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Prologue: How Much Data Have We Got
Monday, 3 March 2025. Operations meeting, room 1.4, Wickham Clinical Research Ltd, Wickham Park, Hoo St Werburgh, Kent.
The room had no window, which everybody agreed was a mercy in March. Outside, the marsh had gone the colour of wet cardboard and the sky had come down to meet it somewhere around the middle distance, and the sea wall road out to the site had flooded twice in the past fortnight at the bend by the pumping station, which meant the 07:40 minibus had been late twice, which meant two mornings of blood draws had run behind, which was on the agenda.
Ceri Vaughan had the agenda. She always had the agenda, because she wrote it on Friday afternoons with a mug of tea and a genuine sense of satisfaction, and because nobody else wanted it.
“Right,” she said. “Flooding. Kev, is it going to keep doing that?”
“It’s the tide and the rain together. It’ll do it whenever it wants.”
“Can we do anything?”
“We could leave earlier.”
“Then they’d be standing in the rain at Strood at seven.” Ceri wrote leave earlier? and put a question mark after it, and then a second question mark, because she had already decided against it and wanted to remember why. “Park that. Housekeeping. Bea?”
Sister Bea Nally had a list on the back of an envelope, which she had used for nineteen years despite four separate initiatives to make her stop. “Fridge in the day room’s gone again. Second time. And the shower on Marlow, the one at the far end, it’s back to doing the thing where it’s either boiling or it’s off.”
“Reported?”
“Reported three times, Ceri.”
“I’ll get on it.” She wrote SHOWER (3rd) and underlined it, and she did in fact get on it, that afternoon, and it was fixed by the Thursday, and Bea thanked her, and this is worth recording because it is the kind of thing Ceri Vaughan did constantly and well.
“TSL-114,” Ceri said. “Anselm’s on at four.”
Dr Roland Peach, who had been reading something else on his phone in the way that senior men have perfected so that it looks like thinking, put the phone face down. “The dose escalation committee signed off cohort three on Thursday. So we’re clear to go on the fourteenth.”
“Good. Meredith, where are we on fill?”
Meredith Okonjo-Bright had the scheduling screen up on the wall, which was a spreadsheet in everything but name, and which she maintained with a fanaticism that had twice saved the company from a critical inspection finding. Down the left were the studies. Across the top were the weeks. In each cell was a number.
“Cohort three needs twelve dosed, so I want fourteen in the building. Screening’s given me nine confirmed. Two are shaky.”
“Shaky how?”
“One’s got a new job and one’s got a sick mother.”
“Then they’re not shaky, they’re gone,” said Ceri, not unkindly. “Assume seven. What else have we got?”
“Resident cohort’s at nineteen.”
“Nineteen.” Ceri turned round to look at the whiteboard behind her, the real one, the one with the marker pen that had been drying out since Christmas. It had three columns. The first was headed SCREENED. The second was headed BOOKED.
The third was headed HELD.
“Nineteen in,” she said, “and how many of those are eligible for one-fourteen after washout?”
Meredith checked. “Eleven. Ten if you take Marek out, and you have to, he’s in the wrong window until April.”
“Ten, then.”
“Ten, yes.”
“Seven and ten is seventeen, and I need fourteen.” Ceri turned back round and looked at the room and did the small pleased face she did when a problem turned out to be arithmetic. “Fine. That’s fine. That’s more than fine, that’s a buffer.”
Roland Peach said, “We’ll lose one or two at screening bloods.”
“We always do. Meredith, put the seven in for the eleventh and the ten in for the twelfth so we’re not doing forty ECGs in one morning again.” Ceri wrote it down. “And can somebody tell Anselm at four that we’re covered, because he asks me every single call and I would like, once, to get in first.”
“What do you want me to tell him exactly?” said Meredith.
“Tell him we’ve got seventeen for fourteen slots.”
Meredith typed it, and then stopped, because she was the sort of person who reread things before she sent them, and she said, “He’ll want it as a percentage.”
“Then give it him as a percentage.”
“He’ll ask about the second cohort as well.”
Ceri sighed and looked at the ceiling, briefly, with great affection for a man she had never met in person. “Fine. Do the whole thing. Do him the full picture, front load it, he likes the front.”
