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Chapter 1

I could hear the sea. That was perhaps an hour after I became paralyzed, although I couldn’t be sure as I soon lost track of time. The shoreline up here is rocky and draws in the waves; it is only when you get down to the village that the beach becomes sandy. Before lying down, I had opened both windows and placed an alarm clock beside the bed so that I could see the time, but then changed my mind and put it in the drawer, removing the batteries because it has a loud tick. Of course, I needn’t have put it in the drawer at all, but I didn’t realize that until later.

Once I got used to the ventilator and my heartbeat slowed, I could hear the birds in the maples. Later I heard voices in the garden, clear at first but gradually becoming fainter. They were women’s voices, and I pictured a pair of doctors or nurses, their shift finished, walking together to the staff parking lot, which for some reason has never been paved. Perhaps they were discussing the coming weekend, for their voices had a tone of anticipation, especially the one I imagined belonging to the younger of the two. They walked slowly, stopping twice and laughing heartily the second time. Then two cars started up, neither powerful, I imagined, and slowly began to move on the gravel in the calm sunshine. One of the women turned on the radio and rolled down the windows as she drove away.

Simone would have helped me but I couldn’t ask her. First she would have tried to dissuade me, I am sure, before shrugging the way she often did, and saying that if I were bent on trying this then I should just get it over with—or words to that effect. We have been colleagues for almost eight years, and she knows that when I am set on doing something, it’s not easy to get me to change my mind. Best get it over with, she would have said, insisting on administering the medication and the ventilator herself. But I couldn’t ask her, not after her episode with the speech therapist. There is always the risk that something may go wrong, and Hofsinger, the department chair, isn’t known for his tolerance, especially where Simone is concerned. That’s why it was best she knew as little as possible.

Anthony was flattered when I asked for his help. He is young and so full of ambition that I find it sometimes painful to watch him. However, he is conscientious and hardworking and will almost certainly go far, though I doubt he will make any memorable contribution to medicine. I expect he will end up in a managerial post, like Hofsinger. The two men aren’t so different, except that Anthony is a novice and has to learn to keep himself in check. I have noticed how he behaves with people he considers beneath him, and I can see which way he is heading. Simone finds him unbearable, but I can’t help smiling.

Anthony didn’t ask any questions; he just looked at me and then at the signed statement I handed him. He is tall and fair-haired and while he was glancing at the document it occurred to me that he could do with a visit to the barber; his hair was too long at the back. He adjusted his glasses, but I was too impatient to wait.

“I need to ask you to give me succinylcholine and keep me breathing while I lie there. This is just to confirm that I asked you to assist me and that I take full responsibility.”

He wrinkled his brow as though my words puzzled him.

“In case anything goes wrong,” I added.

“Nothing will go wrong,” he said. “You know I worked as an anesthetist for more than a year.”

“That’s why I came to you,” I said. “I have complete faith in you.”

He straightened up.

“When? Today?”

“No, on Friday. When things are quieter.”

He looked again at the statement.

“Vecuronium bromide.”

“What?”

“I’ll give you vecuronium bromide. Succinylcholine may cause muscle spasm, and besides, its half-life is too short. It can only be used with anesthetic.”

“Let’s keep this between the two of us,” I said.

He nodded and said nothing more. He didn’t seem curious to know what I was up to, which didn’t surprise me. When she is feeling uncharitable, Simone calls him “the robot,” but I simply see him as one of these scientists who primarily think about how best to do something, not why it needs doing. And that’s exactly what I needed this time.

This was on a Tuesday, a week after Mrs. Bentsen, an elderly lady who had been in a coma for several months following a stroke, died. Simone had thought we should give her an MRI scan, but I agreed with Hofsinger that this was unwise. Simone took it badly, but he was right. We didn’t have our own scanner at that time, and although, according to her daughter, Mrs. Bentsen was young for her age (she lived on her own and did the crossword every morning with her coffee), we couldn’t ignore that she was in her eighties. I said this to Simone, as I saw no point in arguing with her over whether Mrs. Bentsen was conscious or not. I said: “She hasn’t got long to live in any case.” I knew it sounded harsh.

“What if she were your mother?” she asked.

“My mother’s only seventy,” I said, smiling.

It was then that I remembered her birthday. My father had mentioned it in a letter at Easter, but it had slipped my mind. I should do something for her, he had said, give her a surprise—make her happy. She certainly deserves it. I know you’re busy, but perhaps you could find the time to celebrate with us . . .

