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  I dedicate this novel to my mother, Jutta Marianne George (May 18, 1939–September 27, 2017), and beloved wife of Broad Jo.




  She always delighted in traveling to all kinds of imaginary worlds with me.
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  Maybe our lives are nothing but stories that are being read by other people.










  DAY ONE










  Henri
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  I jump.




  The fall only lasts a few seconds. I can hear the engines of the cars above me on Hammersmith Bridge. Rush hour. I smell the city, the fading fragrance of spring, of dew on the leaves. Then I plunge into the cold water and it closes over my head. I strike out with my arms, gathering speed as the receding tide carries me with it. Despite being more than thirty miles away, the sea sucks the river toward it. My body has not forgotten the tug of the tide; it’s as if I never left the sea, although it’s over twenty-five years since I last bathed in the Atlantic.




  Finally I reach the girl.




  The river is dragging her along. It wants to own her. It’s intent on breaking down her body into its constituent parts, severing her hopes from her fears, ripping the smile from her lips, and cutting off her future.




  She’s sinking into the muddy waters. I dive and pull her closer by her hair. I manage to catch hold of a slender, slippery upper arm. I tighten my grip and gather my breath for the coming struggle. Salty, ice-cold water floods into my mouth. The Thames wraps me in its embrace.




  Her face, with eyes the color of the wintry sea, floats toward me. She’s pinching her nose shut with the fingers of one hand, as if she had merely jumped into the lukewarm, chlorine-tinged water of a swimming pool. In fact, she has fallen overboard, one of the many pleasure craft carrying tourists along the Thames. After climbing onto the second-highest bar of the boat’s railings, the girl had tilted her face to catch the May sunshine when a chance wave slapped against the hull, raising the stern and tipping the whole boat forward. The girl didn’t make a sound, but her eyes were brimming with boundless curiosity.




  From Hammersmith Bridge we watched her fall—the kissing couple, the beggar in the threadbare tuxedo, and me.




  The beggar jumped up from his “turf,” a piece of cardboard in a sunny spot against the suspension bridge’s green rail. “Oh my God!” he whispered. The couple turned to me. Neither they nor the beggar moved a muscle—they simply stared at me. So I clambered over the green cast-iron railing, waited until the small figure surfaced below me, and jumped.




  The girl is gazing at me with more trust and hope than a man like me deserves. Of all the people in this city who might have been in a position to rescue her, it had to be me.




  I lace my arms around her frail, wet body. The girl kicks out, and her feet catch me in the head and mouth. I swallow water, I breathe in water, but I still manage to make myself buoyant and push for the surface. The world grows louder again. The May wind feels mild on my wet face; the waves send spray into my eyes. I turn onto my back to form a bobbing, watery cot and haul the girl onto my chest so she can breathe and look up at the blue sky. In this position, we float down the Thames past brick facades and wooden boats moored to the muddy banks.




  The kid splutters and gasps for air. She seems to be about four or five. I don’t have a clue about children, not even my own.




  Samuel. Sam. He’s thirteen and he’s waiting for me. He’s always been waiting for me. Forever. I was never there.




  I start humming Charles Trenet’s La Mer, that majestic hymn to the beauty of the sea. Scraps of the French lyrics bubble up into my mind. I haven’t spoken my native tongue since I was eighteen, but now it comes flooding back.




  As I sing, I gradually sense that the girl’s heart is settling into a calmer rhythm. I feel her little lungs pumping and her trust piercing the film of water and fear between us. I hold her tightly and use one arm to propel myself on my back toward the bank, where there is a small jetty. My clothes are soaked. I kick my legs like a frog and my ungainly one-sided crawl makes me look like a one-armed bandit.




  “It’s going to be okay,” I whisper. I can hear Eddie’s voice clearly inside my head, as if she were there, whispering in my ear: “You’re not a good liar, Henri. It’s one of your greatest qualities.”




  Eddie is the best thing that never happened to me.




  My shoulder bumps into one of the floating barrels supporting the jetty. There’s a ladder within reach. I grab the girl by the waist and lift her up, pushing her tiny feet higher and higher until she finds a handhold and wriggles out of my grasp.




  I follow her. I climb out of the river; pick up the exhausted child, who is desperately trying not to weep; and carry her past yellow, red, and gray houses back to Hammersmith Bridge. The girl entwines her arms around my neck and buries her face in my shoulder. She’s as light as a feather, but she gets heavier and heavier as I walk along, pursued by the nagging thought that I really need to hurry now to meet Sam. I must go to him. I must. My son’s waiting for me at his school.




  The same couple is still standing there on the bridge, holding each other close. The woman looks at me in a daze, her eyes wide and shiny. The kohl swooshes at their corners and her beehive hairstyle remind me of Amy Winehouse. Holding up his smartphone, the man keeps saying, “I don’t believe it. I don’t believe it, man. You actually got her. That was unbelievable.”




  “Were you only filming or did you think of calling for help?” I hiss at him.




  I put the girl down. She doesn’t want to let go, and her tiny hands cling to my neck before finally slipping through my wet hair.




  All of a sudden I feel very weak and lose my balance. Incapable of standing upright, I stagger out into the road. The little girl screams.




  Something big and hot sweeps into view over my shoulder. I see a twisted face through glass. I see a black bonnet, glinting in the sunlight, swipe my legs from under me. And then I see my own shadow rising at breakneck speed from the asphalt to meet me, and hear a noise like eggshells breaking on the rim of a china cup.