And Meredith Okonjo-Bright, twenty-eight, two years out of a biomedical science degree, hardworking, well liked, the first person in her family to go to university and the only person in this room who would still be in the industry in five years’ time, said:
“So, sorry, just so I get it right for him. Across both cohorts. How much data have we got?”
“Seventeen,” said Ceri. “Seventeen, going on fifteen. Say fifteen and we’ll delight him.”
Nobody in room 1.4 noticed. There was no reason to notice. It was a Monday, the fridge was broken, the shower on Marlow ward was boiling or off, and the sea wall road would flood again on the ninth. Bea Nally was already thinking about the fridge. Roland Peach had turned his phone back over.
On the whiteboard behind Ceri Vaughan’s head, under the third column, somebody had written the number nineteen in green, because the green pen was the only one that still worked.
Part One: SCREENING
Chapter 1: Sixty Days
The letter came on the fourteenth of November and it was two pages long, and Nyasha Mudede read it four times standing up in the hallway of the house on Balmoral Road with her coat still on, and then she sat down on the stairs and read it a fifth time, and it said the same thing every time, which was that Fernvale Care Group Ltd was no longer licensed to sponsor workers from overseas, and that consequently her permission to be in the United Kingdom would be curtailed, and that she had sixty days from the date of the notice in which to find a new sponsor, or make another application, or leave.
The letter did not say anything unkind. It was very carefully written. It gave a telephone number.
She had been on shift eleven hours. She had washed and turned and fed and medicated twenty-two people whose names she knew and whose daughters’ names she mostly knew as well, and she had done the drug round twice and the handover once and had stayed forty minutes past the end because Mrs Iyer had been frightened of the dark and there was nobody else, and she had been paid for eleven of those hours at £11.44 and for none of the forty minutes, and this was all normal, and she had not minded it.
Sixty days from the fourteenth of November was the thirteenth of January.
She worked that out on her fingers, which she was ashamed of afterwards. A registered general nurse with a diploma from Parirenyatwa and seven years on a medical ward, sitting on somebody else’s stairs in Gillingham counting to sixty on her fingers.
* * *
It had cost her four thousand two hundred pounds to get here.
That was the number she carried. It was made up of three thousand two hundred to the agent in Harare who had arranged the certificate of sponsorship, which she had been told repeatedly was not a fee for the certificate, because charging for a certificate is illegal, but was rather a fee for facilitation and document checking and pre-departure orientation, and then the visa fee, and then the immigration health surcharge, which was the part she had found funny at the time. She was coming here to nurse and she had to pay in advance for the possibility of being nursed.
Her mother had sold a stand in Kuwadzana that had been meant for her brother.
She did not think about that number every day. She thought about it perhaps twice a week, at the sink usually, and then put it back.
* * *
The first thing she did was the obvious thing, which was to look for another sponsor, and she did it the way a competent person does, which is systematically, with a spreadsheet.
There were, on the register of licensed sponsors, some tens of thousands of organisations. There were, in the Medway towns and Gravesend and Dartford and Sittingbourne and all the way up to Bexley, perhaps ninety in health and social care. She telephoned all of them over eleven days. She learned very quickly to get past the question of whether they were hiring to the question of whether they were sponsoring, because those were different questions and only the second one mattered, and the answer to the second one was no.
Not no, we do not like you. No, we have stopped. The rules had changed in the spring; care providers now had to prove they had tried to recruit from the pool of workers already in the country and displaced from collapsed sponsors, which pool she was in, which should have helped her and did not, because the same rule made every employer’s sponsorship paperwork twice the work for the same worker, and there were four thousand of her.
Six of the ninety said send us your CV. Two of the six replied. One of the two, a home in Rainham, interviewed her on a Tuesday and liked her very much and said they would love to have her and then rang back on the Thursday to say that their licence renewal was in March and their compliance officer had advised them not to take on any new sponsored staff before it, and that she should try them in April.
The thirteenth of January was before April.
The woman who rang back was sorry. She was audibly, genuinely sorry, and she said, “I do think this is disgusting, for what it’s worth,” and Nyasha said, “Thank you,” and meant it, and they wished each other a happy Christmas, because it was the nineteenth of December.
* * *
She spent Christmas Day at the house on Balmoral Road with Blessing and Tafadzwa and a chicken, and on Boxing Day she got the train to London and back for £27.40 to see an immigration solicitor at a drop-in in Peckham who gave her twenty minutes.