I’d had to put the letter down and take a deep breath. At first glance, his words appeared completely innocent, and yet I felt he was accusing me of being neglectful, in his usual insidious way. Needless to say, I hadn’t heard from him since, no doubt because he thought he had said enough and now it was up to me. I had put off replying, and then forgotten all about it until a month later when I was in Paris for a conference. He doesn’t use e-mail, and I find speaking to him on the telephone uncomfortable, so I bought a postcard at a kiosk and sent it that afternoon.

I’m in Paris for a few days at a conference. It’s cold here. I heard Chopin in a café and I thought of you both. Speak soon. Best wishes, Magnus Colin.

I remembered those lines as I stood in Mrs. Bentsen’s room, watching the thin curtains stir in the breeze. Her daughter had taken her things away the day after she died, and yet I could still feel the emptiness the old lady had left behind. It usually disappears within a week or so, sooner if a new patient moves into the room. Some like to think it’s the spirit or soul lingering on, but the fact is, it’s only natural that those who know the patient need time to get used to the change. It isn’t only believers who have trouble accepting this explanation, which is why I keep it to myself. I refrain from pointing out that anyone entering Mrs. Bentsen’s room for the first time the day after she passed away would have been unaware of this emptiness. In any case, it was while I was standing in her room on that Tuesday in June, watching the curtains flutter and reflecting on Chopin, the postcard I had sent with a picture of Pont Neuf, and my mother’s birthday, that I decided, more or less out of the blue, to ask Anthony to give me a dose of succinylcholine when things quieted down at the end of the week.

“I am completely in your power now,” I said to him as I locked the door to Mrs. Bentsen’s room, shortly after four o’clock that Friday afternoon.

His face remained impassive as he continued to set up the ventilator the two of us had just wheeled in. I dealt with the alarm clock before stretching out on the bed, and he arranged the medication on a tray, took my pulse and blood pressure, and asked me for how long I wanted him to keep me paralyzed.

“Two hours,” I said. “Unless the building catches fire. Then you can give me the antidote.”

He didn’t reply, but put on gloves and unwrapped a slim tube which I knew he would insert into my windpipe to keep the airway open. He worked slowly, adjusted his glasses, inserted a cannula in my arm, hooked me up to the heart monitor, and asked me again how much I weighed before double-checking that he had calculated the correct dosage.

“And you want the windows left open?”

“Yes,” I said. “And I’d be grateful if you could make as little noise as possible.”

“In that case, you should keep your eyes closed so I won’t need to moisten them.”

Before inserting the tube, he numbed my throat with an anesthetic spray, which smelled like candy. He then hooked me up to the ventilator and attached the nerve stimulator to my thumb and forearm.

“Ready?”

The drug paralyzed me almost instantly. Of course I was expecting that, and yet I was terrified. My heart started hammering uncontrollably and my clothes became drenched in sweat. I felt as if I was hanging in midair from a rope which I couldn’t grab hold of. I had a sensation of falling and tried to kick out my legs and cry for help, but my limbs were frozen and my voice had vanished. Only my racing pulse revealed my anguish. Anthony checked the monitor and said something about everything being normal, and yet I felt as if I were under an enormous weight and that Anthony was far away, his voice almost inaudible. He dried the tears which suddenly streamed down my cheeks and said that they were to be expected.

The only bodily function the drug affects is the power of movement. It doesn’t dull or excite the mind, or send you to sleep. I kept reminding myself of this, trying to convince myself that I still controlled my thoughts, that it was up to me to rally them and slow my heartbeat. Only two hours, I told myself. Only two hours. I thought about the white, embroidered curtains, which I imagined fluttering every now and then in the soft breeze, the trees outside the window, the leaves, the birds hopping from branch to branch. Anthony walked gingerly across the floor, pulled a chair out from under the table in the corner, and brought it over to the bed. There he sat down and opened a book.

Gradually my heart rate slowed. The hum from the ventilator was soothing, and blended seamlessly with the afternoon lull. Anthony sat reading, and after a while I began to kill time by counting how long it took him to turn each page. I hadn’t noticed the book when we entered the room, but I guessed it must be something technical or scientific, because I couldn’t imagine that he was interested in fiction or even biography. Every so often, he rose to check the monitors before sitting down with his book again. I had asked him not to let me know how much time had passed, and I regretted that now. Once I heard footsteps in the corridor followed by a knock on the door. Anthony didn’t get up, but called out: “Occupied!” in his authoritative voice. I had been right in guessing that it was a woman; she said “sorry” before hurrying away.

