

[image: ]




ALSO BY MARGOT LIVESEY

Criminals

Homework

Learning by Heart





[image: ]




THIS IS A BORZOI BOOK
PUBLISHED BY ALFRED A. KNOPF

Copyright © 1999 by Margot Livesey

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.
Distributed by Random House, Inc., New York.

www.randomhouse.com

Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Livesey, Margot.
The missing world : a novel / by Margot Livesey. — 1st ed.
p. cm.
eISBN: 978-0-307-82223-9
I. Title.
PR9199.3.L563M57     1999

813′.54—dc21         99-35785

v3.1





For

Eric Garnick




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22


Acknowledgments




chapter 1

They were quarrelling on the phone when it happened, although anyone overhearing them might easily have failed to detect the fury that lay behind their pragmatic sentences. “I don’t see why you need to bother Mrs. Craig,” Hazel said, “about a leak in your study.”

“But my hunch,” said Jonathan, “is that the water’s getting in through her roof as well as ours. No use fixing one without the other.” He was standing beside the window, tugging at the dusty leaves of the indomitable cheese plant. Since Hazel’s flight the other plants had, one by one, succumbed to his lack of care and now sat, brown and desiccated, on windowsills and tables. This monster, however, almost as tall as he was with its perforated leaves and hairy roots groping from the lower stems, had not merely survived his abuse but positively thrived. In the midst of his struggle with Hazel, he found time to apostrophise his old enemy. Die, you bugger, he thought, and shredded a leaf.

The brittle green flakes were still falling when Hazel’s steady speech swerved, slewed across several lanes, hesitated at the guardrail, and plunged off into a dark field. “Elephants,” she whispered. “Caracals.”

“Hazel, is something wrong? Hazel?”

The receiver emitted a gurgling sound, then a thud. Jonathan held it away from him, glaring at the rows of holes, as if the machine itself might be responsible for this aberration. But the black plastic was mute. He dropped the phone, grabbed a jacket from the stand in the hall, his keys from the table, and ran. Miraculously, his beleaguered company Saab started on the first attempt. Only as he pulled away from the kerb did he realise he could see nothing; the windscreen was dark with snow. He climbed out again to wipe it clear with his bare hands.

The pillowed streets, rare in North London, had served as the pretext for his phone call. “Look at the snow,” he had exclaimed, so exhilarated by the downy, festive weather that, briefly, he had forgotten he and Hazel were no longer looking at anything together. He had felt like an idiot when she replied, in a peculiarly quiet voice, that she’d had an accident on the way home. A car, unable to stop, had knocked her down in a zebra crossing.

“Oh, my god,” he said. “Are you all right?”

“I think so. It wasn’t going very fast. I just feel …” Her breath whistled into the phone. “… a little wobbly.”

He offered to take her to the doctor, the hospital, but she said no, she’d have an early night; time enough to seek help if she still felt out of sorts in the morning. Then, eager to prolong the conversation, Jonathan had mentioned that he’d finally called the roofer about the damp patch in the ceiling and his belief that it was partly the fault of the next-door neighbour, who let everything go to wrack and ruin, and so they had drifted out of the calm waters of weather and health onto a familiar reef: his attitude towards Mrs. Craig.

Now Jonathan drove heedlessly, swearing at red lights. The deep-seated vexation, at Hazel, at himself, at the cheese plant, which a few minutes earlier had possessed him utterly, was gone. This is an emergency, he told himself; unbidden, the Latin emergere, to rise up, came to him. He was rising up to meet … he didn’t know exactly what. Was Hazel under attack from someone? Some thing? He couldn’t imagine what had produced those odd words—caracals, for christ’s sake—or that gurgling. He turned off the Holloway Road. The car was still shimmying when, from between the parked cars on his left, a dark shape pelted into the street.

Dog? Cat?

A tiny interval existed during which Jonathan could have nudged the steering wheel or applied the brake. He did neither. The wheel jumped, and he was past it, whatever it was. The rearview mirror showed only the lights of other cars falling farther and farther behind as he hurtled down Camden Road. He leaned on the horn and overtook a taxi.

Pausing for a red light, he had visions of scaling a drainpipe to Hazel’s second-floor flat, breaking down the door, and immediately doubted his own capacities; that kind of thing was much harder than it looked in films. Perhaps one of her neighbours had a key? Then it came to him: he himself had a set.

He had acquired them in a manner he could scarcely bear to consider, the complete opposite of that happy occasion four years ago when he’d given her the keys to his house. They were in a restaurant when he handed her the envelope. Hazel had peered at it, held it up to the light, and, finally, as the waiter put bowls of pasta before them, torn it open. At the sight of the Yale and mortice, still glinting from the locksmith’s, her eyes widened. Shall we use them, she whispered. He had hesitated only a moment before taking twenty pounds out of his wallet and hurrying her home to bed. But last autumn, in the looking-glass world of separation, he’d agreed to pick up a light fixture for her flat—weeks of argument had reduced him to stony helpfulness—and she had asked if he could get some keys cut. For Maud, she explained. No problem, he’d said, dumbfounded once again at how poorly she understood his feelings.

For weeks he carried the extra set of keys in his pocket. Just knowing he had access to Hazel, that she couldn’t keep him out even if she wanted to, made him feel better. Then one night, several Scotches to the wind, he ended up pacing her street and got as far as opening the outside door. After that, not trusting himself with such temptation, he put the keys in the glove compartment of the car and did his best to forget them.