He was good. She could tell within about ninety seconds that he was good, and that he was tired in the specific way of a person who says the same true thing forty times a week.
He explained her options, and there were three.
She could find a sponsor, which she was trying to do.
She could make an application on another basis. There was not one. She was thirty-one, unmarried, no children, no partner here, no family here except a cousin in Leicester with problems of his own, and she had been in the country under two years, which was not long enough for anything.
Or she could go home.
“And if I stay,” she said. “After the thirteenth.”
“Then you’re overstaying, and everything gets much worse and none of it gets better. You can’t work. You can’t rent, legally. You can’t open an account, you can’t drive, and if you’re ever stopped for anything at all, that’s it. And it goes on your record forever, so if you ever want to come back properly, you’ve made that harder too.” He looked at her. “I’m not telling you what to do. I’m telling you what the shape of it is.”
“I know what the shape of it is.”
“Then you know it better than most people I see.”
She had one more question and she was embarrassed by it, because it was not a legal question.
“Is there anything I can do that is not work?”
He did not understand.
“To have money,” she said. “That is not employment. So it is not illegal.”
He thought about it. He was a good lawyer and he took the question seriously, which she was grateful for, and after a moment he said, “Volunteering, but that’s unpaid by definition. You can be reimbursed expenses. That’s it, more or less. Expenses aren’t earnings.”
“Expenses aren’t earnings,” she repeated.
“That’s the principle, yes. But we’re talking about bus fares.”
“Thank you,” she said.
* * *
The Facebook group was called Zim Nurses UK Support & Info and had eleven thousand members and was mostly people asking about NMC registration and the OSCE, which cost £794 to sit and which she had booked twice and cancelled twice, once because of the fee and once because Fernvale would not give her the study leave.
She found it in a thread about something else entirely. A woman in Nottingham had asked how people were surviving the sixty days, and there were forty-one replies, and most of them were prayers, and one of them said:
sis do the medical trials. its not work its expenses so its allowed. i did 3. £2400 for 12 nights at the last one and they feed you well. inbox me
Nyasha read that reply nineteen times over four days.
She knew what a Phase I unit was. She had known since her second year, in a lecture theatre in Harare with the fans off because of load shedding, and she knew about the six men at Northwick Park in 2006 and what had happened to their heads and their hands, because everybody in the profession knows about that, it is the story you are told so that you understand why the rules exist.
She also knew, and this is the part she found hardest to explain to herself later, that the rules did exist. That is what she thought about, on the fourth day. Not the six men. The eight hundred pages of guidance written because of the six men. She was not being asked to do something unregulated in a shed. She was being asked to be a research participant in a licensed facility, inspected by the same body that inspected the hospitals, with an ethics committee and a protocol and a doctor on site.
It was, in fact, the single most heavily regulated thing available to her.
She inboxed the woman on the fourth of January.
The reply came in eleven minutes and said Wickham, kent. their screening is thurs. dont say your a nurse.
Nyasha typed why not and then deleted it, because she already knew why not, and asked instead what time the coach was.
Chapter 2: The Questionnaire
The coach from Victoria did not go to Wickham. Nothing went to Wickham. The coach went to Strood, and at Strood, in the retail park by the station at ten past eight in the morning on Thursday the ninth of January, there was a white minibus with a small blue logo on the side, and eleven people standing near it in the dark not talking to each other.
The driver had a clipboard and a list and a beard and an expression of profound neutrality.
“Name?”
“Mudede. Nyasha.”
He found her. “Photo ID.”
She gave him her passport, which had in it a vignette that would be worth nothing in four days. He looked at the photograph and then at her face and then wrote a tick, and gave it back, which she noticed, because she had been braced for him not to.
“On you get. We leave at twenty past whether or not.”
She sat near the front. The road out of Strood went up and then flattened and then stopped being a road with things on it and became a road with nothing on it, four miles of sea wall with the estuary on the left in a grey sheet and the marsh on the right in a brown one, and no houses, and no bus stop, and once, at the halfway point, a pumping station with a padlocked gate.
The man next to her said, “First time?”
“Yes.”
“You’ll be fine. It’s the second time that’s worse, because then you know how long it takes.”
