John spent approximately nineteen hours a day in that lab of his. And yet here they were, all of them holding paper cups and speaking in the careful lowered voices of people who meant what they were saying, and Ned moved through them with his jacket slightly too tight across the shoulders and his anchor tie and his expression of a man who was holding himself together through sheer stubbornness.

"Ned." His mother found him near the window. Margaret Plunkett was a small woman who had spent sixty three years being absolutely certain about everything, and grief had not changed this. She was certain that John had been taken too soon. She was certain that the flowers were wrong — carnations, she said, John deserved better than carnations. She was certain, as she took Ned's face briefly in both hands and looked at him, that he was going to be absolutely fine. "You look just like him," she said, which was not strictly true but which Ned accepted with a nod because it was the kind of thing you accepted at funerals.

"I'm alright Mum," he said.

"Of course you are," she said, in the tone she had used his entire life — the tone that meant the question was already answered, had always been answered, and anyone who suggested otherwise simply didn't know what they were talking about. She straightened his tie without comment on the anchors. "People want to talk to you. John talked about you constantly, you know. All of them know who you are."

Ned did know this, because four separate people had already approached him to say some version of the same thing — that John spoke of him often, that John was enormously proud, that John always said Ned had a gift. Each time, Ned had nodded and thanked them and felt the thing below his ribs lurch again in that way he couldn't quite name. It wasn't disbelief. John had always said those things. It was something else — something about hearing it from strangers, about the past tense of it all, about the way John's pride in him had apparently been large enough to share with forty-six people and was now just something they were all carrying around this church hall in paper cups along with the weak coffee.

His uncle Gerald appeared at his elbow with a plate of sandwiches and the expression of a man who had decided that feeding people was the only useful thing left to do. "Eat something," Gerald said. Ned took a sandwich. It was egg and cress. He ate it without tasting it and looked out the window at the car park where John's colleagues from the university were gathered in a cluster, talking with the focused intensity of people who processed grief through conversation. He recognised two of them — Dr. Paulson, who had visited the house once and spent three hours talking to John about something Ned hadn't followed, and a younger woman whose name he couldn't remember but who had sent a card that was mostly equations, which Ned had assumed was some kind of in-joke.

Three weeks. That was the distance between a Tuesday afternoon and this room. John had been driving back from the university on a Tuesday afternoon in October, which he had done hundreds of times, and a lorry had come through a red light on the Dennison Road intersection and that had been the end of it. The police had been very kind. The hospital had been very kind. Everyone since had been very kind, and Ned had discovered that kindness, in sufficient quantity, had a cumulative weight to it that you felt mostly at odd moments — standing in a car park, eating an egg sandwich, looking at forty-six people who were all here because of one man who was not.

He finished the sandwich. He straightened his jacket. Across the room his mother was talking to someone and gesturing in his direction with the quiet pride she never switched off, and the person she was talking to looked over at Ned and smiled in the way people smiled at someone who had just been described as remarkable.

Ned smiled back. He was, he had been told, remarkable. He had been told this his whole life by people who loved him, and he had no particular reason to doubt it.

He looked out the window again at John's colleagues. The young woman with the equation card was talking and the others were listening in that particular way — heads slightly forward, full attention — that people only gave to someone who was saying something genuinely worth hearing.

Ned watched her for a moment. Then he looked down at his plate. Then he thought, not for the first time that morning and not for the last, about the lab.

The eulogies were held in the main church before the hall and Ned had sat in the front pew between his mother and his Aunt Dorothy and listened to three separate people describe his brother in terms that made John sound like a cross between Einstein and a particularly organised saint. Dr. Paulson had gone first, speaking about John's contributions to theoretical physics with the reverence of a man reading from scripture, using words that Ned recognised individually but which in the combinations Paulson favoured became essentially decorative. Ned had nodded throughout in the manner of someone following along. He had not been following along. He had been thinking about the fact that John's lab had, from what he remembered of his last visit, at least four separate rooms, and wondering which one was the biggest.

He was not proud of this. He was aware, in a general way, that thinking about floor space during a eulogy was perhaps not his finest moment. But the thought had a persistent quality that he couldn't quite shut down, surfacing between paragraphs like a cork that kept bobbing up no matter how many times you pushed it under. John had left everything to him. Their mother had confirmed this two days after the accident, sitting at Ned's kitchen table with the solicitor's letter, and Ned had read it twice and then sat very still for a moment before his mother had put her hand over his and said that John had always trusted him more than anyone. Which was true. John had always trusted Ned enormously. Whether this trust was well-placed was a question that had apparently not made it into the solicitor's letter.