Over an hour must have passed when I heard the sea. Shortly before, the windows had started rattling and the room had grown suddenly cooler. I envisioned the skies darkening, scudding clouds shadowing the lawns surrounding the hospital. I was listening for the wind when I heard the sea. At first I thought I was imagining it, but when I concentrated I heard the waves unmistakably lapping at the rocks, rather lazily, I might add.

I could not have imagined hearing the sea from the hospital, not even on winter days when it crashed against the rocks, surging onto the land, over the dirt track that takes you to the boat-houses and from there into the village. Forgetting for a moment that I couldn’t move, I instinctively tried to lean forward, the way people do when they are straining to hear something, but was reminded of my helplessness. This time I didn’t despair, but continued to listen for sounds outside the hospital walls—for something I might not have noticed before and which I suddenly thought could mean something to me. It was odd, this strange conviction that I had missed something important, and equally bizarre the notion that now was the moment to reclaim it. I hadn’t walked by the sea since that day in the fall when Malena had taken the train from Grand Central to the hospital. Of course, I should have known from her voice that something was wrong, but she couldn’t have called at a worse moment. In fact, I had barely had time to pick up the phone and make a mental note of when her train was to arrive. It was another Friday, and I had the idea we might try the new restaurant in the village people were talking about, before we caught the nine o’clock train home.

The sea was breaking over the rocks, and the rays from the afternoon sun were bobbing on the waves along with a few restless gulls. I could hear our footsteps on the dirt track, the autumn breeze in the grass and the squawking gulls. And her words, which devastated me. We had reached the village by then, stopping outside the old café next to the drugstore that’s still closed on Sundays. I was telling her how much I liked this little village where time seems to stand still, the main street with its corner bookstore, its barbershop, the grocery store that sells firewood, bicycles, and toys, along with reading glasses and kitchen utensils. I was saying something about the “H” that had been missing from the blue sign above the pharmacy since I first came here almost a decade ago. And the window display that hadn’t changed, either: a few perfume bottles here and there, some dried flowers, and a sun-bleached advertisement for Old Spice that could have dated from the sixties. I was about to tell her that it was the pharmacist’s daughter, back from a long stay abroad, who had opened the new restaurant where I had reserved a table for us. I never got that far, because she came to a halt outside the café and tentatively took hold of my arm. And uttered those words which now echoed in my head as I lay motionless in Mrs. Bentsen’s room.

I didn’t stand up immediately when I started to move. First my eyelids stirred, then my fingers, and gradually, one by one, my limbs. It was strange how long it took me to get my bearings, as if I had just come back from a long voyage and had to remind myself of every detail of my surroundings because it all looked so unfamiliar, even Anthony as he switched off the equipment and adjusted his glasses.

When I finally got up off the bed, I went over to one of the windows and looked out toward the sea. You can’t see it in the summer for the leaves on the trees, and yet I stood gazing out until Anthony said to me: “So, did you get what you wanted out of this?”

The next day, the first heat wave of the summer came over the city. I woke up early and jogged in Central Park, despite a little weakness, and then had brunch at the diner on the corner of Columbus and Seventy-Fourth. When I got home I tried to work, but soon gave up and, after much agonizing, finally called my parents in Allington.





Chapter 2

I never understood why we left Kingham. My father said it was because of my mother, but I didn’t believe him. I suspected he had money troubles, as was so often the case, although he would have denied it.

I had just turned ten. He said she found the town depressing, and that it kept her from concentrating. She didn’t want to disrupt our lives, he said, but she had put up with Kingham for too long. In addition, the climate had a bad effect on the piano, whose pitch was never as clear as it should be. Not even on a bright summer’s day, because the instrument had no time to recover from those cloudy, damp periods so typical of Oxfordshire. That was why she had been unable to play for over a year, as I had doubtless noticed, and why she had to stop teaching: how could a pianist who is unable to pursue her own vocation possibly instruct others? He forbade me to discuss the matter with her, and said we mustn’t let her suspect that we were anything but delighted about moving. I said good-bye to my friends Stephen, a Liverpool supporter, and Andrew, who taught me how to carve a bird out of a piece of wood, and who tolerated that I had a crush on his sister, Mary, although he had a hard time believing I could find her anything but irritating. She was a year younger than us, and had brown hair, big eyes, and a dark complexion, nothing like her two brothers and her parents who were all lily white.