He was about her age, maybe a little older, with the sort of build that comes from a job rather than a gym, and he introduced himself as Marek and did not offer a surname for four more weeks.
“You are Polish?”
“I’m from Katowice, I’ve been in Chatham since I was nineteen.” He nodded at the window. “You want to look now. When the tide’s out you can see the ribs.”
“The what?”
“Out there. Black bits of wood sticking up, like this.” He made a shape with his hands, curved, like a cage. “It’s a ship. There was ships moored out here with prisoners on, two hundred years ago, they used them as prisons when the jails were full. They rotted where they were. That’s what’s left.”
Nyasha looked. The tide was out and she saw them: a broken line of dark timbers, maybe twenty of them, standing out of the mud at an angle in a shape that was recognisably a hull and recognisably a ribcage.
“That’s cheerful,” she said.
“It’s just history,” said Marek. “There’s a pub in Hoo does a quiz on it.”
* * *
Wickham Clinical Research Ltd occupied a two-storey building of grey brick and green glass at the end of a business park that had been built for something else in 1994 and had never entirely found it. There was a barrier at the entrance with a camera on a pole. There was a sign, and a smaller sign underneath it that said VISITORS REPORT TO RECEPTION, and a third sign, laminated and older, that said PARTICIPANTS PLEASE USE ENTRANCE B.
Entrance B was round the side.
Inside it was warm and clean and smelled of coffee, which she had not expected, and there were forty chairs and about thirty people in them, and a woman in a lanyard at a desk saying good morning to each of them by name as they came in.
“Morning, Marek.”
“Morning, Bea.”
“You’ve kept out of trouble?”
“Never.”
The woman was in her late fifties, in navy scrubs, with reading glasses on a beaded chain and the specific forearms of a nurse who had been lifting people for thirty years, and she turned to Nyasha and looked at her properly, which almost nobody had done for two months.
“And you’re new. Nyasha, is it? Am I saying that right?”
“Ny-AH-sha.”
“Nyasha. I’m Bea. If you need anything today you find me, not the desk, me.” She wrote something. “Have you eaten?”
“No.”
“There’s toast round the corner and it’s free and you should have some, because you’re going to be here till three and half of you lot faint at the bloods and it’s always the ones who skipped breakfast.”
* * *
The morning was, and Nyasha kept noticing this, competent.
There was a talk. A young man called Dev did it with slides and made two jokes, both of which worked. He explained what a Phase I unit was and what a first-in-human study was and what the phrase no known therapeutic benefit to you meant, which is that the drug is not going to help you, because you are not ill, and that the entire point of you is safety. He said that twice. He said the payment was not a payment for risk, because you cannot pay someone for risk, it is a payment for time and inconvenience, and one of the men at the back said “that’s what the wife says,” and Dev said “yes, thank you,” and it got a laugh.
Then the consent process, which took forty minutes, and which Nyasha, who had taken consent from patients hundreds of times, watched like a hawk.
It was better than any consent she had ever taken.
The information sheet was twenty-two pages. It was in short sentences. There was a summary at the front in a box. There was a quiz, an actual quiz, eight questions, and if you got one wrong Dev went back over it with you individually and you did it again. There was a stated right to withdraw at any time, for any reason, without giving a reason. There was a page on what would happen to your data. There was a page on what would happen if you were injured, with a telephone number for the insurers.
Nobody hid anything. Nobody rushed anybody. A man with poor English was taken aside and given an interpreter on a tablet and the whole thing was done again for him alone, which took an hour, and nobody sighed.
She signed. Every page, and the back, and she dated it 09/01/25 in the British order.
* * *
The medical questionnaire came after lunch, and she filled it in at a table with a bad pen, and it was eleven pages.
Cardiac. Respiratory. Gastrointestinal. Renal. Endocrine. Neurological. Family history. Alcohol units per week. Smoking. Recreational drugs, ever, with a note underneath saying honest answers here are used only for your safety.
Page nine was headed MENTAL HEALTH.
Have you ever been diagnosed with, or treated for, any psychiatric or psychological condition, including but not limited to depression, anxiety, bipolar affective disorder, psychosis, eating disorder or post-traumatic stress disorder?
Have you ever been prescribed antidepressant or antipsychotic medication?
Have you ever experienced thoughts of harming yourself?
