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Introduction


As you’re almost certainly aware, the world is officially now in the grip of a viral pandemic. The World Health Organisation has admitted that the coronavirus has hit every continent, resisting our efforts to contain it.


In 2019, we released a book called Hollywood Wants to Kill You: The Peculiar Science of Death in the Movies. The book looked at the real-world science behind big-screen disaster scenarios; the chapter which follows examined the movie Contagion and the science of pandemics. Despite the fact that experts have repeatedly warned it was always a matter of when-not-if, the plot of the film still felt like sci-fi when we wrote it.


Not anymore.


We promise we didn’t see this coming. We aren’t Nostradamus, or even Mystic Meg. But the current crisis shows that we’re not just making this stuff up, playing death for laughs.


In fact, you don’t need us to tell you that it’s no laughing matter. The exact details of what the coronavirus, officially called COVID-19, is and does are still largely unknown. We can’t tell how long the outbreak will continue, or what the impact - socially and economically - will be. We can’t even tell you what the right response is; experts just don’t agree. All we can do is offer you this free chapter as a distraction, as useful information, perhaps, and as an encouragement to take the current situation very seriously. Oh, and as a reminder to stop touching your face.


Seriously: STOP TOUCHING YOUR FACE


Rick and Michael
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Hollywood Wants to Kill You… WITH A VIRUS!




‘DON’T TALK TO ANYONE! DON’T TOUCH ANYONE!’


– Contagion (2011)





In Contagion, a flu-like virus arises in Hong Kong. A visiting American businesswoman becomes infected just before she heads home, and brings the virus with her – to devastating effect. Before long, she and her son are dead, and the authorities responsible for disease control soon realize they are facing a lethal pandemic.


Of the myriad ways in which Hollywood has imagined us dying en masse, the idea of a global pandemic is perhaps the most terrifying. That’s because it is one of the most realistic. Global health experts have hailed Contagion’s plot as a highly plausible scenario if we’re unlucky enough to come up against the wrong virus. Pay attention: this film could save your life.


How Do Viruses Work?


Contagion’s tagline is ‘nothing spreads like fear’, but that’s not really true. Viruses, arguably, spread faster. In the face of a pandemic, making people afraid enough to avoid all risk of catching the disease is half the battle. Unfortunately, viruses have evolved to win the battle. That’s why they spread faster than fear.


Viruses are extraordinary things. We say ‘things’ because we don’t know what they are, exactly. Biologists don’t agree on whether they are alive – viruses sit right on the line between chemistry and biology, and they sit in a very menacing pose.


Perhaps the best way to think about viruses is as computer programs written in DNA, the molecule used to replicate biological machines (sometimes it’s a related chemical, RNA). The program goes something like this:




1   Roam around until you find a molecular machine capable of replicating your DNA/RNA strand.


2   Take over that machine.


3   Replicate your DNA/RNA and create protein shields to protect it.


4   Assemble everything into a new virus particle.


5   Get out of there.


6   Go to point 1.





Viruses aren’t evil, as such. They don’t mean to do you harm. It’s just that executing the steps of this program inevitably causes you harm because the molecular machine they are looking for exists inside your cells. It’s the act of breaking into the cell, taking over the machine and getting out again that leaves a trail of devastation in its wake. We’re not saying they’re sorry about it, but it’s also nothing personal: viruses are actually indifferent to you. You’re not tasty (see Chapter 3) or a threat (see Chapter 4); you’re just useful and expendable.
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