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			“What is humanity except an invocation? Man and his history shall invoke the powers beyond all space and time…”

			Revelations of Glaaki, volume 7, Of the Symbols the Universe Shows (Matterhorn Press, 1863?)

			For months I would waken in the depths of the night to find myself back in the house where I’d spent my childhood. Sometimes I lay in the dark, smelling a stale redolence of age while I tried to hear what had robbed me of sleep. I might catch the sound of a car receding slowly as a hearse – police on the prowl if not a taxi searching for an address. There could be a murmur of voices, lowered as though out of respect and sinking into the dark, or shouts more feral than the dogs they roused, which carried on barking long after the culprits were gone. Often I would hear a nightbird and wonder if its song was meant to celebrate the night or fend it off. In time even birds hushed or flew beyond earshot, leaving the house as quiet as an absence of breath. Now I couldn’t ignore how empty the bed felt, as extravagantly wide as it had seemed in my early childhood. But it wasn’t that bed, and I wasn’t in that house. The impression had been just a dream to which I’d clung so as to postpone the return of awareness, and the sour smell of age was all mine.

			Sometimes I tried staying where I was. Even if I had no chance of recapturing the dream, perhaps exhaustion might lend me unconsciousness. This very seldom worked, since the empty space beside me felt as though it was gaping within me as well, in my guts and my mind. Before long it would send me out of the room, desperate for some activity that could distract me from my thoughts and from the implacable dark, which I fancied had dimmed all the lights in the house, unless my aching eyes had. Now and then I tried to read, but the words might as well have been in an unknown language, and lay lifeless on the pages of whichever book or magazine I picked up. Films didn’t reach me either, though perhaps one reason why they seemed not just remote but muffled was that I kept the volume down for fear of waking neighbours. Besides, every disc I chose reminded me of Lesley: either she’d loved it or detested it or we’d never seen it together, and the idea of watching one that she wouldn’t have wanted to see felt far worse than disloyal. Thoughts like these beset me if I tried listening to music, while the headphones made me feel even more enclosed in my skull. Once I sought company in an old photograph album, but I’d looked at just a double page of Lesley with our infant son before I had to shut the album tight and my eyes as well. I blinked them into focus when I’d finished rubbing them, and then I stumbled upstairs to get dressed. I was going for a walk or at any rate a limp, and trying not to feel driven out of the house.

			As I lowered the latch of the gate with a shaky clatter I saw weeds among Lesley’s flowers beside the path. The unsympathetic light of a streetlamp lay on the flowerbeds, an amber glare that put me in mind of a halfway state, as if the house and its garden were arrested between a dead stop and receiving a green signal to come to life. No doubt they felt this way because I did, trapped in a limbo of the mind.

			The suburb was steeped in the light. It stained the broad white housefronts and lent houses of red brick a smouldering glow. It tinted white flowers orange in the front gardens and darkened all the colours of spring. Some of the streetlamps lit trees from beneath, transforming new leaves into paralysed flames. Even the shadows were tinged with the colour. The dilution made my shadow look less present than it should as it shrank back to me at each lamp, venturing forward again once the lamp was behind us. The sight left me feeling there was nowhere I wanted to be and yet desperate to be somewhere else.

			Apart from my dull dogged footsteps, the suburb was as silent as a dream. Fog must have gathered on the river miles away, where I heard the lowing of a ship. A howling ambulance sped along the main road, and as the sound dwindled towards inaudibility a pair of cats set about performing a variation on the theme. I was trying to stay amused by the coincidence, despite immediately yearning to share it, when a house ahead flared white. An intruder had triggered a security light under the roof.

			The cats weren’t responsible. Their yodelling contest was well at my back. It rose to a confrontation and faded to a prolonged parting snarl as I approached the house. By the time I reached the spiky metal gate the night was still again. Or did I glimpse movement behind a car parked at the side of the house? Surely a trespasser had peered out at me before crouching further back.

			I used both hands to lift the latch, muffling the hint of a squeak, and eased the gate open. I couldn’t help welcoming the excuse to investigate – welcoming any distraction at all. I might almost have been representing the Tremendous Three, a thought that felt like wishing away too much of my life. As I took a step onto the drive the intruder darted out of hiding to scramble over the fence beside the house, but I couldn’t identify it until I heard the dismal screech of a fox beyond the fence. The mystery was solved, and no longer any respite from my thoughts. I stepped back to close the gate and saw a police car creeping along the road.