  The pain in my head is a thousand times more intense than the agonizing twinge you feel when you bite into an ice cream. Everything around me goes quiet. Then I melt. I melt into the ground. I sink down, faster and faster, as if I were plummeting into a deep black lake beneath the asphalt.




  Something is gazing up at me expectantly from the lake’s murky depths. The sky is receding all the time, its arc farther and farther overhead. As I seep into the stone, I see the girl’s face up above, staring sadly at me with her oddly familiar eyes, which are the color of the sea in winter. Her oceanic eyes are now indistinguishable from the lake above me. I merge into the lake and its waters claim my body. Women and men cluster around the shores, obscuring the last patch of blue sky. I hear their thoughts inside my head.




  The woman in the Mini tried to swerve out of the way.




  The light of the low sun. It must have been the blinding light. She didn’t see him.




  From the way he stumbled out into the road, I thought he must be drunk.




  Is he alive?




  I can make out the beggar in the threadbare tuxedo as he pushes the other people aside, offering me a fresh glimpse of the sky—the never-ending, beautiful sky.




  I close my eyes. I’ll rest for a while and then get up again and continue on my way. I can just about make it there on time. It’ll take a while before the roll call for Fathers’ and Sons’ Day gets to Sam and me, to V for Valentiner, his mother’s surname.




  

    

      Dear Dad,




      We don’t know each other, and I think we should do something about that. If you agree, come to Fathers’ and Sons’ Day on 18 May at Colet Court. That’s part of St. Paul’s School for boys in Barnes. It’s on the banks of the Thames. I’ll be waiting for you outside.




      Samuel Noam Valentiner


    


  




  I’LL BE RIGHT with you, Sam. I’m just having a little rest.




  Someone pries open my eyelids. The lakeshore is far, far away, high above me, and a man is calling down from the rim of the hole. He’s wearing a paramedic’s uniform and gold-framed sunglasses. He smells of smoke. I can see my reflection in his shades. I see my eyes go dull and glaze over. I see the paramedic’s thoughts.




  Come on, his thoughts echo inside the hole I’m in. Don’t. Don’t die. Please, don’t die.




  A long shrill beep draws a straight line under my life.




  Not now!




  Not now! It’s too soon!




  It’s . . .




  It . . .




  The long beep swells into a final drumroll.




  I jump.










  DAY FIFTEEN










  Sam
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  2:35 p.m. Samuel Noam Valentiner.




  Patient visited: Henri M. Skinner.




  Fourteen times I’ve written these same words, but every day I have to register again. Every day Mrs. Walker pushes the black clipboard toward me with a form on which I must enter, in capitals, the time, my name, and the name of the patient I’m visiting.




  The name above mine is Ed Tomlin. Ed Tomlin also visits my father, always a few hours before me while I’m still at school. Who is he?




  “I was here yesterday,” I tell Mrs. Walker.




  “Oh, I know that, darling.”




  The woman at the Wellington Hospital reception is lying. She doesn’t recognize me at all. Lies have a particular sound: they’re whiter than someone’s normal voice. Her name is printed in capital letters on the sign above her left breast: SHEILA WALKER. She calls me “darling” because she can’t remember my name. English people are like that: they hate to tell the truth—it’s rude.




  Sheila Walker’s body bears the shadows of many years. I can tell, just as I can tell with most people. Some have many shadows, others fewer, and children have hardly any. If they do have shadows, then it’s because they come from countries like Syria and Afghanistan, and their shadows grow longer as they grow up.




  Mrs. Walker has experienced a lot of sadness, and she’s so preoccupied with the past that she neglects the present. That’s why to her I’m merely a boy in a school uniform whose voice is breaking—with embarrassing effects. Maybe when she looks at me she sees a beach and her empty hand, which nobody has held for years.




  I was here yesterday and the day before, though. And the one before, and the eleven days before that too. I cut one teacher’s lesson one time and another’s the next, sometimes in the mornings, sometimes in the afternoons. Today it’s French with Madame Lupion. Scott said I should make sure that I spread the missed lessons across all subjects so the teachers don’t catch on so quickly.




  Scott McMillan is a specialist at cutting class, Googling, and doing things nobody else does. He also excels at chess, drawing, and getting bad marks at school. At everything, in fact. He’s thirteen, has an IQ of 148, can fake anybody’s handwriting, and has a rich father who hates him.




  My IQ’s a mere 144, which makes him “very gifted” and me “gifted,” or as Scott would put it, “Moi le Brainman, you my smart-ass sidekick, mon ami.” Le Brainman is currently going through a French phase after polishing up on his Mandarin and an African dialect that features lots of clicking sounds.




  I’m thirteen too. I’m a synesthete—or, as some boys at my school call me, a synes-creep—and my father’s in an induced coma. That’s like a long-lasting anesthetic, except for the fact that he has small suckers in his brain that are supposed to relieve the pressure, a machine that takes care of his breathing, another one that keeps his blood cool, and yet another one that eats and pees for him. They intend to wake him up today.