In the one-way system of Kentish Town, afraid of a wrong turn, he slowed down. During the months before Hazel moved out, he had twice lost his way walking to the tube station and once, in a moment of fiercely lit, jostling panic, been unable to find his office. But now the same irradiating urgency that made him careless of the dark animal’s fate guided him through these unfamiliar streets towards Hazel’s shabby terrace. Skidding slightly, he double-parked and extricated the hateful keys.

The outside door was open. Rushing up the stairs, he pictured Hazel unconscious on the floor, clutching the phone. He would carry her into the bedroom and hold a cool cloth to her forehead until she opened her eyes and begged him to lie down beside her. As soon as he unlocked the door of her flat, Jonathan knew this was the easy version. Sounds he could not parse into sense came from the living-room. “Hello,” he said, not loud enough to be heard.

He stopped to pick up the phone, beeping on the hall floor, and went slowly into the living-room. Hazel was lurching away from him across the carpet, as if her legs were of different lengths or different substances, one wax, one lead. A table lamp, directly in her passage, fell to the floor. She was wearing a black pullover and, surprisingly, a blue skirt he had given her.

“Hazel,” he said.

She reached the wall but still she did not stop. She kept walking until she was pressed right up against it, her toes nudging the skirting board, her thighs moving in a parody of an exercise machine. She raised her hands and began to claw at the plaster, her fingers scraping the magnolia paint, over and over.

When at last she turned around, he would not have recognised her. The whole shape of her face had changed. Her cheeks were puffy; her eyes, always so large and luminous, were rolling back in their sockets; saliva frothed her lips, and even her jaw seemed to undulate oddly. Only her fine, feathery hair was the same. “Barasingha,” she said in an unnaturally deep voice.

Jonathan fled. In the hall he seized the phone and dialled Emergency.

“Which service do you require: police, fire, or ambulance?”

“Ambulance,” he shouted. And then he was speaking to a calm-voiced woman. Next to the phone was a bookcase, and as he recited the address he caught sight of the faded binding of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, his second gift to her, squeezed between The Poems of Rumi and A Guide to Seashore Birds; at least she hadn’t thrown it away.

“How long will it be?” he asked, but the operator was gone.

At the prospect of returning to the living-room, dread washed over him. Whoever was staggering back and forth, that person, that creature, was not Hazel. Barasingha? It sounded exotic: a small monkey, perhaps, or a complicated curry. He touched the spine of Metamorphoses, the gold lettering almost gone.

“Anything,” he vowed, “I’ll do anything to get her back again.” His fingertips came away flecked with gold.

Hazel had sunk to her knees and was scrabbling at the wall, a desperate prisoner. Cautiously he knelt beside her and reached his arms around her, then almost let go. Deep, uneven zigzags were leaping through her, not like the vibrations of cold or grief but rather as if she were plugged into some wayward generator. He tightened his grip against the shocks. She continued to claw the paint. “Hazel,” he pleaded, “stop it. Please, stop!”

Like the beginning of an answer came the faint seesawing of a siren.

At the hospital, there was an alarming sense of urgency. Last spring Jonathan had brought a friend here after an accident on the squash court. Steve was dripping blood, and they had both believed, mistakenly, that his nose was broken; yet an hour or more passed before anyone did more than bring him a towel. Whereas so many people converged on Hazel that by the time Jonathan arrived, only seconds behind the ambulance on whose coat-tails he’d flown through the icy streets, she was completely surrounded. Even as he rushed into the waiting room, the gurney disappeared through the double doors at the far end. He stared after her until a burly nurse tapped his arm. “Would you mind checking in with reception, sir?”

Following his downward glance, Jonathan discovered he was still wearing his maroon slippers; no wonder his feet were freezing. At the reception desk a plump-faced young man pried his gaze away from a portable television and typed Hazel’s particulars into the computer. Hazel Ash Ransome, thirty-three, freelance journalist. Unthinkingly, Jonathan gave his address as hers and himself as next of kin. “I’ll be right here,” he said. “You’ll call me as soon as there’s news?”

The young man, his eyes once again locked on the glowing screen, nodded.

Across the counter, Jonathan imagined a red handprint springing up on one of those doughy cheeks. Then he gave in, he’d talk to a doctor soon, and retreated to the orange plastic chairs. His leather jacket creaked as he tried vainly to get comfortable. Another effect of Hazel’s departure, besides the scourge of the houseplants, was the abrupt fleeing of his own flesh. Whenever he remembered, he wrote “sandwich” in his diary and, on the rarer occasions when he ate one, ticked it off.

Images flitted in and out of his mind: Hazel taking him to see the curse tablets at the British Museum; Hazel playing darts at the pub, scoring three bull’s-eyes in a row; Hazel exclaiming over the honeycomb he had brought her, his first gift. She had insisted on baking bread. Hours later they emerged from bed to eat the warm loaf with honey.

“Blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed …”

Who on earth, thought Jonathan, was praying? Scanning his neighbours, many of whom had clearly come straight from the pub, he wondered if he had imagined the words, an attempt to conjure order from cacophony. The man next to him was singing inaudibly into his dirty white beard. Three seats down a stout woman was hectoring an even stouter one. “I told you,” she said. “Didn’t I tell you? I certainly did tell you.” At last, in the row opposite, Jonathan located the unlikely source of prayer. A boy of maybe twelve or thirteen was saying the rosary. Every part of him, including his head, was long and narrow, as if he had passed through a vice; his jeans were secured with string at both waist and ankle.