			I didn’t immediately know how to react, and was afraid my hesitation looked suspicious. I made do with a vague wave as I shut the gate. I was continuing on my way, trying not to appear hasty or betray that I was trying, when the police car coasted to a halt beside me. “Are you lost, sir?” the driver said.

			She and her colleague looked wiry enough to have trained in gyms, though perhaps their artificial tan came from the streetlamps. They were no older than my son, but I sensed both thin scrubbed faces had sternness at the ready if it was required in lieu of age. “Not at all,” I said, though without risking a laugh. “I live round here.”

			“That’s your house, is it, sir?”

			“No, I’m up the road. Just being a good neighbour.”

			She glanced at the house, where every window was dark. “Rather late to be visiting.”

			“Not that kind of visit. I thought I heard somebody up to no good, but it was a fox. I expect you both heard it yourselves.”

			Now that I’d involved her companion he ducked his head to meet my eyes. “Can you tell us who lives there, sir?”

			“I’m afraid I wouldn’t know. As I say, I was passing and made a mistake.” My head felt brittle, unequal to containing my emotions, and I was hardly aware of turning homewards. “I’m sure you can’t think I’m a suspicious character,” I said, “so if you’ll excuse me I’ll be off.”

			“Would you mind saying where you’re going, sir?”

			“Home. I’ve had my walk.”

			“That isn’t the way you were going before,” the driver said.

			“Precisely. I’m going home now, having walked enough.” I was afraid that saying the wrong words or even too many neutral ones would let my feelings spill forth. “Look, my name’s Dominic Sheldrake,” I said. “I taught at the university until I retired. You can certainly check if you want to. Now I’m just a pensioner out for a stroll.”

			“It’s rather late for one of those.” Her voice was hinting at sympathy, and I tried to fight off the effects by thinking she sounded too much like a worker in a care home. “I needed it, that’s all,” I said before I could prevent myself. “I thought it might help.”

			“Help with what, sir?” To confirm she meant it kindly she added “If you’d like to say.”

			“No.” I was hoping terseness would head off any more words, but felt ashamed of my response. “Lost her,” I mumbled, but holding my voice down didn’t do the same for my emotions. “Lost my wife.”

			No doubt my indistinctness was why her colleague said “Did you say your wife is missing, Mr Sheldrake?”

			“No, she’s gone.” In a final bid to rein my words in I said “Gone for good.”

			I held back from saying I hoped so. I couldn’t have told them what I dreaded otherwise. After a brief respectful silence the driver said “Would you like us to take you home?”

			While I supposed this was an act of kindness, perhaps it was a way of checking up on me as well. I felt too exhausted to argue, and only just managed to keep my thanks unemotional as I climbed into the back of the car. A combined smell of aftershave and air freshener caught in my throat like a sob. The car swung back and forth across the road, and I wondered if anyone had seen me carried off like a suspect if not a criminal. We were proceeding at the speed of a funeral procession when the driver found me in the mirror. “Have you any family, Mr Sheldrake?”

			“Right here.” The car halted at once, requiring me to say “No, I mean turn right.” Once she had she gazed at my reflection, and I found as few words as I could. “A son.”

			“Will he live with you?”

			Was she enquiring or suggesting that he should? “He’s married,” I said, which apparently wasn’t enough of an answer. “No,” I should have said in the first place.

			“He’s there when you need him, though.”

			Since it was easiest to say yes, I did, and was able to remain silent except for directing her to turn left, not in so many words. I felt as if the amber glow of the streetlamps were more solid than light, slowing the car to a submarine pace. “Right,” I said at last, only to have to clarify that we’d reached my house.

			“Please see someone if you need to, Mr Sheldrake,” the driver said, and I remembered Lesley’s exhortation when I’d tried to persuade her of the truth about Safe To Sleep. The police car stayed at my gate until I let myself into the house. When I switched on the light in the hall it felt as dim as the gaps between the streetlamps. I sent the police away with a wave, and wondered if they thought they’d done me any good. In a sense they had. I shut the front door and tramped upstairs through the stagnant light for another dogged attempt to sleep. If I couldn’t do that, and despite the dormant storm of my emotions – a cloudburst waiting for release – perhaps at least I could begin to think ahead. The driver had reminded me who I ought to see and what I should have done long since.
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			Chapter One

			Insufficient Words

			“We could have spent all that time together.”