  Nobody at school, apart from Scott, knows that my father’s in a coma. That’s partly because nobody knows that Steve, my mother’s husband, isn’t my real father. Except for Scott, who once said to me, “Man, at one fell swoop you could be the most interesting boy at school—well, for one wonderful week at least. Give it some thought: you might not want to pass up this opportunity. Being the mystery kid could be one of the greatest things that ever happened to you. It’d work like magic on the girls too.” There are no girls at our school.




  Scott and I are the only thirteen-year-olds at Colet Court to have been invited to join Mensa. Scott calls this high-IQ society the “wimps’ club.” My mum says I should be proud of myself, as one of only two Year Eight students among the nine hundred or so young Mensa members in England, but being ordered to be proud leaves a nasty taste in my mouth.




  If she knew I was here, she might give me up for adoption. Never speak to me again. Send me to boarding school. I’ve no idea how she’d react.




  “Thank you, darling.” Sheila Walker’s voice reverts to its normal color as she picks up the sign-in clipboard from the counter and types my name into the computer. Her long fingernails make a bright green clatter on the keyboard.




  “You need to go up to the second floor, Samuel Noam Valentiner,” she says emphatically, as if I didn’t know.




  The intensive care unit on the second floor is for patients wrapped in silence and loneliness. That’s why they’re sent here, to the Wellington Hospital’s neurology department. The London Brain Centre—the NASA of brain departments.




  Sheila Walker hands me an A4 map of the hospital, the same one I received yesterday and the day before. With energetic swishes of her red felt-tip she circles where we are now—“We’re here”—and where I have to go—“You need to go there”—and marks the shortest route between the two points—“You’d be best taking that lift over there, Samuel.”




  Mrs. Walker would be well suited to working at an information desk in the tube. “Turn right for Kensington, straight ahead for hernias, and the morgue’s on your left after the vending machine.”




  “Have a nice day, Mr. Valentiner,” she says.




  “You too, Mrs. Walker,” I reply, but she’s no longer paying attention.




  MY MOTHER came with me to the hospital on the first day. As we waited for the lift, she said, “We don’t owe your father a thing, you know. Nothing. The only reason we’re here is because—”




  “I get it,” I interrupted her. “You don’t want to see him. You promised yourself you wouldn’t.”




  After a second she angrily retorted, “How come you always get everything, Sam? You’re not old enough!” She gave me a map of the hospital. “I’m sorry. It’s just that your father drives me up the wall. Oh, Sam.”




  She wasn’t pleased that I had secretly asked my father to the Fathers’ and Sons’ Day at Colet Court. “He won’t come anyway,” she said at the time. Her voice suffused me like a fragrance, like the scent of rosemary in the rain, sad and muted. At that precise moment I could feel how much she loved me. All at once I could breathe properly, as if I were standing on the world’s highest peak. The ball of phlegm that usually clogged my chest was gone.




  Sometimes my love for my mum is so overpowering that I wish I could die so she’d finally be happy again. Then she’d be left with her husband, Steve, and my little brother, Malcolm. A normal family—just father, mother, and child, rather than father, mother, child, and me, the kid who never looks anyone in the eye, reads too much science fiction, and is a permanent reminder of a man she can’t stand.




  “Listen,” I suggested. “I’ll go in on my own, but only if I can stay for as long as I want and you wait for me in the cafeteria.”




  She gave me a hug. I could sense how much she wanted to say yes, and how ashamed this made her feel.




  My mother hasn’t always been like this. There was a time when she worked as a photographer and traveled to war zones. She was afraid of nothing—of nothing and nobody. But then something happened. That thing was me, an accident, and everything changed. Now she sneaks through her own life, as if she’s constantly trying to duck out of harm’s way.




  “Please, Mum,” I said, “I’m almost fourteen. I’m no longer a kid.”




  My mother ended up going to the cafeteria, and I went up alone to visit the second floor and the man who became my father because my mother slept with him once during what she refers to as an “embarrassing moment.” She’s never told me where and why it occurred.




  Sheila Walker has already forgotten me as I make for the lift and take it to the second floor. The first thing I have to do there is put a smock over my school blazer, disinfect my hands and lower arms, and cover my mouth and nose with a white oval mask.




  The brain center’s intensive care unit is like a large, brightly lit warehouse. There are beds along three long walls—A, B, and C. Rails run just below the ceiling, allowing blue curtains to be pulled around each bed to form a separate cubicle. On a raised platform in the center of the hall are several counters equipped with computer monitors and controls. Doctors sit there watching screens or making phone calls. Every patient has been assigned his or her personal nurse.




  It resembles a refugee camp, because the coma patients aren’t called by their names, only by a combination of a letter and a number. “A3, glucose level falling.” “B9, restless.” None of them is real anymore. My father is C7. One of the “zombies.”




  On my first visit, the right side of his head had been shaved and then daubed with orange iodine tincture. Lengths of white adhesive tape had been stuck on his face to hold the breathing tube in place, and his skin was blue, green, and purple—the colors of night, strength, and dreams. When I entered the ward, I felt as if liquid concrete were oozing into my stomach and hardening with every breath. That lump of concrete has been inside me ever since.




  I’ve already told you that I’m a synes-creep. I experience the world differently from other people. I see sounds, voices, and music as colors. The London Underground sounds steel gray, like a bagful of knives. My mother’s voice is soft, like soft gauze on a frozen lake. And purple. My voice is currently colorless, but when I’m scared it turns bright yellow. When I speak it’s light blue, like a baby’s playsuit. It’s breaking at the moment, and ideally I would say nothing further until that’s over.