The second eulogy had been delivered by the young woman with the equation card, whose name turned out to be Dr. Sarah Chen and who spoke about John with a precision and warmth that made several people in the pews cry openly. She talked about his patience and his humour and the specific quality of his attention — the way he could make you feel, when he was listening to you, that your problem was the most interesting problem in the world. Ned had felt something genuine move through him at this, because he knew exactly what she meant. John had listened to him like that his entire life. Every half-formed idea, every job interview he'd failed, every scheme that hadn't quite worked out — John had listened to all of it with that full-beam attention and found something in it worth encouraging.

Ned had leaned slightly forward in the pew. Dr. Chen was very good at this. He wondered briefly if she would be useful to have around the lab.

The third eulogy was from cousin Mark, who had prepared what he clearly believed were some light-hearted anecdotes to balance the mood and who delivered them with the timing of a man reading the shipping forecast. Mark's anecdotes established that John had been funny, kind, and once fixed Mark's boiler using only a paperclip and what Mark described as "some sort of gadget he had in his pocket." The congregation laughed politely. Ned laughed genuinely, because he remembered that day, remembered John pulling the thing out of his jacket and doing something precise and confident with it and the boiler shuddering back to life, and Mark's face. John had always had something in his pocket. Some half-finished thing he was thinking about. Some problem he was turning over. Ned had never known what any of them were, exactly, but he had always liked that about his brother — the sense that John's mind was so full of things that they physically couldn't all fit inside his head and had to be distributed into his pockets and notebooks and the four rooms of his lab.

Four rooms. Possibly five if you counted the basement.

After the church they had moved to the hall and Ned had done his duty — had spoken to the colleagues and the neighbours and the three university women by the sandwiches, had accepted condolences with what he believed was dignity and what his anchor tie slightly undermined, had eaten two more sandwiches and drunk one cup of the weak coffee and confirmed his mother's description of him as remarkable to at least six people who had never met him before and were taking her word for it entirely.

It was during his second circuit of the room that he found himself beside his Uncle Gerald again, who had abandoned the sandwich plate and graduated to a small glass of something amber and was standing with the solidity of a man who had attended enough funerals to know that the trick was to find a wall and stay near it.

"Your brother was one of a kind," Gerald said, which was the fourth time he had said it that morning and which Ned suspected he would say several more times before the day was out.

"He was," Ned agreed.

"Brilliant man. Absolute one off." Gerald shook his head slowly. "All that work. All those projects." He looked at Ned sideways. "You know what any of it does? All that equipment?"

"Getting a handle on it," Ned said, which was not true but which sounded better than the truth.

Gerald nodded in the way people nodded when they didn't believe you but had decided this was not the hill they were going to die on. He took a sip of his drink. "Your mother says you've got a gift for it. Science and whatnot."

"John always said so," Ned confirmed.

"Right," Gerald said. There was a pause. "Right," he said again, differently.

Ned's mother materialised at his other elbow with a woman he didn't recognise who turned out to be John's neighbour from two doors down and who wanted Ned to know that John had been a wonderful neighbour — quiet, considerate, and had once helped her retrieve her cat from a tree using what she described as a device he had in his garage. The device had apparently been attached to a very long pole and had emitted a low hum and the cat had come down immediately, though she said it had walked a bit sideways for a week afterwards. She didn't know what the device was. Neither did Ned. He made a mental note to look for it.

"He was always inventing something," the neighbour said fondly.

"He was," Ned said. "He had a real gift."

"Runs in the family, your mother tells me."

Ned smiled modestly. This was one of his better smiles — he had a range, and the modest one sat comfortably near the top. "I don't like to say," he said, which was completely untrue. He liked to say very much. He simply found that waiting for other people to say it first produced better results.

The neighbour patted his arm and moved away and Ned stood with his weak coffee and his anchor tie and looked around the room one more time — at the colleagues and the neighbours and the three university women who had finally acknowledged each other and appeared to be getting along — and he thought about John. Really thought about him. The lurch came back, heavier this time, and he let it sit there for a moment without trying to name it or manage it. John was gone. The lab was full of things Ned didn't understand yet. Both of these things were true simultaneously and he was going to have to find a way to carry them both.

He finished his coffee. He decided the second one was definitely true but he was going to focus on it later.

His mother caught his eye from across the room and smiled at him with the total confidence she had aimed at him since birth, and Ned straightened up inside his too-tight jacket and smiled back.