			“Say what happened, mum,” Toby said like a youngster asking for a favourite tale.

			“We said we’d see each other at the Shakespeare. They were putting on two weeks of plays, and that night it was Macbeth.”

			“Only they were showing films as well as putting plays on.”

			“Let me tell it, Dominic.” When Lesley squeezed my hand I couldn’t tell whether she meant to be gentle or was using all her strength. “So it was Macbeth,” she said and closed her eyes as if she might be dreaming of the memory. “And I thought your father would have wanted me to see the film, so that’s where I waited for him.”

			“And meanwhile dad was waiting at the theatre because he thought that was where you’d be.”

			I saw Lesley do her best to grip our son’s hand, possibly to hush him. “Mobile phones weren’t around then,” she said, “and anyway we couldn’t have afforded them. So we never met that evening. Sometimes I dream we did.”

			This made me realise “I’ve had a dream like that myself.”

			“I’m glad,” Lesley said and clasped my hand a shade more firmly. “I hope it means we’re there together.”

			Returning the pressure left me all the more aware how frail her hand was. Her high forehead bore a life’s worth of lines, and her rounded face had grown thinner, while her generous lips appeared to feel their weight whenever she produced a smile. I couldn’t avoid seeing how her eyes were faded, both their colour and the light in them. Somehow the childhood dent in her small slightly upturned nose reminded me most vividly of how she used to be, and my answer came out fierce to hide my feelings. “We’re together now.”

			“I know, Dominic. All three of us.”

			I met our son’s eyes across the hospital bed and saw acceptance. This was hardly the place to revive our differences, and I sent him a silent nod. I had to fend off the notion that by holding Lesley’s hands we were keeping her from leaving us. However much the heart attack might have taken out of her, we’d been assured that she was stable after the operation. All at once she looked more concerned than I was trying not to look. “Macy hasn’t seen me like this, has she?”

			“Just Claudine has, mum. We didn’t think they’d want young children in the ward.”

			“Tell Macy I’m getting better, won’t you? And when I am, don’t you think it would be lovely if we all went away together?”

			“I’m sure it would. Aren’t you, dad?”

			Lesley gave my hand a determined squeeze. “When we’re certain you’re up to it, Lesley,” I said.

			Her eyes turned away to find Toby. “Do you remember the first time we took you abroad?”

			“Disney World? Of course I do. The best ghost train ever and a whole lot more. I told them about it at school for weeks.”

			I wished I weren’t reminded of other tales he’d told there. Lesley gave my hand a tug so faint it was close to imperceptible. “We’ll forget what happened afterwards,” she said.

			I felt as though I’d spent decades in forgetting it and ignoring much more. Perhaps Lesley sensed my resistance, because she turned her gaze on me. “Just in case I’m not doing as well as we think, will you both make me a promise?”

			“Don’t say that kind of thing, Lesley. Don’t think it either. It won’t help you get better.”

			“You’re saying you won’t promise.”

			“No, I’m saying we know you’ll be fine, because the surgeon told us.” 

			Though her gaze didn’t falter, her lips did, and I could only capitulate. “You haven’t said what you want.”

			“Just be there for each other.”

			For a disoriented moment I imagined she was echoing the vow I’d shared with Jim and Bobby, but she couldn’t know we had. “Of course we will,” I said.

			“You as well, mum.”

			“After I’ve gone, I mean.”

			“Like dad says, don’t say that. It’s like wishing yourself away, and you aren’t going anywhere.”

			I wanted to believe he meant this as unambiguously as he should. I was striving to hide my thoughts when Lesley said “And please forget that old obsession of yours, Dominic.”

			“I think he’s come to terms with it by now,” Toby said.

			I searched for a response I could safely make. “You could put it that way.”

			I was afraid Lesley might realise how devious this was – I could see Toby did – but she said “Just be the family we should have been.”

			“Then that has to include you as well,” I said.

			“It will if you promise.”

			“Then of course I will.”