  People who know who they are and what they’re capable of have green voices. Dark-green voices, serene and majestic like a wise old forest.




  For me, numbers also have colors. The figure eight is green, four is yellow, and five is blue. Letters have personalities: R is aggressive, S is sly, and K is a covert racist. Z is cooperative and F is a diva. G is upright and strong.




  When I enter a room I can tell which emotions have been felt in it most frequently. With someone like Mrs. Walker, I can sense how heavyhearted she is by the density of the shadows surrounding her.




  I can’t look another person in the eye. There’s too much there, and much of it I don’t understand. Sometimes I’m afraid that their gaze will tell me they’re about to die, which turned out to be the case with our housemaster at Colet Court and our neighbor Mrs. Logan.




  People with synesthesia used to be regarded as pathological. Pathologically shy, pathologically oversensitive, a real burden on their families. Children who have it are always screaming, quick to tears, and peculiar in other ways too. When they grow up they often turn out to be borderline, complete schizophrenics, or prone to depression. Many kill themselves because they can’t cope with the world and the way they see it. Hypersensitive crybabies. If there were any pills to treat this condition, I’d be gobbling them like Smarties.




  THE FIRST TIME I walked through the ward of the “zombies,” it felt as if their souls were bleeding colors. I perceive that kind of thing, although I’d rather not. Then I caught sight of the man in C7. I felt nothing.




  It was weird. I’ve never felt nothing. Only that once. The stranger was lying motionless on his back on an aluminum bed. The shadows around him were thick, the color of the moon. His eyes were closed, and he gave off nothing. That nothing worried me, but only in a strange, standoffish way.




  I sat down carefully on the edge of his bed. Still nothing. I was relieved. If I didn’t feel anything, then I wouldn’t be obliged to miss my father all the time, keep thinking about him. I could stop searching everywhere for him. I didn’t need to come here again. My mother could make peace with herself at last.




  Then I saw the scoobie. That scoobie changed everything. My father was wearing a plastic bracelet on his otherwise bare right wrist. It was dark blue, light blue, and orange. I’d woven it two years earlier and sent it to him by post. My mother had claimed that he wouldn’t wear it. He’d throw it in the bin.




  I believed her, as always, even if I kept hoping that she was wrong. But she managed to convince me that my father was the man she had always described him to be: hard-hearted, self-centered, inconsiderate.




  But he was wearing it. He was wearing my stupid, childish plastic bracelet in my three favorite colors—midnight blue, sea blue, and the orange of a summer sunrise.




  I’ve no idea how long I sat there, staring at the plaited plastic—a cheap charm that changed everything. All I know is that after a while the head of intensive care, Dr. Foss—“Call me Fozzie, lad!”—came over to me, laid his hand gently on my shoulder, and told me in a nasal voice that my father had been very lucky. His skull was fractured, but the swelling was no longer putting pressure on his brain and the cerebral cortex had barely been affected.




  Luckily, God walked past and barked, “Samuel, don’t believe a word Fozzie says. We’ll have to operate on your father a few more times and only then will we be able to see where we went wrong.”




  God’s real name is Dr. John Saul. With his blond hair, his broad shoulders like a rower’s, and his big sideburns, the director of the London Brain Centre resembles a Viking. Whenever he enters the intensive care ward where the “zombies” live, wearing that aura of silvery coolness about him like an invisible cloak, the nurses and doctors catch their breath. They all pray that he’ll be able to perform a miracle. Behind his back they call him God, because he knows everything—including the fact that they call him God. And Dr. Foss, in his green cord trousers, his curry-colored socks, his finely checked purple shirts, and his suspenders, is his Holy Ghost. He models his hairstyle on John Cleese and takes tea for half an hour every afternoon while playing Quiz Battle on his smartphone in its tartan case.




  The night after that first hospital visit I talked to Scott via Skype while my mother had quiet sex with her husband, Steve. Scared of having another nightmare, my brother, Malcolm, was desperate to sleep in my room. As he fell asleep it was as if his spirit were walking down a long flight of stone steps into the dark. I could hear his footsteps, but unlike my father he was close, very close to the surface, and I could still sense his presence.




  I told Scott that my father was “away.” Scott was sitting on the toilet. The McMillans have more toilets in their mansion than my mother Marie-France’s terraced house has rooms. We live in Putney, Scott in Westminster. If Putney’s Swatch, Westminster’s Rolex.




  We searched for “traumatic brain injury,” “artificial coma,” and “cerebral cortex” on Google, or rather Scott did while I stared into the darkness, listening to the tapping of his fingers and to Malcolm’s deep breathing. I thought about the scoobie and how I couldn’t get through to my father under his thick fluffy duvet of anesthetics.




  “Wow, Michael Schumacher was put into an artificial coma after a traumatic brain injury,” Scott lectured. “If the person doesn’t die straightaway, then—”




  “Shut up.” If he didn’t say it aloud, then it couldn’t happen. It simply mustn’t happen. Not now. Not like this.




  “Of course you don’t want to hear it, but you have to. Or do you want to let them lie to you? They always lie to us—at first because we’re children, then later because we’re no longer children.” Scott took a deep breath. “Now, listen to Brainman here. The cerebral cortex is the site of our personality. If it tears, you become either a vegetable or wildly aggressive. One day your dad might wake up and be so aggressive that he runs amok. Or kills himself. Or you. Or thinks he’s someone else. Some people come back and can do inexplicable things.”