Watching him, Jonathan lamented his own lack of gods. This room was saturated in waiting, no one merely read a book or held a conversation, but here was someone who could wait usefully. As a schoolboy Jonathan had gone to church hundreds, maybe thousands, of times and been left with nothing but a few hymns: “O Come, All Ye Faithful,” “All Things Bright and Beautiful.” Yet, standing in Hazel’s hall, he had made his vow aloud.

“Amen,” the boy murmured.

As for Hazel, in response to the receptionist’s rote inquiry he had claimed her for the Church of England. In truth, all he could vouch for was a certain feyness. She sometimes checked her horoscope in magazines and periodically came home with flyers for Mrs. Sophia’s Psychic Gallery. Don’t fail to come and visit this God-Gifted lady, for she has the power to heal by prayer. She will explain your past, present, and future fully. She will call out friends and enemies by name. But he had several of these himself. Two slender girls in kurtahs handed them out at the tube station. Or they slid through the letter box.

The doors behind which Hazel had disappeared parted to emit an ample woman in a raincoat. The boy spilled from his chair. “Mama!” he exclaimed. How quickly his prayers had been answered.

“Hush, Louis.” The woman patted his narrow head and led him serenely past the winos and bickering women.

A few minutes later the double doors opened again and a woman in a white coat strode to the reception desk. Jonathan’s name came over the Tannoy. At once he was on his feet. “Hazel—is she all right?”

“Mr. Littleton?” The doctor signalled him to a booth. “I’m Dr. Schuler.”

“How is Hazel?” he said, taking the proffered seat. “Can I see her?”

“Not just yet. I need to ask you a few questions.” With her flaxen hair, her round face, her neat nose, the doctor reminded him of someone. And as she sat down, pen poised over a clipboard, he realised who: Hazel, the vivid, mercurial Hazel he’d met four years ago, a woman on such enviably easy terms with herself and the world.

“Ms. Ransome,” the doctor said, “has suffered a blow to the head. She’s unconscious at present. Have you any idea what might have caused this?” She gave him a quick, searching look.

Just for an instant, Jonathan wondered if he was being accused. Ridiculous. The only thing they both wanted was to help Hazel. As precisely as possible, he repeated what she had told him: the car, the zebra crossing, the wobbly feeling. “It didn’t sound that serious,” he said. “Then we were talking on the phone and she started speaking gibberish.”

Dr. Schuler wrote all this down, or at least she wrote something down. “Does she have a history of epilepsy?”

“Not that I know of.”

Did anyone in her family? Ditto. Was Hazel taking any medication? Ditto.

With each denial Jonathan felt his own guilt and uselessness. The doctor, however, when questioned, was equally uninformative. “She’s in IC. We’re still trying to contain the seizures.”

Contain? “But Hazel,” he said again, “she is going to be all right.”

“We don’t know yet, and we probably won’t until she recovers consciousness.” Now that Dr. Schuler was looking directly at him, he noticed that even her eyes were like Hazel’s, showing white all the way round the iris. As if aware of his scrutiny, she blinked and gave a small, catlike yawn. “Sorry,” she said, getting up. “We’ll let you know as soon as there’s a change.”

Swiftly, silently, the doctor was moving away. What about Hazel? Why couldn’t he see her? “Dr. Schuler,” he called, but she was gone.

Dispirited, he returned to the ghastly chair. I’ll do anything, he had vowed, but what if there was nothing? He went through his pockets, hoping for some forgotten piece of gum or chocolate, and discovered not even a scrap of foil. On the chair beside him lay a National Geographic, its yellow cover seemingly unchanged since he had given his father a subscription for Christmas thirty years before. Jonathan opened it to a picture of a black-and-white dog foraging in a meadow. During the brief Antarctic summer penguins avail themselves of the chance to be herbivores. He looked again and saw that the dog was indeed a penguin, a clump of grass in its beak.

At the time that he gave his father the subscription, Jonathan’s closest companion was a black poodle. Flopsy accompanied him on bicycle rides, waited for him to come home from school, and slept at the foot of his bed. Besides him, her other great passion was cars. Given half a chance, she sneaked into his father’s Morris Minor and accompanied him to his job at the knitwear mill. So when one October afternoon Jonathan arrived home to see neither Flopsy nor the car, he wasn’t worried until he came into the kitchen and found his father drinking tea.

“Where’s Flopsy?” he demanded, unzipping his anorak.

His father said something about a meeting in Glasgow.

“But what about Flopsy?”

His father puffed on his inhaler, a habit Jonathan hated, and stretched out a hand. “She disappeared. I’m sorry, Johnny, there was an accident, six cars in the fog. She bolted. I called and called but she never came.”

“She’ll be all right,” his mother added quickly. She was at the sink, peeling potatoes. “She’ll find a family who’ll take good care of her. Would you like some cake?”

“We have to go and fetch her,” said Jonathan, struggling back into his anorak. “She’ll come if I call. I know she will.”

“Our car’s at the garage.” His father kept looking not at Jonathan but at his mother.

“We can borrow one. The Dawsons will lend you theirs. We have to go now, before it gets dark. She’ll be scared all alone.”

But his parents had refused, stubbornly and absolutely, and at last grown so angry that they sent him to his room.

“It was the worst night of my life,” he had told Hazel over supper at Standard Tandoori. “Every half hour I tiptoed downstairs to see if Flopsy was on the doorstep. In the morning, I pretended to go to school and caught the bus to Hawick and then on to Glasgow. I asked the driver to let me off at Sutra. Whereabouts, he said. The beginning, I said, the very beginning. So he set me down in this godforsaken place, bleak grassland as far as the eye could see, and I started walking, calling for Flopsy. After about five miles a policeman picked me up.…”

To his surprise and embarrassment, he had been unable to continue.