Have you ever accessed counselling, therapy or other psychological support, whether or not through a doctor?
Marek was at the next table. He leaned back on two legs of his chair without looking up from his own form and said, at a completely ordinary volume, “Page nine is all no.”
“Excuse me?”
“Page nine. Everything is no.”
She said, “And if it is not no?”
“Then you go home.” He shrugged. He genuinely shrugged; there was nothing conspiratorial in it, it was the manner of a man explaining that the barrier at the car park needs a fob. “It’s an exclusion criterion. Any of that, any of it at all, you’re out. Not for this study, for all of them, forever, it goes on your record. So everybody puts no.”
“Everybody.”
“Everybody. Look around.”
She looked around. Thirty-one people, pens down the pages, and not one of them hesitating on page nine.
In 2019, after her father died, Nyasha Mudede had gone four months without properly sleeping and had eventually gone to a colleague at Parirenyatwa who was a psychiatric nurse, and had cried in a stairwell for about eleven minutes, and had been given fluoxetine 20mg for six months and had come off it in the ordinary way and had been entirely well since. There was no record of it anywhere on earth except in her own head and in the head of a woman called Rutendo who now lived in Perth.
She looked at page nine for a long time.
The thing she thought was not I am lying. The thing she thought, precisely, was: they have written a question that only an honest person can fail.
She ticked no. She ticked no four times. Her hand did not shake and she was not proud of that.
* * *
The bloods and the ECG and the physical took until half past two, and at ten to three a phlebotomist called Yemi took a photograph of her face against a white wall and pressed the pad of her right index finger onto a little glass reader twice until it took, and said, “That’s you on the Index.”
“What is the Index?”
“Volunteer Overlap Index. It’s national. It stops you doing two studies at once, because that’s how people get hurt. Everybody’s on it. It’s a safety thing.”
“So it knows where I am.”
“It knows when you last dosed and when you’re clear. That’s all it is, honestly, it’s a date and a fingerprint.” Yemi smiled at her. “Right, you’re done. You’ll get a call.”
The minibus back left at three fifteen. Marek slept.
* * *
The call did not come that week.
It did not come the next week either. On Monday the thirteenth of January, Nyasha Mudede sat in the kitchen at Balmoral Road with her phone face up on the table in front of her and a cup of tea going cold, and at some point in the afternoon, without any event occurring, without a knock at the door or a change in the light or anything happening at all, she stopped being a person who was lawfully in the United Kingdom.
She had thought there would be more to it.
The call came on the eighteenth of February, from a woman called Meredith with a very kind telephone manner, to say that there was a study she might be suitable for, and that screening was on the twenty-sixth, and that dosing, if she passed, would be on the fourteenth of March, and that the residential period was fourteen nights.
“And the payment?” said Nyasha.
“Two thousand nine hundred,” said Meredith. “On completion.”
Interlude: Participant Information Sheet, TSL-114, Version 6.0
Extract. Pages 3 to 5 of 22. Approved by the South East Coast Research Ethics Committee, reference 24/SC/0891. Readability assessed at reading age 9.
* * *
WHAT IS THIS STUDY FOR?
We are testing a new medicine. It is called TSL-114. Nobody has ever taken it before, except in very small numbers, in earlier parts of this same study.
We hope that one day it will help people who are living with obesity. It will not help you. You are not ill. The whole point of asking you is to find out whether the medicine is safe, and what the body does with it.
WILL IT HELP ME?
No. There is no health benefit to you from taking part.
WHY ARE YOU PAYING ME?
We are paying you for your time and for the inconvenience of staying with us. We are not paying you to take a risk. It is against the rules to pay people to take risks, and we do not do it.
WHAT ARE THE RISKS?
We do not fully know. That is why we are doing the study.
From the earlier groups, and from the animal work, we expect that some people will feel sick, have a headache, feel tired, or have a sore arm where we take blood.
Some people in the earlier groups reported changes in mood. This included feeling flat, feeling detached from themselves or their surroundings, unusual dreams, and low mood. A small number reported thoughts of harming themselves.
We take this seriously. We will ask you about your mood every day using a short questionnaire. If you tell us you are having thoughts of harming yourself, we will stop your dose immediately, and a doctor will see you the same day, and we will arrange for you to be seen by mental health services if that is what you need.