			“And I do,” Toby said.

			Lesley gave our hands a final squeeze before resting hers together on the sheet, and I tried not to be reminded of the occasion of another promise – the last time I’d spoken to my father. Lesley closed her eyes, and I thought she’d fallen into a doze until she murmured “You never wrote a book, Dominic.”

			“Neither of us did. You should, and put in everything you used to tell your students.”

			Did she hear this? Her smile was so faint and fleeting that it could have been the product of a dream. I sat back from crouching towards the bed, and pain flared the length of my spine, impaling my hipbones as well. It had for years whenever I couldn’t avoid sitting forward, and I could only walk it off. “I’m going to have to move,” I said through my teeth before I managed to relax my jaw. “Won’t be long.”

			Lesley gave no sign of having heard. “We’ll be here,” Toby said.

			I supposed he had his wife in mind. I hobbled painfully into the corridor to find her reading Roberta Parkin’s book The Jargon of Concern. In it Bobby argued that the fashion for defining vulnerability often worsened the conditions and created too many of them. I couldn’t help recalling that Claudine had met my friend at Safe To Sleep when I’d sent Bobby to investigate, and her having Bobby’s book seemed indefinably ominous. “How is that, Claudine?” I said.

			“She knows people.” As Claudine raised her small face her habitual look of deceptively languid alertness gave way to sympathy. “How’s Lesley?” she said.

			“I think she may be sleeping. Go in by all means. I’ll be a few minutes.”

			A passing male nurse gave her slim long-legged figure an appreciative glance and then another. She made me feel like a decrepit soft toy stuffed too full, not to mention leached of colour and supplied with spots to compensate. My lopsided hobbling took me to Men, where the water from the tap proved to be as hot as a notice warned, after which a ferocious hand dryer crumpled my skin. Moments later my hands grew as sweaty as the rest of me. The hospital felt oppressively concerned to fend off a winter chill, and I limped to the entrance in search of relief.

			I had to go a good deal further for fresh air. An ambulance was reciting its movements as it backed towards the hospital, emitting a sharp smell of diesel. Patients with cigarettes clustered near a drain so that they could drop butts through the grid, while other smokers flourished metal substitutes. A prodigious pink-faced man in a frayed white bathrobe barely large enough for him stood eating curried chips with a plywood fork out of a plastic carton, a meal his partner – a dumpy morose woman in a pink track suit – had presumably brought him. As I moved away from the invasive smell the ambulance fell silent, isolating the voice of a woman with her back to me at one corner of the hospital.

			Nobody was near her except a girl well short of teenage. Given the woman’s angular gestures and many of her words, I took her to be suffering from Tourette’s. I was about to retreat when the girl stared at me, and the woman swung around, revealing that she was on a phone. Her broad flattish face was highlighted with makeup, which emphasised her scowl. “What the fuck you looking at?” she demanded.

			“I’ve no idea. Why don’t you tell me?” Rather than this I said “I couldn’t say.”

			I should have left it there, but my saddened gaze lingered. “Fucking what?” she cried.

			 “You might like to restrain your language when a child can hear.”

			“Don’t you fucking tell me how to talk in front of my own fucking kid. What are you creeping round here for?”

			“My wife’s in hospital.”

			“Hope they treat her better than my dad.” I mistook this for sympathy until her rage became plain. “The cunts are doing fucking shit for him.”

			As I grasped she’d been saying as much on her phone, my heart jerked, or something near it did. I was afraid I might be having an attack, if nowhere near as serious as Lesley’s, until I realised what I’d felt. I snatched out my own mobile to see I’d inadvertently muted the sound. A message from Toby said Come back.

			I stumbled as I ran or at any rate limped as fast as I could to the entrance. I had to dodge around several paramedics and their patients waiting on trolleys on my way to the ward. More than one of the hospital staff outdistanced me in the corridor, and in a sudden acute hope of seeing them pass Lesley’s ward I managed to put on more ungainly speed. I was in time to watch them disappear into the ward. More ominously still, my son and his wife were outside. “What’s—” I croaked and had to clear my throat to revive my withered voice. “What’s happened?” I said too loud.