“You poor boy,” Hazel said. “She was probably killed in the accident, wasn’t she?”

“Killed?” Gazing into her clear blue eyes, Jonathan had thought, of course. What else could explain his parents’ hardheartedness? They’d blurted out the lie to make him feel better and been too ashamed to take it back. Meanwhile, month after month, he had waited. He’d heard of animals finding their way home over hundreds of miles; why not his beloved Flopsy a mere thirty?

As he reached across the papadums for Hazel’s hand, not only his parents and Flopsy and his younger self were illuminated by the light of her understanding, but also his older self, of whom, so often recently, he had despaired.

By midnight the crowd in Accident and Emergency had thinned. The bearded man had sauntered off, still singing, and most of the pubgoers had mysteriously vanished. Those who remained seemed to wait with neither hope nor expectation. When Jonathan tried to picture Hazel now, all he could see was her turning away as he entered a room; shrinking at his touch; muttering into the phone, I have to go, he’s home. Better not to think of her at all, if this was the best he could do. Better to say multiplication tables or recite the names of rival insurance companies than to recall the aberrant Hazel of these last few months.

He was debating whether to check with reception again when the outside door opened. A gurney appeared, propelled by an ambulance man, followed by three policemen. Wheels squeaking, it swept past within a yard. Only the feet, clean and remarkably white, were visible beneath the grey blanket. Jonathan stared at the neatly cut toenails. My god, he thought almost aloud, those are the feet of a dead man.


chapter 2

Jonathan glimpsed a field, stone walls, and sheep before the present rushed in, obliterating the dreamscape. While he was dozing, something dreadful had befallen Hazel; his inattention had been fatal. The awful thought of never seeing her again paralysed him. Then another part of him emerged from the fear. They would have woken me, he told himself, if anything had happened. He struggled out of the orange chair and went over to the water fountain to rinse his mouth with the dirty-tasting water. Back in his seat, he saw that Accident and Emergency had filled up again, a greyer, quieter crowd than before. Only one other person from the previous evening was still there, a middle-aged woman in a puffy purple jacket. Unblinking, unyawning, she sat poker-straight, gloved hands clasped in her lap. Perhaps her vow, Jonathan thought, had been not to move until good news arrived. Her angular features suggested furious concentration.

The whoomf of the double doors interrupted his speculations, and a white-coated man headed for reception. Jonathan leaned forward—“Hazel,” he murmured—but after a brief exchange the man loped away with a snort of laughter. In his wake, Jonathan approached the desk and discovered that the television watcher had been replaced by a woman his own age. A plume of frizzy brown hair waved over her formidable horn-rimmed glasses.

“Hazel Ransome … I’m afraid she hasn’t recovered consciousness yet. Why don’t you go and get a cup of tea?” Her plume bobbed. “I’ll page the cafeteria if there’s any change.”

“Thank you,” he said, relieved to be told what to do, and gave his name again.

Turning, he caught a trace of perfume and almost collided with the sleek-suited woman waiting to take his place. Her perfunctory smile, a mere twitch of the lips, brought home his own dishevelled state. His denim shirt and black cords, perfectly acceptable yesterday, were now not only crumpled from his night in a chair but also, mysteriously, ill-fitting. His slippers did nothing to help. And of course there was his fast-growing stubble, which in happier times Hazel had claimed made him look like an American film star.

In the cafeteria a slight, turbaned man presided over an immense teapot. Using both hands, he poured a cup and, after studying it, added more hot water to the pot, as if constant titration were the essence of his job. To his own surprise Jonathan asked if it was still snowing.

“I think not.” The man lowered the pot. “Rain as usual.”

“The papers claim we’re having a drought.”

“Drought,” the man sniffed, suggesting a superior and very different understanding of the word.

Another customer appeared. Jonathan helped himself to a scone and moved on to the cashier. Most of the people in the low-ceilinged room were hospital staff chatting over what was either breakfast or supper. He chose a table with a single nurse, slender, mousey-haired, eating a yoghurt in tidy bites. Jonathan eyed her longingly; could he ask her about Hazel? He was poised to introduce himself when the PA growled—“Nurse Granger to orthopaedic … Nurse Bernadette Granger to orthopaedic”—and she was on her feet, licking her spoon and picking up her bag.

At last the sky began to lighten and the tea was gone. Jonathan stopped at a phone to dial Steve and Diane’s number.

“Hello, Steve. Sorry to ring so early.”

“Who is this?”

After nearly twenty years Steve still did not recognise his voice on the phone. It doesn’t mean anything, Hazel used to say, but Jonathan could never quite banish the idea that this failure in his oldest friend proceeded from a secret wellspring of dislike. Now he identified himself and, cutting through Steve’s exclamations, summarised the last twelve hours.

“Tell me again,” Steve said. “You were talking and … did she have a stroke? This is terrible.”

“Not a stroke. Seizures. They’re still trying to find the cause.”

“Poor Hazel—don’t do that, Katie. Sorry. Have you rung her parents?”

“Her parents?” His gaze fell on a notice next to the phone. IN CASE OF FIRE DO NOT PANIC. DO NOT RUN. PROCEED CALMLY TO THE NEAREST EXIT, CLOSING WINDOWS AND DOORS BEHIND YOU. “Of course not. Hazel speaks to them twice a year and that’s when things are going well. Besides, it’s not like they could help, up in Kendall.”