  “What kind of things?”




  “You know, see auras, speak Tibetan, or hear thoughts.”




  I didn’t tell him that I’m sometimes capable of two of those three things.




  He resumed his typing and mumbled, “Aha, you have to hold his hand. If he squeezes your hand, he’s still there.”




  Malcolm turned over in my bed with a sigh. I could feel his presence very clearly, even though he was sleeping and dreaming. My father, on the other hand . . . My father was somewhere beyond dreams.




  “Where else might he be?” I asked Scott.




  “This is crazy,” he whispers instead of answering me. “I’ve stumbled across a self-help forum for people who’ve met God or someone while they were in a coma.”




  “What do you mean, ‘or someone’? Who? Elvis?”




  We laughed and then the light came on in Scott’s toilet. He cried, “Oh shit, my dad!” and hung up. I was left sitting there in the dark at my desk.




  If he squeezes your hand, he’s still there. I had to find out if my father was still there.




  When my mother had finished making love with her husband, she went into Malcolm’s room, as always, to say good night. When she didn’t find him there, she knocked on my door, carried my sleepy brother to his own bed, and then came back to see me.




  “I’m not going to sign that indefinite visitor’s permit for you, Sam. I don’t want you going to the hospital all the time. You need to focus on your exams, you know? That’s the most important thing right now. If you want to go and see him again in a few weeks’ time, fine—we can talk about it.”




  My mother pays almost nineteen thousand pounds per year for me to attend Colet Court School, so it’s my fault that she doesn’t have enough money and is unhappy. But my mind was entirely on the scoobie, so I just said, “Okay.”




  “Your father never took care of you, so there’s no reason you should look after him now. That may sound harsh, Sam, but it’s for your own good, do you hear? Otherwise, you’ll just end up being even more disappointed.”




  Again I said, “Okay.” What else could I say? At last I knew where my father was. In C7. And I knew he was wearing my scoobie. She was wrong about him. Or was I? In any case I knew I would go back there to squeeze his hand. For as long as it took until, one day, he returned that squeeze.




  But I kept those thoughts to myself—the first time I’d ever hidden something really important from my mother. By no means the last, though.




  ON THE SECOND day Scott brought a great stack of print-outs about brain injuries to school for me.




  “Virtually everyone shows signs of delirium when they wake up from an induced coma,” he told me during the lunch break, which we spent on St. Paul’s School’s carefully tended hockey pitches behind the assembly hall instead of at the dining hall. Once we’d passed our exam with top grades, we too would become so-called Paulines. Everyone at St. Paul’s went on to have a brilliant career—at least that’s what the mothers of Paulines said—and they all knew by the age of sixteen what they were going to study and do with the rest of their lives.




  Nothing could interest me less at the moment.




  “Delirium—what a scary thought! Hallucinations and nightmares. You no longer know who you are or who anybody else is. Your dad might think you’re an orc or a synes-creep.”




  “Oh, kiss my ass.”




  “Here? Word would get around, mon ami.”




  I didn’t react to this. For the very first time I couldn’t bring myself to laugh at one of Scott’s jokes. He watched me closely through the square inch-thick glasses he’d recently started to wear, of his own free will, in order to look like a geek. “Know why? Because of the girls.” There are no girls at Colet Court.




  “When are you going to go and see him again, Valentiner?”




  I shrugged. “My mum won’t let me.”




  Scott tugged at the three hairs on his chin that he’s been trying, unsuccessfully, to sculpt into a beard. “She can’t stand the fact that you like him, mon copain. Jealousy. Like my dad. It rankles him that my mother loves me. The same problem all fathers have at the birth of their first son,” he stated pompously. He’s known that he wants to study psychology since he started seeing a psychotherapist at the age of nine near St. John’s, the church with the unicorn on its coat of arms. He intends to specialize in psychosis and somatic delusions.




  Now, however, he was observing a group of older St. Paul’s pupils, who no longer had to wear a school uniform but were allowed to wear whatever they liked—as long as it included a jacket, an ironed shirt, and a tie, as well as full-length trousers. They were holding the doors open for one another.




  “Where exactly did the accident happen, Valentiner?”




  “On Hammersmith Bridge,” I replied. “Yesterday morning.” As we stared into each other’s eyes, the penny finally dropped in our highly gifted but idiotic brains. It always takes geniuses longer to understand the easiest thing. We’re totally and embarrassingly unequipped for everyday life.




  “Merde, Valentiner! That’s just around the bloody corner from here! Your dad was hit as he—” Scott stops abruptly.




  Yes, it would seem that my father . . . was on his way to see me. He was going to come! My sense of joy blazed for one bright second, but then the full force of my guilt came crashing down on me. If only I hadn’t sent him the email, he’d never have been on that bridge. If I hadn’t invited him to come, he wouldn’t be lying in a hospital bed now, half-dead. If I hadn’t . . .




  “Valentiner?” Scott asked.




  I couldn’t answer.




  “Valentiner! Whatever you may be thinking right now, check this out and then think again!”