			Toby looked as if he thought I might blame him and Claudine, and I was dismayed to wonder what they could have said to Lesley in my absence. Their silence alarmed me even once I realised they were waiting for me to come close enough to let them keep their voices low. “It wasn’t long after you went out,” Toby said. “She had a pain.”

			“What kind of pain?” When neither of them answered I said so urgently that it left my throat raw “What did she say?”

			I saw Claudine willing Toby to respond. With visible reluctance he said “She couldn’t speak.”

			I lurched past him, but he closed a hand around my arm. “Dad, they said we’re to stay outside till someone comes.”

			More like a child than I wanted to sound I protested “Did they say me?”

			“They meant any visitors, Dominic. Our whole family, that is.”

			No doubt Claudine wanted her second comment to placate me, but I couldn’t welcome it just now. I stared at the doors of the ward in the hope they would open to show I’d no need to experience the panic that was turning my hands clammy and speeding up my heart until it ached while my cranium seemed to grow as fragile as a shell. Too much time crawled by before I turned away in case willing the wait to be over was prolonging it somehow – my perception of it, at any rate. I felt isolated and afraid, and meeting my son’s eyes offered no reassurance. I saw he was keeping some thought to himself, and I suspected Claudine shared it, especially when she said “Dominic, I’m sure it won’t be—”

			“We don’t know if it’s the end or not,” I said so as to cut her off. “I just hope we all mean the same thing.”

			I felt ashamed at once, not so much of my outburst as of having flinched from being too precise, but this wasn’t the occasion to attack their faith, however much it disturbed me. I didn’t realise anyone had come out of the ward until a man said “Mr Sheldrake.”

			“Yes.”

			It was Toby who answered before I swung around. “I believe he means me,” I said.

			“She’s mine as well.”

			I wanted to believe that Toby just meant Lesley was his mother – that he had no more than that in mind, let alone worse. I could only appeal to the plump ruddy doctor who might have been advertising health if not the sort of shape that undermined it. “Who are you looking for?”

			“Mr Sheldrake?” Since we hadn’t previously met, he seemed anxious for the confirmation. When I nodded he said more quietly still “I’m sorry, Mr Sheldrake.”

			“For what?”

			“I don’t know if you should have left when you did. I’m afraid your wife suffered a relapse.”

			The staff who’d passed me in the corridor were emerging very quietly from the ward. I hadn’t time to decide whether the doctor was expressing regret at my absence or convicting me of thoughtlessness. “How bad?” I pleaded.

			“Mr Sheldrake, your wife is no longer in distress.”

			“You’re telling me she’ll recover.” Now I couldn’t mistake his regret, and despite the relentless heat I began to shiver. “No,” I found it necessary to say out loud, “you’re saying she never will.”

			“Please be aware the end was peaceful.”

			I fought to keep my voice steady, because if I lost control of it the rest of me felt poised to follow. “Did she say anything?”

			“She was beyond that, Mr Sheldrake.”

			Before my words could grow unsafe to pronounce I said “Can I go to her?”

			The doctor stood aside and motioned me into the ward without speaking. When Toby made to follow, Claudine took his arm to detain him. A screen concealed Lesley’s bed, and nobody was talking in the ward; I couldn’t even hear any breaths apart from my own uneven attempts. As I paced between the beds, feeling as if I were venturing into a funeral home, a nurse beckoned to me and wheeled back a corner of the screen. He closed me in as soon as I reached the bed.

			Lesley was lying on her back. Her eyes were shut, her hands were clasped together on her breast, and I felt as if the last time I’d seen her in that position had been an omen I’d failed to read. I laid a hand on hers, only to find they were already colder than the hospital. Lines had been subtracted from her forehead, and her face looked as calm as a dreamless sleep. When I kissed her brow it felt as empty as I did. “Be somewhere beautiful,” I whispered for only her to hear, if anybody heard at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Ready or Not

			Lesley used to believe that great art could help prepare you for the loss of the people you loved. When her parents died within months of each other she found solace in the requiems of Fauré and Duruflé, both of which she thought epitomised peace without end. For her Nicolay Levin’s protracted deathbed scenes in Anna Karenina were among the most truthful passages in literature, not least in conveying how long death could take to reach its end. In my case some films had conveyed that experience – La Gueule Ouverte did, for instance – while others touched me with the grief of loss: Pather Panchali, Tokyo Story, Letter from an Unknown Woman. Yet none of this equipped me for losing the person with whom I’d chosen to spend my life. Not even the deaths of my parents had.