“Phone them,” said Steve. “Don’t be a martyr. I know you’d do anything for Hazel, but she isn’t your responsibility. There might be decisions.… Hang on.”

Jonathan watched the pence tick away: fifteen, thirteen. At nine Steve was back. “Sorry. Give a shout if we can help. Anything. Any time.”

In his address book Jonathan turned to the Ransomes’ number. How happy he had been when Hazel gave it to him and urged him to call when she went to stay for the weekend. She had started, he remembered, to dictate the number but, eager to possess another small piece of her, he’d passed her his book. I have a terrible scrawl, she said. In China I would’ve been an old maid. During the last few months he had scarcely known whether to welcome or repudiate these memories, they came barbed with such pain. Now, gazing at her untidy 5s, her tipsy 7s, he thought life was once again making sense.

Back in the waiting room, the receptionist shook her head. He sat down in the nearest chair and picked up a discarded newspaper. Satellite observation showed that spring in the Northern Hemisphere was arriving a week earlier. What effect, he wondered, would this have on his bees? An insurance scam was likely to give some of the frauds he dealt with fresh ideas. But after a couple of paragraphs his concentration fizzled. All he could think of was Hazel clawing the wall, her skin jumping beneath his touch. Surely there would be news soon.

At nine o’clock, desperate to pass five more minutes, he went to ring his office. The manager, an elfin woman he’d never seen without a cup of Earl Grey, answered. Even the syllables “Com-et In-sur-ance” seemed to carry a whiff of bergamot. Over the years he had watched her listen to countless tales of ruin and disaster with implacable calm—You need to fill out section 18c, sir; That’s dealt with in the appendix to G6—but as soon as he said that his wife had been hit by a car, she burst into a flurry of commiseration. He started to explain about his appointments and she chased him off the phone.

Then he went to the bathroom. Wife, he thought, I’ve got a nerve. But she hadn’t called him on it. He was not, as Steve suggested, pursuing martyrdom—quite the contrary. The Hazel who tore at the walls, foamed at the mouth, and said “caracals” was closer to his beloved than the harsh, strident woman who had moved out of their house and threatened to get an unlisted number if he didn’t stop calling. As he rubbed the soap between his palms, Jonathan allowed himself to hope that at long last the cloud of rage which had settled over Hazel, distorting everything he said and did, was lifting.

A few miles away, in another part of the city, Charlotte stared at her visitor, aghast. Ever since her sister dropped in last autumn, she’d had a firm rule about uninvited callers, but at least she need not compound the error of opening the door by allowing her landlord even one step inside. Barely taller than she was, with a belly as high and round as if he’d swallowed a beach ball, Mr. Aziz was smiling in a way that made her clutch her coat more tightly over her nightdress.

“Miss Granger,” he said with a little bow that somehow did not involve his belly, “there seems to be a problem with the post.” In his hand he held a stack of envelopes, presumably collected from the ledge in the hall where mail for Charlotte, and the house’s three other tenants, piled up.

Ignoring the envelopes, Charlotte began to babble. “I’ve been away, doing the Christmas pantomime in York—Peter Pan. I was Wendy. Didn’t you get my note?”

“Oddly, no, but here we are. It’s four months since you paid rent. Am I to assume”—his small brown eyes grew even smaller—“that you are moving out?”

Would crying help? Or was the high road of indignation better? Her heart was pounding so violently it was all she could do to hold her ground. “No,” she managed, and louder, firmer, “No, I’m not.”

“So I will have a banker’s cheque by the end of the week?”

“I swear.” Then, as her hand closed around the letters, she realised the recklessness of her promise. “The end of the month,” she amended. “When the theatre pays me.”

Mr. Aziz, frowning, reached into his pocket and produced a diary. “Three weeks. You are asking me to wait three weeks for four months’ rent, five by that time.”

“Please, I’ve been a good tenant. No fuss, no repairs. If I get the money sooner, so will you. But by the end of the month, for sure.” Cross my heart, she almost added. Instead she concentrated on parting her lips and letting her coat fall open, just an inch, a damsel in distress.

For a long moment Mr. Aziz continued to regard her. Then, with the briefest of sighs, he closed the diary. “I suppose I’ve waited this long. But I warn you, Miss Granger—”

“No need,” Charlotte interrupted gaily. “Thank you, thank you. Now, if you’ll forgive me, I was about to take a bath.” In one swift movement, she stepped back, closed and secured the door. Heart still pounding, she pressed her ear to the wood and listened to his footsteps, oddly light and regular, descend the stairs.

An hour later, having skipped the bath but fully dressed, Charlotte had something that resembled a plan. All this kerfuffle, she thought, reaching into her bag, past a National Theatre brochure, a free sample of soap, an apple core eaten down to the pips, and a hairbrush, was simply a matter of sums. In the seam of lint at the bottom, her fingers rooted out a coin, several coins, but not, alas, the pleasant chubbiness of a pound. She laid the two fifty-pence pieces and a ten on a corner of the futon. If she sublet her flat to a student—better still, two students—and moved in with her sister, just until summer, she would be able to catch up on the rent, get a good haircut and new publicity photos, pay off her debts. Well, not the bank maybe, but interest rates were down, and surely the manager could see his way to extending her loan. Amortising: it had such a nice solid sound.

Picturing Bernadette, Charlotte felt some of her satisfaction slip away. Bernie would lecture, she would scold, she would carve out her kilo of flesh, but Charlotte, for once, would hold her tongue. With Mr. Aziz at the door and Bernie her only living relative, what choice had she? Not my only living relative, she corrected. She had, once again, forgotten not merely their impossible parents but the rug-rats. That Bernie’s bonking Rory had somehow created two new people with a claim on her was hard to keep in mind. Aunt. The very word was a wail of pain.