The smartest man in the room, she had told the neighbour.

Well. Someone had to be.

The flashback came to Ned the way most things came to Ned — uninvited, at an inconvenient moment, and with enough force that he couldn't ignore it.

He was standing near the hall's side exit, having successfully avoided cousin Mark for the better part of twenty minutes, when he saw a boy of about nine or ten come through the main doors with his parents, dragging his feet in the way of a child who had been dressed up and brought somewhere dull and was making sure everyone knew it. The boy had his hands in his pockets and his tie was already crooked and he was looking around the room with the blank evaluating stare of someone who had not yet learned to pretend to be interested in things that didn't interest him. Something about this — the tie, the hands, the expression — reached into Ned's chest and pulled.

He had been nine years old. John had been seventeen. This was the distance between them — eight years and a universe — and for most of Ned's childhood it had felt like exactly that, like John existed in a different atmosphere altogether, one with different rules and different air and a particular smell of solder and something electrical that Ned associated entirely with his brother's bedroom, which their mother called a fire hazard and which John called a workshop and which Ned called the best room in the house because John let him come in.

That was the thing about John. He always let Ned come in.

The memory was specific. It was a Saturday in November, which Ned knew because the radiator in John's room had been making the noise it only made in November, a rhythmic clanking that John had told him was the pipes expanding in the cold and which nine-year-old Ned had privately believed was a small creature that lived inside the wall. John had been at his desk doing something with a circuit board and a soldering iron and about fourteen things Ned couldn't name, and Ned had come in and sat on the bed and watched, which was what he usually did. He was good at watching John work. He had learned early that you didn't interrupt the soldering — you waited, and eventually John would surface from whatever he was inside and notice you were there.

"What are you building?" Ned had asked, when the soldering iron went down.

John had turned around on his chair and looked at the circuit board and then at Ned with the expression he got when he was deciding how to explain something. It was a specific expression — not impatient, never impatient with Ned, but thoughtful, like he was sorting through a large box to find the right size of thing to hand over.

"You know how the radio works?" John had said.

Ned had said yes, which was partially true. He knew that you turned it on and music came out.

"Okay," John said. "So radio waves travel through the air and the radio catches them. Right? The information is just — out there, moving through everything, and the radio is tuned to pick it up."

Ned had nodded. This part he could follow.

"I'm trying to build something that catches a different kind of wave," John said. "Not radio. Something else. Something that hasn't got a name yet because nobody's really proved it exists." He had paused. "I think it exists."

"What does it do?" Ned asked. "The wave."

John had looked at the circuit board for a moment. "I don't know yet," he said, which to Ned had seemed like the most exciting answer possible. Here was his brother, seventeen years old, building something to catch a wave that didn't have a name yet. The small creature in the radiator clanked twice. Outside it had begun to rain.

"Can I help?" Ned asked.

And here was the thing. Here was the exact thing that Ned carried with him out of that November afternoon and into every other afternoon since. John had looked at him — really looked, the full beam attention that Dr. Chen had described in her eulogy — and said, "Yeah. Absolutely. Here." And he had handed Ned a component. A small cylindrical thing, silver, with coloured bands around it. A resistor, though Ned didn't know that then. "Hold that," John said. "Don't let go of it."

Ned had held it. Carefully. With both hands.

John had gone back to work. For twenty minutes Ned had sat on the bed holding the resistor with both hands while John soldered and muttered and occasionally made a noise of either satisfaction or frustration that Ned couldn't always tell apart. And then John had turned around and held out his hand and Ned had given the resistor back and John had placed it precisely into the circuit board and done something quick with the soldering iron and then sat back and looked at the whole thing.

"Perfect," John said.

Ned had felt this word land somewhere important. Perfect. He had held the component correctly. He had contributed. The thing John was building to catch the nameless wave was better now because of what Ned had done, and John had said so, and the radiator clanked, and outside it rained, and Ned was nine years old and completely certain that he and his brother were, together, on the edge of something.

He was still completely certain of this. He had been certain of it for thirty one years. It had never once occurred to him to question it, because why would it — John had told him. John, who was the smartest person Ned had ever known, had looked at him with full attention and said perfect, and Ned had carried that word like a component in his pocket ever since, taking it out occasionally to check it was still there.

It was still there.

Standing in the church hall in his anchor tie with the rain starting outside and the boy with the crooked tie now sitting under a table eating a sandwich with the focused dedication of someone who had given up on the proceedings, Ned felt the lurch again. Harder this time. He put his paper cup down on the nearest surface — which turned out to be someone's handbag, a mistake he corrected quickly — and he pressed his thumb and forefinger against the bridge of his nose and he stood very still for a moment and let himself feel the full weight of it.