Stephen and Andrew came to wave me off the day we left Kingham, and I watched through the rear window as they grew smaller in the distance. I never saw them again, but I have sometimes wondered whether they had secretly agreed not to ask me why we never played at my house. They always acted as if it were natural that we should meet at either of their houses, and treated me as an equal, sometimes even with surprising respect, possibly because I was better at school than they were, and if necessary would help them with their homework. I wrote Mary a letter before I left, which Andrew swore he would give to her, but she never wrote back and I gradually forgot about her. I sometimes wonder whether he kept his promise.

Allington in Hertfordshire is a nondescript little town with a population of around fifteen thousand. The high street has the same shops and services you find in other small English towns—hairdressers, grocers, butchers, bakers, and banks. The train from Kings Cross to Cambridge stops in Kneesworth Street; an hour from London and approximately half an hour to Cambridge. The town was almost deserted on the Sunday we moved into the house on Abbey Court, and none of our new neighbors made an appearance, except for Mrs. Tribble who lived opposite. I watched her make her way across the street to greet my parents. My mother hurried inside, while my father exchanged a few words with our neighbor, and then it started to rain. It rained all day and into the evening, and was still raining when I woke up in my new room the next morning. The house stood at the end of a cul-de-sac, and from my window I could see a large field where the local boys played football. Either my father hadn’t noticed the goalposts when he bought the place, or he hadn’t stopped to think about the consequences. The pitch was frequently shrouded in fog, which, like everything else in the town of Allington, held little excitement: I had difficulty imagining anything lurking in it, either superheroes or monsters. Although there were times when the sun came out, dispersing the fog, and the pitch would light up for a moment so you no longer saw the puddles and muddy patches where grass never grew.

I guessed that the old black telephone must still be in the hallway; I doubted my father would have replaced it with a new one. I could see the hallway, the table where the telephone sat, the umbrella stand, the green rug, the pictures of Chopin and Mozart above the table. The staircase to the upper floor. I hadn’t been there in over a decade, but nothing had changed since I was a boy.

I counted the rings, and was about to hang up after the fifth, when he answered. We hadn’t spoken in two years, and yet his voice hadn’t changed. Friendly yet guarded, almost suspicious.

“It’s me,” I said, and then a moment later felt it necessary to add: “Magnus Colin.”

“Oh, Magnus!” And then added: “Is everything all right?”

“Yes,” I said. “Everything’s fine.”

“Are you in New York?”

“No, I’m at the hospital.”

“In Connecticut? Here it’s getting late, nearly dark.”

I asked about the weather and their health; he saw no reason to discuss the weather, but said he had news of my mother, who for as long as I can remember has always been battling some mysterious ailment or other.

“The doctors you recommended weren’t much good,” he said. “But one of Margaret’s German fans introduced us to a compatriot of his, whom I can only describe as a miracle worker. She hasn’t felt this well in years.”

My father has always referred to my mother by her first name when talking to me: he has never said “your mother,” much less “your mom.” It’s the same with her. Vincent, never “your dad” or “your father.” And I myself haven’t called them Daddy or Mommy since I was a kid in Kingham. I didn’t stop on purpose; I simply got used to calling them by their first names, and I had no reason to object to it. Some people find it strange—Malena certainly did—but I was perfectly at ease with it and never felt that in some way I was missing out. Our relationship had always been like that.

“Did you get my postcard?”

“From Rome?”

“No, I sent it from Paris.”

“Yes, you’re right. We did. Were you there for long?”

“Just a few days.”

“Margaret and I spent five months in Paris once. Before you were born, of course. After that we couldn’t get away. I seem to remember it was in sixty-seven rather than sixty-eight. We stayed in an apartment in a little street off Boulevard Saint-Germain. What was it called again? There was a café opposite where we would start the day with a coffee and a croissant. Margaret was playing magnificently during those months. It was as if every note had wings. The high point of course was the recital she gave at Salle Gaveau.”