			By the morning of Lesley’s funeral I felt drained of tears and sleep, not much more than a walking husk of myself. Even the shower I took, having managed to rouse myself from reliving memories that led inexorably to regrets, seemed muted and remote, not quite able to engage my senses. My thoughts were so sluggish, unless they were painfully guarded, that I set about selecting a sombre outfit from my wardrobe before I recalled that Lesley hadn’t wanted anyone to dress that way at her funeral – that she’d told me and Toby years ago to make it colourful. At least I’d remembered to advise all the mourners, but now I found that since she wouldn’t see the result, acceding to her wishes only underlined her absence. 

			As I tried to choose clothes that wouldn’t make me feel offensively flamboyant, the doorbell rang. A pain like an omen of worse stabbed my heart while I stumbled to the window. I peered around the curtain to see my son and his wife on the garden path. Having fumbled my keys out of the heap of yesterday’s and indeed several days’ clothes on the floor next to the dressing-table faintly redolent of cosmetics – I kept thinking the array of jars and jewellery made it look like a memorial to Lesley – I rubbed my eyes with the back of a hand before opening the window. “Someone catch the keys,” I called.

			Toby did with a deftness that made me feel clumsy with age. “Shall I make everyone breakfast?” Claudine said. “We waited in case.”

			She sounded as bright as her outfit and Toby’s, and I had to tell myself that they were making the effort Lesley had requested – that they and their beliefs weren’t dismissing her death. “You may not find much,” I said. “Use whatever you like.”

			By the time I decided on clothes I didn’t think too garish or too contrary to Lesley’s wishes, Toby and Claudine had laid out breakfast – toast, scrambled eggs, coffee, orange juice. I did my best to appreciate the gesture rather than see it as a substitute for how Lesley and I used to make it for each other. Toby gave me a prolonged hug, and Claudine’s came with a dry kiss. “We’ll be with you now, dad,” Toby said.

			“As much and as long as you want,” Claudine said.

			I had no idea how much that was or even any means of knowing. “Thank you both,” I said and transferred a sample of breakfast to my plate before either of them could undertake to load it on my behalf. “I’m fine,” I said when I was offered more, having succeeded in clearing the plate despite scarcely tasting the food my dogged jaws worked on. “That’s it for me just now.”

			“Maybe you’ll be hungry later,” Toby said. “We’ll see you through the day. Whatever you need, we’ll be close.”

			“And then you can start to let go, Dominic.”

			Although Claudine’s mother Judith had died last year, I found the advice at the very least presumptuous. Toby gave a supportive nod, and the unspecific emphasis was more than I could stand. “You’ll be doing that, will you? You’ll be letting Lesley go.”

			“That’s part of what today’s for, dad.”

			“I know all about today.” This made me realise that I knew considerably less, and it dismayed me to hear myself blurt “You won’t be using her for whatever you get up to now.”

			“We’ve gone beyond that, Dominic,” Claudine said. “We only use ourselves.”

			I had an appalled notion that she fancied I would find this comforting. “Will you both promise you’ll never try to bring her back?” I said as though she hadn’t spoken.

			“There’s no need.” When I stared at this Toby added “We promise.”

			“We do,” Claudine said.

			I might have ended the discussion out of respect for Lesley’s memory, but her death had given me the chance if not the responsibility to ask questions I’d avoided voicing while she was alive. “Just what do you do at this church of yours?”

			“It isn’t really what you’d call a church, dad. It’s more a place for meditation.”

			“Then why is it called the Church of the Eternal Three?”

			“That started in America,” Claudine said. “Churches don’t pay tax.”

			“What sort of meditation are we talking about? What is it meant to achieve?”

			She glanced at Toby, and I saw them share an understanding. Toby parted his lips, but he hadn’t spoken when Claudine said “Here’s someone else.”

			I wondered if she was anxious to interrupt, having had second thoughts about letting me into a secret, until I heard footsteps on the front path. When the doorbell rang, so tersely it sounded imperious or else apologetic, Toby said “I’ll see who it is, dad.”

			“I’ll go,” I said, standing up so fast I had to grab the table for support. “You two clear up.”