But weren’t the rug-rats grist for her mill? She picked a pair of tights off the floor by the television and draped them along the bookcase. She could hear herself telling Bernie, in crisp Oxbridge tones, what a good thing it would be for Oliver and Melissa to have their aunt around during this difficult time. Stability is so important for children. She would take them to museums and matinees, encourage their artistic pursuits. Oliver, at eight, was a bit of a bully, but Melissa, six and a half, had real dramatic talents and, so far, seemed to have escaped Bernie’s suffocating neatness of spirit. “Order,” Charlotte announced to the cluttered room, “is the enemy of art.” She turned her attention to the armchairs, in whose crevices the odd coin sometimes lurked.

The bus for Oxford Circus was pulling away as she reached the stop. Bollocks, and all her own fault for being seduced by a cushion in the skip at the corner: red embroidery, African looking, probably thrown out by the tasteful lawyer couple two doors down. Not daring to leave it until later, Charlotte had dusted it off and carried it home. Now a good ten minutes passed before another bus came shouldering through the traffic. Only to Marble Arch, but on she hopped and, good news, the conductor was upstairs. Maybe everything did have meaning. At first there seemed to be no seats. Then she spotted one next to a schoolgirl.

The girl gave a little sigh and drew close to the window. Nicely making room, Charlotte chose to think. She settled her capacious bag on her lap and glanced over at the notebook the girl was holding. Why does Iago hate Othello? was written across the top of the page.

“Are you doing Othello?” she asked.

“Yes.” The girl leaned even closer to the window.

“So what’s the answer?”

“I know it,” the girl said sharply. “I just can’t think how to put it.” She twisted the point of her Biro into the page.

My younger self, thought Charlotte. The bus braked abruptly and jerked forward. “If I were answering,” she said, “which, thank goodness, I’m not, I might say, ‘Iago claims to hate Othello because of a rumour that Othello has slept with his wife, but that does not entirely explain his vehemence. There is an unreasoning quality to his hatred, perhaps inspired by Othello’s nobility.’ ”

The girl was scribbling furiously. “A what quality?”

“Unreasoning. You might mention race, but I’m not sure I remember what Iago says about that. Are there more questions?”

“Two. ‘Why does Othello believe Iago’s lies about Desdemona?’ And ‘What does Othello realise after he’s killed Desdemona?’ ”

“Who on earth gave you these? They’re pathetic.”

“Miss Groper. Do you have the answers?”

“Groper!” Charlotte stifled the jokes everyone else must have made. “I can certainly come up with something.” As with many plays, she was much more familiar with the second half of Othello than the first, owing to her habit of slipping into theatres at the interval and settling herself, sans ticket, in an empty seat. “The real reason Othello believes Iago is that that’s the plot and Shakespeare needs to get on with the play, but Groper would probably have a fit if you said anything so postmodern. Maybe, ‘In spite of Othello’s protestations that he is not jealous by nature he experiences twinges almost as soon as Iago hints at Desdemona’s infidelity. He is subsequently convinced of her guilt by seeing Cassio with the handkerchief.’ ”

Before she could launch into a disquisition on Act V a cry came: “Fares, please. Fares.” Charlotte sat very still, but as the conductor approached she felt the girl’s eyes upon her. Caught between the two, she handed over a precious fifty pence.

“What handkerchief?” the girl said, closing her book. “This is my stop.”

Charlotte quickly listed the handkerchief’s various owners. “Can you remember all that?”

“Of course.” With a shy smile, the girl squeezed past and was gone.

Alone, Charlotte allowed herself and her possessions to sprawl across the seat. A cushion and Othello before ten in the morning; surely such good fortune justified the dearer coffeehouse. Then she remembered Mr. Aziz, his absurd belly and small brown eyes, his diary ticking like a time bomb.

On their rare previous visits to London, Hazel’s parents had struck Jonathan as out of their depth. Brisk, upright country people, the pointless busyness of the city stymied them. What was it all for, this huddling together amidst noise and litter, they seemed to ask. They endured the activities Hazel organised—an exhibition, a play—dutifully expressing pleasure but never losing the air that the zenith of their visit would be the moment at Euston when they boarded the train back to the Lake District and their useful lives.

Now they were surprisingly self-possessed as they joined him at Hazel’s bedside, to which, after a long morning of shuttling between the cafeteria and the waiting room, he had finally been admitted. Stout, red-faced George asked intelligent questions over the unconscious body of his only child; forty years of farming had educated him in medical matters. Nora held Hazel’s hand and smoothed her hair. The seizures were still coming with alarming frequency. Various machines registered them with jumping lines and small beeps, but no dials were needed to detect their presence. They passed over Hazel like wind over water, twisting her face and limbs, rattling her breath. Sometimes she spoke in that odd, deep voice. George identified several of her remarks as referring to India—a barasingha was a kind of deer—and Jonathan wrote down whatever he could. Once she mentioned him. “Jonathan, did you pick up the potatoes?” Not exactly oracular, but at least not embarrassing.

Between his phone call to George and Nora and their arrival, his sole respite from worrying about Hazel had been to worry about their reaction to him. Everything was terrible, yet here he was at the hospital as her next of kin; the advent of her parents could only spell demotion. What would they have made of Hazel’s complaints against him, her moving out? Up popped a memory of her shouting, “Don’t you understand? There are things you can’t apologise for. They change who you are, and you can’t change back.” And that, Jonathan thought, was before his slip-up.