I walked out onto the balcony while he was talking. I live on West Seventy-Fifth Street, just off Central Park, in a two-bedroom apartment on the fourth floor of a five-story townhouse dating from the end of the nineteenth century. Most of the houses in the area were built around the same time; they are about twenty feet wide, four or five stories high, and have one or two flats to each floor. The apartment buildings on Central Park West are much taller, but they don’t overshadow us too much. My balcony overlooks a back garden, and although rather small, it’s spacious enough for a table and two chairs as well as a few flowerpots. Malena and I would often eat dinner out there, and sometimes when it was too hot in the bedroom, we would spread our comforter out on the floor in the living room next to the open balcony doors. It felt good making love there, with the warm breeze and the glimmer of city lights, and afterward as we held hands and listened to our heartbeats slowing, I would ask myself whether I deserved to be that happy.

When I rented the apartment, I had assumed I would be working in New York for at least a few years. I had just been hired to join a small team of neuroscientists at Mount Sinai Hospital and welcomed moving from New Haven, where I had lived while in medical school. It was therefore ironic that only six months later, we were informed that our department had been merged with a team from Yale. Since they had more money and better infrastructure, we had to pack up and join them at their new facilities outside the village of Cold Harbor, Connecticut, about an hour away from the city.

My commute isn’t straightforward. It would be easier if I lived on the east side, but I’ve always preferred the west side. I take the subway on Central Park West and then walk to the Metro-North train at 125th Street. But it’s worth the trouble. I get to enjoy the city at night and most weekends, and I use the time on the train to read or simply let my mind wander.

All this back and forth confused Vincent who had a hard time keeping my whereabouts straight.

“But who knows,” I heard him say. “At this rate, Margaret may soon be well enough to travel. And then it would be perfect to take the train to Paris, although I can’t say I like the idea of going in that tunnel under the Channel. How long is the train in there for, anyway?”

I have often been on the verge of moving out of my apartment, but I always change my mind at the last minute. Last March, I told the landlord I was leaving, and had started packing my stuff into boxes when I changed my mind. He had already rented it out, but fortunately for me the woman below left at the same time, so he let them have her apartment instead. Simone is right when she tells me I should move out and try to build a new life, but I have too many memories. And I fear that without the apartment to remind me, I will forget, although it stands to reason that I should start forgetting if I want to build a “new life.”

“Can I count on you being here for her seventieth?”

The birthday party. I had been hoping the plan might have changed.

“When is it?”

“The weekend after her birthday. Saturday. Three o’clock.”

I paused. My hesitation didn’t go unnoticed. He waited. I sensed from his silence that he was expecting me to say I couldn’t come. I sensed, too, that whatever excuse I gave, he wouldn’t believe.

“Sure, I’ll be there.”

“Magnus,” he said, “this isn’t going to be any ordinary birthday party. It’ll be an event.”

“Oh?”

“God willing. But I shall say no more. Things have been happening here, Magnus. Big things.”

I would normally ignore this kind of declaration, but there was something about his voice that made me stop and listen. Until he said:

“Will you come alone or with your sweetheart?”

“Alone,” I managed to reply, before quickly saying good-bye.





Chapter 3

Over the years, Simone has become convinced that Hofsinger’s name shouldn’t have appeared before Osborne and Moreau in the list of authors of the article in the New England Journal of Medicine. It’s true that they were largely responsible for the implementation, and yet it can’t be denied that the idea was as much Hofsinger’s as theirs, and that it was due to his influence that they received the grant for such an extensive research project. Those personality traits which she most objects to in him (his overweening self-confidence bordering on arrogance, his amazing ability to wipe the floor with his opponents) are extremely useful when dealing with the politicians and bureaucrats that decide who receives grants and who doesn’t. I also pointed out that his surname came before theirs in the alphabet, but I needn’t have bothered as she instantly argued that none of the other authors were listed in alphabetical order, so that my name came last, hers second to last, Vanhaudenhuyse came after Murphy, and Zeiler came before McCarthy.

“In fact, you should have been one of the main authors,” she said. “You certainly deserved it.”

And yet she knows I don’t care where my name appears on the authors list. I prefer to keep a low profile and like to be left to work in peace and quiet. It’s not that I’m particularly self-effacing, but ambition and status seeking don’t interest me. The shrink I saw last year tried to relate this to my upbringing, of course, but I wasn’t interested in talking endlessly about those days, and so in the end I stopped going. He was in his early sixties, soft-spoken to the point where sometimes I thought I might be losing my hearing. He meant well, but didn’t help me much. From his office I could see the well-lit rear windows of a music school; I would occasionally watch the supple movements of the violinists rehearsing in a bright and spacious room, and I even found myself trying to guess what they were playing.