  He was holding up his smartphone. It’s approximately fifty-three times more expensive than my own, and on it I could see a shaky video Scott had found on YouTube. He wasn’t the only one—it had 2.5 million hits. The film’s title was “A Real Hero” and it showed a man swimming in the Thames. The camera zoomed in, and the blurred footage showed the man diving into the water and resurfacing a few seconds later with a wet bundle. It was only when he had made it to the bank that it became clear that the bundle was a girl. The man carried the child to Hammersmith Bridge. The picture shook as he strode toward the camera and said, “Were you only filming, or did you think of calling for help?” Four seconds later the car smashed into him. The film broke off. The man was my father.




  “Your dad’s a cool dude,” Scott said dryly. “You should tell him that one day.”




  The bright burst of joy and energy that had swept through my heart when I caught sight of my father in the film gave way to a dark shadow at Scott’s words. My yearning to tell that living father everything—everything I thought, everything about who I am—turned to despair as I was reminded of his now motionless figure. Motionless and cut off from the world.




  Slowly I pulled out the permit that my mother had refused to sign and showed Scott a picture of the back of her Visa card, which I had secretly photographed with my smartphone that morning, just to be on the safe side. I hadn’t actually meant to use it. Until now. Until the film.




  “Can you do this one?”




  “Easy-peasy,” said Scott, taking my mobile and the piece of paper, and spiriting his fountain pen from its case.




  SO AT MIDDAY today I rubbed sand in my eyes and pretended to my French teacher, Madame Lupion, that I’d suffered an allergic reaction. Then I set off for the Wellington with bright red eyes that were still itching and weeping.




  No one paid any attention to me in the Underground. No one ever says anything on the tube, and no one looks at anyone either. People act as if they’re alone in the world, even when your face is being pressed into your neighbor’s armpit. The air is seventy-three times more polluted down there than it is aboveground.




  Sheila Walker didn’t comment on my eyes either. They really do sting.




  Dr. Saul is sticking a sheet of paper to the wall of the waiting room as I enter. It reads: “This is a specialist neurological clinic, not a clubroom, so no slurping your tea and no chatting.” I try to sneak past God without being seen.




  “Hold it there, Samuel! What’s the matter with your eyes?” he snaps without turning around. He carefully sticks down the last corner of the poster. His lower arms are powerful, and his fingers never shake.




  “I . . . I have an allergy, sir.”




  “Oh yeah? Well, so do I, Samuel: I’m allergic to liars.”




  “I might have gotten some sand in them,” I answer tentatively, adding a reverent “sir,” just in case.




  God turns to face me. He has one blue eye and one green. His right eye, the blue one, is cold, whereas the green one is warm—two different men staring out at me from the Viking face framed by strawberry-blond sideburns.




  “Some sand, eh? You look as if you slept facedown on the beach. Trying to blind yourself? No? Ever heard of neuronavigation?”




  “N-no, sir,” I stammer.




  “Then come with me,” he purrs, and leads me up to the next floor and into the magnetic resonance imaging demonstration room.




  “Allow me to present . . . the monster,” Dr. Saul says. “This is a functional MRI scanner. It measures brain activity. Bloody thing cost two million pounds and is regarded as England’s first mind reader. It’s so smart that we hardly understand how it works.” He points to a chair and says, “Sit down, tilt your head back, and open your eyes wide!” He trickles a few drops onto my eyeballs. This immediately relieves the stinging.




  All at once it strikes me that God is very often very alone. Dr. Saul switches off the lights and turns on the projectors. The whole wall is suddenly plastered with images of slices of brain. My eyes feel better in the dark.




  He runs his fingers slowly, almost lovingly, over the projections on the wall. “Here’s a splendid aneurysm. We plug it by entering through the upper thigh and working our way along the veins. Ooh, how about this one! A wonderful example of a hemangioblastoma, as snug as a pea in a pod.” His voice changes from black to light green to pink as he traces the outlines of different brains. God loves brains.




  “Have you ever peered into someone’s soul, Samuel?” he says, beaming a microscopic view of the brain onto the wall. “These are the two halves of the brain, as seen from the spinal cord at the bottom of the neck. It’s as if you were climbing up a tunnel from the neck, striding down a long corridor to the end of the brain stem, and then stepping from the cerebellum into the center of the brain. The secret chamber, the seat of our humanity.”




  He enlarges the picture until it takes up the entire wall. It looks like a cathedral, with veins for buttresses and cells like high vaulted ceilings. It’s magnificent—magnificent and very weird.




  “A church built of thoughts,” I whisper.




  God pins me with his two-colored gaze, as if until this point I had been unreal to him, a simple offshoot of C7, and am now becoming real. His cool eye becomes warmer, then he gives a slow nod. “Exactly, Samuel,” he says softly. “The brain is a church built of thoughts.”




  He abruptly flicks the lights back on and is once again a blond Viking with the forehead and shoulders of a bull. “Okay, you’re wondering if your father’s going to die, right?” Nothing holds any fear for God, not even the toughest questions.




  He picks up a marker and draws a big black dot on a whiteboard. “This is ‘waking,’ okay?” He writes Awake next to the black dot and draws five concentric circles radiating out from it. At the edges, above, below, and on both sides of the largest circle, he writes the word Death. Inside the circles, from central to outermost, from the black dot, he writes Numb, Asleep/Dreaming, Unconscious, Coma, and Brain-Dead. The marker squeaks on the board.