So when George and Nora tiptoed into Hazel’s room and behaved as if he were the ideal son-in-law, he felt an immense, billowy relief. Nora embraced him and George pumped his hand. “Thank goodness you were there,” they both said. What the hell had Hazel told them?

On the morning of the second day, a doctor paused long enough to listen to their questions. Why wasn’t Hazel conscious? George demanded, puffing out his chest.

The doctor, a tall, solid woman, smiled chidingly. “Mr. Ransome, we’re still trying to find out. The CAT scan is negative, which”—she coiled and released her stethoscope—“is good news, and the EEG is fine.”

What does that show? Jonathan wanted to ask—George, too, was shaping the words—but the doctor, enunciating as if for non–English speakers or the hard of hearing, swept on. “The next step,” she said, “will probably be a spinal tap, to check for infection, even though at present we see no signs of trauma. Meanwhile, I’m afraid you’re learning why we use the word ‘patient.’ ” She was still nodding at the familiar joke when her beeper sounded.

The hours stuttered by. Later that afternoon, following an especially severe seizure, Hazel was taken away for yet more tests. George stared after the gurney. “I feel so helpless. Nobody’s giving us an honest answer.”

He sank down on the empty bed, Nora joined him, and they both turned toward Jonathan. A single night at the hospital had aged them a decade. George’s eyes were bloodshot, his chin flecked with stubble. Nora’s hair had slipped out of her usually neat bun, and her skirt was askew.

Don’t look at me, Jonathan wanted to say. He yearned to break something, hurt someone. Instead he summoned his most authoritative manner. “They’re doing their best. Everyone seems to agree that they won’t know what’s causing this until she wakes up.”

The empty bed, the two elderly people—it was unbearable. With nowhere to go in the small room, he retreated to the window. In the car park below drivers jousted for spaces, their jerky U-turns and reversals mirroring his muddled thoughts. He wanted Hazel better, of course, but wasn’t that like desiring his own banishment? What he really wanted was for her to recover not merely from the accident but from the delusions that had carried her away from him.

“Yes, they’re not keeping anything from us, George,” Nora chimed in. “We’ll talk to the neurologist tomorrow. Get up for a minute.” Behind him, Jonathan heard them moving. “I was wondering,” she continued, “about Maud.”

“Maud?” Why on earth would Hazel’s mother ask about Maud? Bewildered, he turned to discover her straightening the bed.

“You mean,” Nora paused, a taut sheet in one hand, “you haven’t told her?”

As a longtime inhabitant of the hospital Jonathan had learned to avoid the phone beside the fire-drill notice. Instead, he waited for a woman in overalls to finish using his favourite, near the X-ray department. “No, no peas,” she was saying vehemently. The receiver, when at last she ceded it, smelled of cleaning fluid.

Unlike Steve, Maud had no trouble recognising his voice. As soon as he said hello, she burst out, “Jonathan. How are you?”

Bizarre, she sounded almost friendly. “I’m calling about Hazel,” he said, and launched into his by-now-practised speech.

“A seizure,” she said. And then, “Thank god.”

Thank god? Only after he’d given directions and hung up did he realise he must have led her to expect something even worse. Well, why should he be the only one to suffer? But as he neared the room this petty triumph faded. Although matters had worked out so surprisingly well with Hazel’s parents, he had no illusions that this would happen with her best friend. Maud knew every item on the charge sheet, all those crimes large and small, true and false, which Hazel held against him; she’d probably suggested a few entries herself. Several times after Hazel left, he had met Maud for a drink, hoping she might act as peacemaker. On each occasion she’d offered further arguments as to why he and Hazel were doomed. No, he thought, he could expect no mercy from that quarter.

In 407 Hazel was back from the tests, arms bruised and lips very pale. Even in her unconscious state she conveyed an extra dimension of exhaustion. He was filled with pity and a wild desire to rescue her.

At the news that Maud was on her way, Nora exclaimed, “Oh, good.”

“Why don’t you two get a cup of tea?” Jonathan said, trying to sound casual. “I’ll watch Hazel.”

Alone, he grasped her hand, the one without the IV, and implored her not to let Maud come between them. “Hazel, I’ll do anything to make things right.”

She uttered a small moan.

Thirty minutes later, he was trying to explain, again, what really had happened with Suzanne, when the door opened and Maud appeared. Rising to greet her, Jonathan was struck by how rapidly the rest of them had been worn down by the hospital. With her glowing cheeks and dark hair, Maud was a messenger from a more vivid world.

“Oh, Jonathan.” She flung her arms around him and he smelled the cold air clinging to her outdoor clothes. Despair, he thought, makes strange bedfellows.

After a long moment, his neck was straining, she released him. “Why is she still unconscious?”

“They don’t know. At first they said it was a good thing—the brain resting—but now they’re getting worried.”

He stood on the far side of the bed. The shadows beneath Maud’s eyes, which he’d always considered a sign of sulkiness, were even darker than usual. He saw that she was crying.

“Do you talk to her?” she said at last.

“Sometimes.”

She put her hands on her hips. “We have to talk to her. I mean, if we give up …” She left the threat unfinished.

He nodded, both annoyed and relieved. Maud was her usual high-handed self, but at least she didn’t seem antagonistic. Years ago, when Hazel introduced them, he had failed to understand the force of the phrase “best friend.” Over drinks Maud had grilled him—what, exactly, did a claims adjustor do?—and, at Hazel’s urging, he repeated some of his best stories: the couple who faked a burglary; the man who pried the slates off his own roof.