He asked me at one point if I thought that Margaret was possibly autistic (he used the word “mildly”) or suffered from some form of Asperger’s. I had never considered it and told him so. “Being a neuroscientist,” he said, “I think you would know.” Perhaps he was trying to flatter me, but I answered that recent events would suggest that diagnosing those close to me wasn’t a particular strength of mine. He smiled, but broached the subject of Asperger’s again the following week, this time asking if I had ever taken a test myself. By that time I had given up on him and never filled out the quiz he e-mailed me the following day. Indeed, I don’t think I ever saw him again.

The article, which marked the start of the research I have been working on continuously for the past couple of years, or since it was published in early 2006, was focused on twenty-eight patients who had suffered such extreme head injuries that their brains showed no sign of life. They were considered incapable of thought or expression and had been kept alive on ventilators, some for several years. Most were accident or stroke victims, two had contracted meningitis, and one had a rare degenerative disease. The youngest patient was about twenty and had been in a motorcycle accident, and the oldest had suffered a stroke at sixty-two. Most were men.

The aim of the research was to find out whether any of the patients might enjoy some level of consciousness despite evidence to the contrary. Osborne, Moreau, and Hofsinger came up with the idea of placing them in an MRI scanner, where it would be possible to monitor brain activity in response to questions or instructions by measuring the blood flow within the brain. The research is being carried out in three different places, with us here in Connecticut, Osborne in Cambridge, and Moreau in Liège. I remember Hofsinger saying when we slid the first patient into the narrow and, by most accounts, terrifying hole: “At least we don’t have to worry that he’ll feel claustrophobic.”

The research consists of the following procedure: once our patients are inside the machine, we ask them to imagine playing tennis and walking through their house. When healthy people imagine playing tennis, they show activity in a region of the motor cortex called the supplementary motor area, and when they think about navigating their house, blood flows to the parahippocampal gyrus located in the medial temporal lobe, in the center of the brain. The scanner registers the activity, producing a corresponding image on the computer screen.

Hopes were high the day the ambulance brought our first patient, a carpenter who had fallen off a ladder and never regained consciousness, to the research lab. This was before the department moved from New Haven to Clear Harbor, and so the process was more cumbersome. We all waited by the window, except for Hofsinger, who behaved as if that day were no different from any other. I remember clearly that it was raining yet warm. Malena called to wish me good luck just before the ambulance drove up to the building. Her voice cheered me as always.

For weeks we had tested the equipment which we developed in conjunction with our colleagues in Cambridge and Liège. The software had been a bit unstable to begin with, but the programmers had made improvements and now it was behaving perfectly. Simone and I had taken turns lying inside the scanner and imagining we were playing tennis or walking around our respective homes, and the appropriate areas of our brains had lit up on the screen as anticipated.

And so it was all the more disappointing when the equipment failed at the first attempt. We had finally installed the patient inside the scanner, after some difficulty with the ventilator cables and tubes, and Hofsinger had taken up his position in front of the microphone connected to the scanner, ready to address the patient. He was, of course, aware that this was a potentially historic moment, and although his speech was formal as always, his manner was almost jaunty.

He was taken aback when I told him that we had a problem. He stood still for a moment, glaring at me, demanding an explanation. Given that he had scarcely taken any part in the preparations, I saw no reason to go into a long story about what might have gone wrong.

“I’ll let you know the moment it’s fixed,” I said.

He glanced at his watch before walking out. I suspected the software was to blame, and after a brief inspection it turned out there had been a glitch introduced the evening before when the programmers decided on their own to try to shorten the response times even more. With software, it isn’t uncommon for one thing to go wrong when another is fixed, and they were quick to discover the fault and correct it. I found Hofsinger in his office and he took up his position at the microphone as before, while I sat in front of the screens next to the programmers and some other technicians, and gave him the signal when we were ready.

“Good morning, my name is Dr. Hofsinger. You are in an MRI scanner . . .”

He explained the procedure and asked the patient to follow his instructions. He tried to sound at once authoritative and reassuring, which he is good at. But it didn’t work. No matter how many times he told the man to imagine that he was playing tennis or walking from room to room, the screen showed no response, either in the motor cortex or in the parahippocampal gyrus. Even so, we didn’t give up, and continued the next day—with the same result.