John was gone. John, who had always let him in. John, who had handed him things to hold and called the result perfect. John, who had eight years and a universe on him and had spent the whole time reaching back across the distance to make sure Ned could keep up.

There was nobody left to hand him things now. There was only the lab, full of nameless equipment and notes in handwriting he knew better than his own, and the particular November smell of solder and electricity, and whatever came next.

Ned straightened up. He retrieved his paper cup from the floor where he had knocked it in the process of not putting it on the handbag. He looked at the bottom of the cup. Empty.

Right then.

He went to get another coffee. It was still weak. He drank it anyway, standing by the window, watching the rain, thinking about the lab.

The last of the mourners left at half past four. Ned's mother was the last to go, naturally. Margaret Plunkett did not leave places so much as she concluded them — working the room backwards from the door, dispensing final words with the thoroughness of someone closing up a shop for the night. She found Ned by the coatrack and took both his hands and looked at him with the expression she had aimed at him since birth. Total love. Total certainty. No room for doubt about anything at all.

"You'll be alright," she said. Not a question.

"I know," Ned said.

"John wanted you to have everything. He told me himself. Last Christmas, at my kitchen table." She squeezed his hands once, firmly. "He said Ned will know what to do with it. Those were his exact words."

Ned nodded. Whatever else had shifted and broken in the last three weeks, this had not — John had believed in him. Said so out loud to their mother. That was as solid and unchangeable as anything got.

His mother kissed him on the cheek, told him to eat properly, call tomorrow, don't stay up all night, and then she was gone. Ned collected his coat, nodded at the woman stacking chairs with pointed efficiency, and went outside into the October cold.

The anchor tie came off at the first red light.

The solicitor had been very thorough. Ned had sat across from him four days after the accident in an office that smelled of carpet cleaner and old files, and the solicitor had explained the situation with the careful neutrality of a man delivering news that could be taken more than one way depending entirely on the person receiving it.

John had left everything to Ned. The house. The lab. All equipment therein. Eleven years of research notes. Seventeen patents, pending and registered, on technologies that the solicitor described as — he had checked his notes here — pre-commercial stage developments with significant theoretical promise. Which meant, as far as Ned had been able to establish, that none of them actually worked yet. Not in any way you could sell.

There was also a bank account. The solicitor had named the figure with his face carefully arranged. It sounded, to Ned, like a significant amount of money. It was, the solicitor gently explained, somewhat offset by the outstanding costs of eleven years of private research — equipment, materials, lab running costs, the three planning applications for the extension, various specialist components sourced from institutions Ned had never heard of. When these were subtracted the remaining figure was considerably less impressive. Ned had nodded throughout as though he was following this. He had not been following this. He had been thinking about the seventeen patents.

Seventeen. That was a lot of patents for things that were nearly finished.

John's street was quiet when Ned arrived. The house looked exactly as it always had, which seemed faintly unreasonable given everything. Front garden untended. Windows dark. Leaves on the path that nobody had cleared because clearing them had seemed beside the point.

He let himself in. The hallway light took a second and in that second the smell of the house reached him — coffee and paper and that faint persistent electrical thread that had lived in every space John occupied since he was seventeen. Ned stood still for one moment with his hand on the light switch. Then he moved forward because standing in hallways accomplished nothing.

The kitchen was tidy in the way of a room unused for three weeks. A mug on the draining board. A notepad on the table with something in John's handwriting that Ned looked at and then away from because he wasn't ready for that yet. A plant on the windowsill that had not survived.

He made tea. He stood at the window and drank it looking out at the back garden where the security light had come on, and at the end of the path, low and unremarkable from the outside, the lab.

He rinsed his mug and put it on the draining board next to John's. Looked at the two mugs. Looked away. Got the lab keys from the hook by the back door where John had always kept them and went out into the cold.

The door swung open and the smell came out — solder and electricity and something underneath that he couldn't name, something with a faint metallic sweetness. He found the light switch just inside and the fluorescent tubes came up one after another, flickering, remembering themselves.

Ned stood in the doorway and looked.

The benches ran along two walls, covered in equipment connected by cables and tubing in configurations that suggested tremendous purpose without revealing what the purpose was. Shelves held components and tools and notebooks dated back eleven years. Several large shapes sat under canvas covers. A chrome sphere on a small stand
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