  “There are a variety of forms of life on the margins of death,” God explains. Tapping the area marked “Coma,” he takes a different pen, a red one this time, and draws three lines. “Deep, medium, and light coma. But it is in these areas, Sam, closer to the core,” says Saul, shading in the rings marked “Asleep/Dreaming” and “Unconscious,” “much closer to being awake, that your father is presently living. Do you see? Closer to life than to death. Do you understand?”




  I nod. Has God noticed that he describes unconscious and coma as places rather than states?




  Dr. Saul tosses the markers casually onto the table.




  “A word of advice,” he barks as he leaves the room. “Use toothpaste instead of sand next time.”




  ON MY WAY to take the lift back down to the second floor, I run through all the things I want to tell my father today. Maybe I’ll mention Saul’s model. The disc world.




  I wonder if you dream beyond the sleep zone, and if a medically induced coma is similar to a true coma or not. And if you know that you’re in a coma. I don’t know I’m dreaming when I dream. Is being in a coma like being alive, except that you don’t know you’re alive? Like in The Matrix?




  In recent days I’ve had an occasional impression that I can feel my father. There was something restless about him, as if—and these are thoughts I will never reveal to Scott—he was searching for the path leading back to reality through a maze of darkness and fear. I now know that might be the case. If waking and sleeping and coma aren’t states but places, then my father is currently on a journey between those places. Or worlds. Or zones that get darker and darker, the closer they are to death.




  Waiting for the lift, I imagine these worlds as one gigantic subterranean space. They rest on top of one another like discs and become more unfathomable the further you advance from the waking point. Nobody knows what it’s like at its outermost edge. Maybe a lot different. Maybe coma isn’t a dark zone. Maybe it’s identical to life in the waking zone, where I’m now sitting and hoping that my father will respond to my pressure and squeeze my hand. Hoping that just once he will approach the waking zone, through all the different levels and zones and degrees of darkness, via the staircases and corridors that appear abruptly through the fog of medication and dreams, allowing him for a few short moments to navigate a path through all the intermediate zones between waking and death, and surface.




  If he squeezes my hand, he’s still here. “I’m here, Sam, I’m here. Even if I’m elsewhere. I’m coming back.”




  But so far he hasn’t squeezed back. Not after the first operation, nor after the second, when they mended his ruptured spleen and pinned his broken arm, nor after a further ten days.




  Maybe today?










  Eddie
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  “You look a bit cross today, Mrs. Tomlin.”




  “I’m not cross, Dr. Foss.”




  “Of course not. My apologies.”




  “I’m furious. There’s a difference, wouldn’t you say?”




  “Certainly, Mrs. Tomlin.” Dr. Foss remains as friendly as a butler pouring tea, but I can hear my voice getting louder. My fear is howling inside me like a wounded animal.




  “Are you actually doing anything, or are you simply allowing him to wither away in order to save money?” I snarl.




  Dr. Foss is standing behind me, but I can see his face in the mirror in the brightly lit, tiled room in which, every day for the last fourteen days, I’ve put on a smock and taken it off again, disinfected my hands and lower arms, and pulled a white oval mask over my mouth and nose. Dr. Foss purses his lips almost imperceptibly and stares at the floor. I’ve hurt his feelings. Hallelujah. In a sense, I am grateful that there are still people with feelings to hurt in English hospitals. You need to have some feelings in the first place for them to be hurt, and if you have feelings, you can empathize.




  “I’m sorry, I’m not usually like this. Or I hope not, anyway.”




  Dr. Foss flashes his engaging smile and says, “Of course not,” and ties the turquoise smock behind my back. The way he stands and walks and goes about his work brings to mind either an expensively trained royal valet or a well-educated aristocratic spy. He’s one of those very rare gentlemen who would remain on the deck of a sinking ship until every woman and child had been winched to safety. He’s even kind enough to push the elastic band of my face mask a little higher on the back of my head. Gingerly, as if I might explode.




  I use my elbow to pump some disinfectant gel from the dispenser mounted on the tiled wall and rub it into my hands, which are shaking. Suntanned hands with ink stains on them, quivering like little wings.




  “Be patient with yourself,” he says gently.




  Ha, me of all people! I’m never patient with myself. Most of the time I don’t even like myself. I push the button again so I don’t have to meet Foss’s gaze.




  “Every patient needs someone to believe in them. Believe in Mr. Skinner, Mrs. Tomlin. If he has a good reason to wake up, then . . .”




  I feel like asking Dr. Foss which book of motivational axioms he’s quoting. I want to yell at him that I’m not a good reason for Henri Skinner—not good enough, in any case. After a totally weird three-year, on-off relationship during which I sometimes didn’t see Henri for months on end, he made it abundantly clear to me two years ago that I wasn’t the woman with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life.




  It was the first time I had said to Henri, “I love you. I want you, forever and beyond, in this life and every other.”




  He replied, “I don’t want you.” And the world went dark.




  I’ve only just stopped feeling ashamed. I’ve only just stopped missing him. I’ve only just controlled the yearning for which there are no words and no logic. I’ve only just begun to contemplate the possibility of starting a new life, with another man. And now Henri has erupted into my days, my nights, and my desires again.




  When I heard the police officer say his name—“Do you know Henri Malo Skinner?”—three memories came flooding back: the heavy, fluid heat of his body on mine; that night on the beach beneath the green shooting stars when we told each other about what we’d been like as children; and his expression as he walked out.