Our colleagues in Cambridge and Liège fared no better with their patients, and there is no denying that some members of the team were a little dejected when we compared notes during a conference call at the end of the week. They had no reason to be, of course; it was only to be expected that most, if not all, of our patients were irrevocably lost, their brains so damaged that they contained no conscious thought.

During the weeks that followed, expectation gave way to despair when none of our patients, or those in Cambridge and Liège, showed any response. It was as if we had invented a sophisticated way of trawling for fish only to discover there were none left in the sea. Hofsinger made an occasional appearance, leaving me in charge of dealing with the patients. It can’t be said he missed anything, because patient number twenty-two, as he was referred to in the article, wasn’t one of ours but our colleagues’ in Liège.

He was twenty-four years old and had been in a car accident five years before. There was nothing to suggest that he had any more life in him than the other patients; sometimes the corners of his mouth would twitch, and every now and then he would grind his teeth, but so did the others, and such gestures are merely unconscious nerve impulses. Yet he thought about tennis when Moreau told him to, and at Moreau’s behest conjured up in his mind the image of a house through which he pretended to be walking. Not just once or twice, but over and over again, three days in a row, until it became clear that he had been locked inside his paralyzed body all these years.

Hofsinger and I flew over from New York and Osborne traveled from Cambridge, and after resting for an hour, we met at the lab and watched Moreau talk to his patient, as the different areas of his brain lit up on the screen. Hofsinger doesn’t understand French and asked me what Moreau was saying, as though wanting to make sure the questions were the same ones he himself had asked our patient.

We had a celebratory dinner at a small bistro near Rue Fond Saint-Servais. It had rained during the day, but by evening the sky had cleared and there was a splendid sunset as we sat outside on the terrace. There were ten of us around the table, and Hofsinger made an overly long speech, comparing the human brain to a labyrinth, no less mysterious than outer space. He had drunk a few glasses of red wine, and his words, pompous yet eloquent, were undoubtedly lost on most of the Belgians, who spoke little English. In the middle of his speech I received a text from Malena, and I couldn’t resist picking up my phone. It said: If you examine my brain, you’ll see I’m thinking of you, and then she added a smiley face.

I called her later that night from my hotel room. She was on her way to a dance performance and was heading toward the subway on Central Park West. I could hear the murmur of traffic and had the impression she was late, so I quickly said I hoped she had fun, when all I really wanted was to listen to her voice. She sensed it, and I heard her slowing down as she told me what wonderful weather they were having, how Central Park was in bloom, and how much she loved me. Then she blew me a kiss down the phone and I thought I heard her say once more that she loved me, but by then she was on her way down into the subway and the call broke up. I could see her threading her way deftly through people on the stairs, and I knew she hadn’t held back when she blew me that kiss, that she was unembarrassed amid all those strangers. I thought about how different we were. I would never be able to do that, and still I loved her more than I ever thought I’d be capable of.

I felt empty after I hung up. I had been like that at the restaurant earlier that evening, only now it was worse. I told myself I was probably tired after the journey; jet lag always affects me. And yet I couldn’t help thinking there might be a deeper problem. Earlier, while Hofsinger was talking, I had started to reflect on patient number twenty-two. We were acting as if we had performed some miracle, and yet there he lay in the hospital ward, where he had lain for the past five years, trapped inside his body, with no hope of change. I tried to tell myself that at least he could listen to music or the radio or news from his friends and family when they visited him, but I wasn’t convinced.

It came as a shock. I had taken part in one experiment after another, and although some of our patients had pointed us in the right direction, until now there had been no real results. I should have felt proud, optimistic, like my colleagues, in particular Osborne who was over the moon and kept repeating that we had saved patient number twenty-two, who had “practically been buried alive,” as he put it. But instead I was discouraged.

The hotel wasn’t far from the center of Liège, but when I returned from the restaurant and went back to my room all I saw through the window were deserted streets and, beyond the low-roofed houses, the river. It had started drizzling again, and the streets were slick and the lights in the neighborhood hazy. I knew it was hopeless to try to sleep and I was too agitated to read or watch television, so I grabbed a light jacket and went out.

Before I knew it, I found myself heading toward the hospital. It was only a short walk, and I had no problem remembering the way from my previous visits.