Please tell us. Nothing bad will happen to you if you tell us. You will still be paid.
There is also a risk we have not thought of. With a new medicine there always is.
CAN I STOP?
Yes. You can stop at any time, for any reason, and you do not have to tell us the reason.
If you stop because you are unwell, or because we ask you to stop for a medical reason, you will be paid in full.
If you stop for your own reasons, you will be paid for the part of the study you completed, worked out as set out in the payment schedule on page 14. Please read page 14.
CAN I LEAVE THE BUILDING?
Not during the residential period.
This is not a punishment and it is not because you have done anything wrong. It is because the results of the study depend on everybody eating the same food at the same times, sleeping at the same times, and not taking anything else. If people came and went, the results would not mean anything, and everything you have done would be wasted.
The doors are locked from the inside during the residential period. If you decide to leave, tell any member of staff and they will let you out. Nobody will stop you or argue with you.
WHAT HAPPENS TO MY INFORMATION?
Your name is removed. From the moment you are given a subject number, everything we record about you is stored under that number.
Your subject number, and not your name, is what goes to the company sponsoring the study, to the regulators, and into the final report. Nobody outside this building will know that the information was yours.
WHAT IF SOMETHING GOES WRONG?
If you are harmed by taking part, and it is our fault or the sponsor’s fault, you may be able to claim compensation. The study is covered by a no-fault insurance scheme, which means you may be able to claim even if nobody has done anything wrong. Details and a telephone number are on page 19.
WHO HAS CHECKED THIS STUDY?
An independent Research Ethics Committee has reviewed it and approved it. The Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency has authorised it. This unit is inspected by them.
WHAT SHOULD I DO NOW?
Take this home. Read it. Talk to someone about it.
Nobody will ask you to sign anything today.
* * *
Signed and dated by Subject 114 at each page. Consent taken by D. Chaudhry, Research Nurse. Countersigned R. Peach, MB BS, Principal Investigator. Retained in the Investigator Site File, Section 8, and available for inspection.
Chapter 3: Wickham
She was subject 114.
They told her on the morning of the fourteenth of March, in a bay on Marlow ward with the curtain half drawn, when Bea Nally printed a strip of adhesive labels and stuck the first one on the front of a blue folder and the second one on the wristband and the third one on the door of locker 114 in the corridor.
TSL-114-001. Subject 114. Cohort 3.
“That’s a coincidence,” said Nyasha.
“What is?”
“One-fourteen. The study is one-fourteen.”
Bea looked at the wristband and laughed with real pleasure, the way people do when they have been somewhere nineteen years and something is still new. “Well, look at that. I’ve never had that. That’s got to be lucky.”
“It is not lucky. It is a number that came up.”
“Ooh,” said Bea. “You’re going to be one of my clever ones.”
* * *
The building had one long spine and two wards off it, Marlow and Deben, named after rivers that were nowhere near Kent, which nobody had ever been able to explain. Marlow had forty-eight beds in bays of six. The bays had proper beds, not trolleys, and a chair and a locker and a curtain and a small television on a bracket that got fourteen channels and a headphone socket.
There was a day room at the end with a pool table with a bowed cue and a torn cushion, two sofas, a hundred and forty books on a shelf that had come from a house clearance in Rainham in 2011, and a fridge that had gone again.
There was a dining room.
The dining room was the thing Nyasha could not get past.
Because the food was excellent. It was not adequate and it was not institutional and it was not the beige compromise she had spent two years serving in Gillingham with a tabard on. It was cooked from scratch by a woman called Iwona who had run a restaurant in Chatham until the rent went up, and there was a proper vegetable every day and a proper protein and a pudding, and on Fridays there was fish, and there was fresh fruit in a bowl that was refilled, and there was as much of it as you wanted except when the protocol said otherwise.
The protocol said otherwise more than you would think, because what you eat changes how a drug is absorbed, and so on dosing days the meals were weighed and standardised and everybody got exactly the same at exactly the same minute. But on the other days, Iwona cooked.
Nyasha ate a plate of oxtail on her second night and had to put her fork down.
Because here was the thing. In two years in England she had not once been fed like that by anyone. Not by Fernvale, who gave the staff whatever the residents had not eaten. Not by anybody. And here, in a locked building on a marsh, where she was a number on a wristband, she was being given hot, careful, generous food twice a day by a woman who came out of the kitchen to ask if it was all right.