  Henri had entered my name into his mobile and written, In case of emergency, on a slip of paper stuck into his passport, and had even put my name in his living will. Which all came as just as much of a shock to me as the phone call from the police fifteen days ago. The police officers—an awkward fat man and a fidgety red-haired woman—were quite annoyed when I told them that I wasn’t Henri’s partner or fiancée or cousin, and that I had last seen him about two years ago, at about quarter to nine on the morning of October 2, 2014.




  I love you. I want you, forever and beyond, in this life and every other.




  I don’t want you.




  And then I slapped his face and threw him out.




  “Get lost!” I shouted, while what I really wanted to say was, “Stay!”




  “Get out!” I roared, while inwardly begging, “Love me!”




  “Get lost, for hell’s sake!” really meant, “Go before I humiliate myself any further!”




  He left.




  I’ll never forget his face when he turned around one last time by the door. It was as if he couldn’t fathom this departure and was looking back at the flip side of our love and wondering how he’d happened to cross the boundary between the two. Such desperation in his eyes.




  I almost cried, “Stay!” and “It doesn’t matter, you don’t have to love me.” I’d have meant it. My love was greater than my desire to be loved, and it was worse that he didn’t want my love than not being loved in return. I don’t have a clue if that’s normal.




  For two years I missed Henri every day, then I met Wilder Glass, who desires me, who does want me. I’m no longer the same woman who loved Henri Skinner so much that she was ready to spend this life and every other with him. No, that old me is an empty shell, and the thought of it sends ripples of shame over my skin.




  Yet here I am. The woman he didn’t want but whose name he nevertheless put in his living will. I’m the person for emergencies, for dying but not for life. What the fuck?




  Wilder doesn’t know I’ve been coming to the Wellington every day for the past two weeks. Some of the time he thinks I’m at readings or with agents, at others I’m meeting promising authors, genre writers and utopians. I’ve a lot on my plate as a publisher, and so Wilder doesn’t inquire and he’s never jealous. Wilder David Stephen Ptolemy Glass has too much class, too expensive an education, too much sense, and far too enviable a reputation in literary circles ever to be jealous of anyone.




  I hate lying, and yet I do it as naturally as if the truth weren’t even an option. What is truth, anyway? A question of sufficient imagination. And how are you supposed to tell your partner why all of a sudden you’ve started to take care of an ex-boyfriend you’ve never mentioned? The mere fact of not having mentioned him would arouse any other man’s suspicions, but maybe not Wilder Glass’s.




  I don’t know why I’m here, but I can’t help myself. It would cost me too much energy to deny myself, so I subject myself to this torture and get on with it.




  There are signs and posters all over the place here. There are some bloody rules in the changing room, because presumably, without them, most visitors would beat and shout at their relatives to get some kind of reaction out of them.




  

    

      1. Behave calmly, kindly, and respectfully in the patients’ presence.




      2. Avoid hurried movements and walk quietly.




      3. We do not talk about patients; we talk to them.




      4. Approach patients slowly and always so that they can see you and will not be startled when you touch or speak to them.


    


  




  EVEN MARRIED COUPLES don’t treat each other like this. Henri hasn’t moved a muscle in these two weeks. He hasn’t blinked or moaned. Nothing. Frozen in an invisible block of anesthetics and painkillers, cooled by the machines that have adjusted his body temperature downward. The depth of his sedation is measured every eight hours. Minus five on the Richmond scale means unreachable; minus three and he’d have dragged himself back into the world; minus one and he’d be awake. I imagine him valiantly trudging toward minus one through a black void.




  “Ready, Mrs. Tomlin?” Dr. Foss’s voice is quiet and respectful too. To him everybody is presumably a patient, suffering from some illness or other.




  “Yes,” I answer, but I’m not. I’m afraid. Fear is a rampant creeper tightening its tendrils around my heart, my stomach, and my head, trying to force me to run to the end of the earth and hide there in the darkness.




  Dr. Foss looks at me with soulful eyes. He’s a huge bear like Baloo. His boss, Dr. Saul, is a huge asshole. He isn’t thrilled that I want to be there during the attempt to wake Henri up.




  “You’re afraid, Tomlin”—Dr. Saul calls me Tomlin, as if he were a drill instructor and I a soldier—“and your fear disturbs me during my work and infects Mr. Skinner.”




  Dr. Foss interjects, “Dr. Saul doesn’t mean it like that, Mrs. Tomlin.”




  Dr. Saul whirls around. “Don’t you ever again dare to suggest that I don’t mean what I say! Never again. It’s an insult to my intelligence, which, unlike you, I do not spoil with flattery. Their relatives’ worry is toxic to these patients.”




  Whether it’s as a soldier or a trembling impediment to Henri’s recovery, I am here. I breathe, and with each exhalation, I seek to blow my anxiety somewhere far over the horizon. An author I publish taught me that trick. It had something to do with martial arts, a way of suppressing memory.




  Blow it away. Maybe Dr. Saul is correct and my panic is poisonous. Then again, maybe not. I don’t want to run the risk, so I decide not to be scared and I blow my fear a long, long way away.




  “Are you sure you’re ready, Mrs. Tomlin?” Dr. Foss asks.




  I nod. Another lie. Breathe out, Eddie. I’ve had no idea what I’ve been doing here for the past fifteen days—I just do it.
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