“Don’t you ever worry about making mistakes?” Maud asked. “Depriving some little old lady of her immersion heater?”

“Of course,” said Jonathan, then thought to add, “Don’t you?”

“All the time.” She described how she had sent a bouquet from the deceased to the widow, rather than vice versa. “She was convinced her husband called Interflora with his last gasp. I didn’t have the heart to charge her.” She shook her head. “Everyone assumes running a florist’s is laid back, but most people buy flowers at times of crisis: death, love, a new job. They expect a dozen roses to change their lives.”

“If only,” said Hazel, who had worked at Plantworks for a year and still helped out on weekends and holidays.

Maud herself, as far as Jonathan could see, was well beyond the reach of even the most lavish bouquet. The week after he met her, she and her husband threw a divorce party, but despite all the jollity Hazel insisted Maud was lonely and often invited her along on their dates. Or did Maud invite herself? He wasn’t sure, but grew adept at booking tickets to sold-out shows, reserving tables for two in popular restaurants. Once he even asked if she was gay. Why on earth would you think that? said Hazel. She seems to enjoy your company so much, he had said. Our company, said Hazel, patting his cheek.

As for George and Nora, their one encounter with Maud had devolved into a fierce argument about veal calves and battery hens. Now all feuds were forgotten. The Ransomes were grateful for her devotion to their daughter. This is the best place in the country for head injuries, she told them. They’ll have her conscious soon.

On the afternoon of the third day Hazel sprang a fever and was back in ICU. The four of them sat hopelessly in the waiting room until a soft-spoken Turkish nurse sent them packing. “I’ll phone if there’s a change,” he promised. “You go home. Sleep.”

Outside, the foggy air slapped their cheeks. George remarked that it was close to freezing. “Be careful on your bike,” he admonished Maud.

Beside him Nora, pulling on her gloves, said, “Maybe tomorrow …”

“Absolutely,” said Jonathan. “She just needs rest. She …”

His truisms were lost in the rip of sirens; from opposite directions two ambulances raced towards the hospital. Probably the end of their shift, he was thinking, when something made him glance at Nora. She was watching the vehicles as if each contained her nearest and dearest. They tore through the gates, and before the sirens died away, George had taken her arm and was leading her down the street towards their bed-and-breakfast.

Jonathan turned to Maud, who was fastening her bicycle helmet. “Do you fancy a drink?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

They walked to the pub on the corner in silence save for the clicking of her bike. Maud chained it to a railing and they entered a savagely lit room wreathed in smoke. Fewer than a dozen men were huddled at tables and the bar.

“What a shithole,” said Maud. “I’ll have a Bloody Mary.”

She headed for a corner banquette. Jonathan ordered her drink and a Scotch, both doubles, then realised he didn’t have the cash and contradicted himself. The bartender grunted.

“Cheers.” Maud raised her glass. “Alone at last.”

“Cheers.” He gulped, hoping the alcohol on an empty stomach might induce wooziness. Beside him Maud seemed committed to studying every inch of the banquette. “I just thought,” he said, “it would be good to have a chat about Hazel.”

“Oh, Hazel,” said Maud. Across the room, a man in a mac had begun to kick the cigarette machine. “Only a week ago we were talking about a cycling holiday in the spring.”

A knife in his jugular, plans without him, but no time for that now. “All I wanted to say is that I hope we can let bygones be bygones. I know you can’t be exactly thrilled to find me at the hospital, but Hazel and I have been together for four years.”

“After which she couldn’t wait to leave you.”

He clutched his glass, blind for a second. “I’ve always had her best interests at heart,” he choked out.

“I must say you have an odd way of showing it. Fuck, Jonathan, what were you thinking of?”

Finally she was looking at him, her stare like a hundred bee stings. “I saved her,” he said. “If I hadn’t got her to the hospital, she might’ve died.”

Maud held his gaze a moment more. “To be honest”—her eyelids dipped—“I’m glad you’re here. Apart from anything else, I couldn’t handle George and Nora.”

He took the olive branch and offered his own. “I thought they’d be angry with me too.”

“ ‘Fraid not. From their point of view you’ve always been the knight in shining armour, rescuing Hazel from her hippie ways. They were so upset when she moved out that she ended up telling them it was just a trial separation.” Someone bumped their table; the man in the mac lurched towards the gents’. “Want another?”

He nearly said yes, but something in her shadowy face stopped him. This wasn’t peace, he reminded himself, only an armed truce. “Thanks, I’d better be going.” To his surprise, she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

Leaving Maud to make a phone call, he stepped outside to discover the earlier fog had turned to freezing rain. Damn, he thought, recalling the study ceiling. Tomorrow he’d phone the roofer again. He zipped up his jacket and jogged towards the bus stop.

Maud invented rules. They must behave as if Hazel were already conscious: greet her on entering the room, report daily news, include her in their chatting. At first it was hard to publicly address this unconscious being, scarcely a woman anymore, though Jonathan had learned from the chart at the end of the bed that she was having her period; but soon it became surprisingly natural to offer her a cup of tea and remark on the weather.

His own particular contribution was reading aloud, intimacy without revelation. He chose a history of bee-keeping, which they’d read to each other one rainy Easter in a caravan near Windermere; ever since, the misty greenness of spring had been inextricably connected with the slow growth of cells, the uses of honey, lovemaking. Now Jonathan sat by her bed narrating the life of Frances Huber, the blind beekeeper who, in 1792, invented the leaf hive. Like a book
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