It was all right.
She understood, sitting there with her fork down, that this was not kindness. Or rather: it was kindness, Iwona’s kindness was entirely real and Iwona had no other agenda whatsoever, and it was also a line item. A well-fed cohort completes. A well-fed cohort does not withdraw on day nine. Somebody, years ago, had done the arithmetic on food cost against dropout rate and had arrived at oxtail.
Both things were true and neither cancelled the other, and that was the first time Nyasha Mudede felt properly frightened at Wickham, and it was over a plate of oxtail on a Saturday.
* * *
The routine was the routine.
06:00, lights. Weight, in a gown, before anything else, the same scales every time. Observations. Cannula check.
07:00, bloods, in strict order, because the pharmacokinetic sampling schedule is the whole study. Fifteen minutes pre-dose. Then the dose at 08:00 exactly, watched, mouth checked, water counted in millilitres. Then bloods at fifteen minutes, thirty, forty-five, one hour, ninety minutes, two, three, four, six, eight, twelve, twenty-four.
You did not move much on a dosing day. You lay there and every so often somebody came and took some of you away in a tube.
Between times: telemetry, ECGs, the questionnaires. Two questionnaires. One on how your body felt, and one, on a tablet, in a room with the door shut, on how your head felt.
That one was seven questions, and question six was In the past 24 hours, have you had any thoughts of harming yourself?, and it had four buttons, and Nyasha pressed No every day of the study, truthfully, and thought each time about how the answer went into a database with her number on it and how there was no button for I have thought about page nine every day since January.
* * *
She learned the shape of the place inside a week.
Ninety-six beds; about sixty of them were in use in March. The cohort she was in, twelve people, all dosed the same morning, all locked to the same schedule, so that they came to know each other in the way that people on the same shift know each other, which is fast and shallow and warm.
There was Ruth, fifty-four, from Sheerness, who had done nine studies and did them instead of a job because her back had gone. There was a boy called Callum, nineteen, who did not seem to have thought about it at all and was doing it for a car. There were two Romanian brothers who kept to themselves. There was a PhD student from Greenwich doing it for the money and slightly ashamed of that, who read Dostoevsky in the day room, ostentatiously.
And there was the resident cohort, which was different.
The resident cohort were the people who did not go home between studies. Nyasha noticed them on day three, because they knew where things were. They knew which shower on Marlow was boiling or off. They knew that the fruit came on Tuesdays and to take it early. They had mugs. Not cups from the trolley: mugs, their own mugs, with names on some of them, on a shelf in the day room, and she looked at that shelf and counted eighteen.
She asked Bea about it, on the fifth day.
“Some of our regulars stay with us between studies,” said Bea, wrapping a cuff round her arm. “There’s the two houses in Strood. It’s cheaper for them than private renting, and it means they’re on hand, and to be honest with you it means we know they’re eating.”
“They live here.”
“They live in Strood. They stay here.” The cuff inflated. Bea watched the dial. “One-eighteen over seventy-six, that’s lovely. Don’t say it like that, it sounds terrible.”
“How should I say it?”
Bea took the cuff off, and rolled it, and did the velcro, and did not answer immediately, and Nyasha would think about the pause for a long time afterwards.
“They’re grown adults making a choice,” Bea said. “That’s how I say it.”
* * *
On the ninth day Nyasha found the notice by the doors at the end of the spine corridor, which were the doors to the car park, and which were locked, and which had a green break-glass release beside them and a laminated card underneath that said:
These doors are locked during residential periods for participant safety and data integrity. If you wish to leave the study, speak to any member of staff and you will be let out. You do not need to give a reason.
Beside it, blu-tacked to the wall at the same height, on a sheet of A4 that had been there long enough to yellow at the top:
SITE MINIBUS: STROOD Departs 07:40 and 18:15, Monday to Friday. No service Saturday, Sunday or Bank Holidays.
Marek came past with a mug and saw her reading it and said, without stopping:
“That’s the lock. Not that one.” He nodded at the doors. “That one.” He nodded at the timetable. “You can walk out any time you like. It’s four miles and there’s no path.”
He said it as a joke. She laughed.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Test Data. Thank you for reading.
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