The patient was alone in the room, the hum of the ventilator scarcely breaking the silence. A soft lamp glowed in the corner, but around his bed lights from the medical equipment dotted the shadows. I paused in the middle of the room, before walking toward him. There were no personal effects around, nothing that offered any idea of what his life might have been like. Someone had left a newspaper on the chair by the window, one of the nurses, I imagined. On the front page was a picture of a train crash.

I had been overcome by a sudden urge to see him, and yet I realized now that I had nothing to say to him, nothing that could interest him or make his life easier in any way. He appeared to be sleeping, and I took care not to wake him. I felt drowsy myself and sat down. It was still raining, the drizzle was now a downpour and rain was streaming down the windows. Before I knew it, I was asleep.

It was past four in the morning when I woke up. The newspaper had vanished and someone had placed a pillow under my head. It took me a moment to realize where I was, but as I stood up and looked at the patient, it suddenly occurred to me how we might try to communicate with him. It was as though I had always known, as though the idea had come to me long ago and was waiting for this moment to reveal itself. My response seemed to confirm this: I didn’t get excited the way I often do when a new idea pops into my head. I simply opened the door quietly and walked into the night.





Chapter 4

As I might have expected, Simone heard about my “antics,” as she called them. She didn’t tell me how (“It doesn’t matter,” she replied when I asked), but clearly Anthony had been unable to stop himself from telling her that I had asked for his assistance, not hers. He wouldn’t have used those words, of course, but said enough for her to take offense. She looked at me in silence, with that schoolmarmish expression that shows she is at once disappointed and concerned, then asked me, as she had done more than once during the past few months, whether everything was all right. I said yes, even though “everything” is a big word, hoping she wouldn’t ask further, demand to know what I had been thinking, because my explanation would make no sense to her. And so, I replied:

“I could hear the sea.”

I was sitting at my desk; she was standing by the door. It had been open but now she closed it.

“Magnus,” she said, “what on earth are you talking about?”

I could barely look her in the eye, but didn’t want to seem evasive.

“While I lay there paralyzed, I discovered that I could hear the sea. You should try it sometime.”

“You mean being injected with succs and placed on a ventilator?”

“Vecuronium bromide,” I corrected, and tried to smile.

“It doesn’t help them, Magnus. Nor you. You must try to . . .”

She fell silent. I saw her eye alight on the photograph of me and Malena which I had pinned to the bookshelf above my desk. It had been taken in Florence, on Ponte Vecchio, six months before she died. We were on our way to the Uffizi and had stopped to look down at the river. She had asked a passerby if he would take a photo of us. She has her arms around me and a playful expression on her face.

I glanced at the photograph, then at Simone. I was keen to end the conversation.

“You should go out and find a man so you can stop worrying about me,” I said.

She smiled weakly, and, of course, I regretted what I had said, especially after everything that’s happened between us. But I had the feeling she was going to put her arms around me the way she sometimes had after Malena’s death. I wanted to avoid that.

The telephone rang. I hurriedly picked it up, but Simone stood still, listening to me go over the results of the latest research with Osborne. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her thrust her hand into the pocket of her white gown while she continued to stare at me, as if she were trying to see into my mind. She must have had a chewing gum wrapper in her pocket; I could hear it rustle. I took notes while Osborne was talking, although I knew he would e-mail me a detailed report.

The idea I had had that night in Liège proved more complicated to put into practice than I had thought. And yet it couldn’t be simpler. With patients able to imagine playing tennis or walking around their house, we would try to communicate by asking them yes or no questions. For yes, they would be instructed to imagine playing tennis. For no, they would be told to think about walking through their house. I had explained it to the three wise men, as Simone calls them, over breakfast the day after my visit to patient number twenty-two, and they quickly embraced the idea, especially Osborne. Moreau and Hofsinger gave the impression of regretting they hadn’t thought of it themselves, and Hofsinger said in a detached voice: “That seems like a logical next step.”

Patient number twenty-two was occasionally able to respond to those questions, but the same can’t be said of those who came to us subsequently—one here in Connecticut and two in Cambridge. They had more severe brain damage, and in addition the software proved less reliable than we had anticipated. Still, we carried on undaunted, and recently Osborne had told us he had high hopes for a female patient from Dover, who promised to be even more lucid than patient number twenty-two. Or so he thought, until suddenly she stopped responding to the simplest questions.

I gave Simone an account of the call, going into far more detail than was necessary to try
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