			In the hall I passed the vase Lesley used to replenish with flowers from the garden. I’d put in fresh ones yesterday – the contents had withered days ago – but now the sight recalled a floral tribute. Answering the doorbell was no distraction from my thoughts after all. I blinked my eyes clear as I opened the door and saw Bobby and Jim.

			They’d grown even greyer than me. Jim had developed a stoop that brought his head nearly level with mine, while age had pared down Bobby’s face, rendering her chin more indomitable still. I couldn’t help regretting that whoever had rung the bell hadn’t used our old code – two longish bursts – but perhaps they were afraid of sounding disrespectful, if the code had even occurred to them. Bobby gave me a hug so fierce I almost couldn’t feel how thin her arms were. “Dom,” she said.

			Jim embraced me for the first time in his life. “I’m sorry it’s been so long, Dom.”

			“I’m sorry it had to be now,” Bobby said. “I only wish I’d met your wife.”

			“You’d have liked her,” Jim said.

			Both of them immediately looked worried that they’d said too much, but I was reminded how seldom the Baileys had met my wife. She’d never had them round for dinner, perhaps because Jim reminded her too much of Safe To Sleep. As I shut the door Claudine looked out of the kitchen. “We’ll be with you in a minute. Would anybody like a drink?”

			I tried not to feel she meant in any way to occupy the house. Nobody took up her offer, and we trooped into the front room, where I found it indefinably disconcerting to see Bobby sit in my wife’s favourite armchair. She and Jim were sharing a wistful silence with me when Toby and Claudine joined us, and I made the introductions. “We’ve been reading your books,” Claudine told Bobby. “We thought you saw things pretty clear.”

			As I wondered if she and my son recalled meeting Bobby at Safe To Sleep, Toby said to Jim “You were the policeman. Assistant chief con.”

			“I was till I retired.” With a hint of an official tone Jim said “I haven’t retired from upholding the law.”

			“You’re another kind of lawman now, you mean.”

			“I could be if it’s called for. So what do you do with your life?”

			“We’re in research, both of us. Human behaviour and the patterns people act out.” With a smile too faint for interpretation Toby said “It’s some fun.”

			“It’s as your books say, Roberta,” Claudine said. “People are compelled to do things because they can’t stand back far enough to see them clear. Nearly everyone’s incapable of seeing deep into themselves.”

			“I don’t think I ever quite wrote that,” Bobby said.

			I saw Jim decide he should speak. “Are you saying you’re different from nearly everyone, Claudine?”

			“I was saying Roberta might be.”

			“Call me Bob. No, call me Bobby. These two always have, and Toby can as well.” After a pause that suggested she might have liked to stop there Bobby said “What are you saying makes me different?”

			“We believe you’ve made a start,” Toby said.

			I couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “You’re talking about when you first met.”

			“When and where.” With a look that scarcely bothered to be challenging Toby said “Safe To Sleep.”

			“That’s all past now,” Bobby said, glancing at Jim and me as if she was glad of our presence. “It was a long time ago.”

			“Less than half a lifetime,” Toby said. “Most of mine and Claudine’s. Not too long at all.”

			I felt provoked to retort on Bobby’s behalf and my own. “Safe To Sleep may have gone, but do we really think its effects have?”

			Nearly everyone seemed to have some reason not to answer. “Are you thinking of anything in particular?” Jim said.

			“What do you know about the Church of the Eternal Three?”

			“It’s another of these operations that have come over from the States. Don’t they claim they can put you in touch with your past? Maybe they’re taking people for a ride, but I shouldn’t think they can be hiding much when they’ve got celebrities and politicians saying they belong. Or are you saying there’s more to it, Dom?”

			“Doesn’t the name sound a bit too familiar?”

			“You mean that place where we all played detectives, the Trinity Church.” Before I could protest at his dismissiveness, Jim said “There are real churches with that kind of name as well, you know. I don’t suppose for a moment this is one, but a name isn’t evidence of anything.”

			I could have reminded him how the Nobles had played with their names, but Bobby said “Are you sure you want us to talk about this just now, Dom?”

			“It’s occupying my mind.” A surge of grief left me desperate to keep on. “They’re all connected,” I declared. “Noble’s church and Safe To Sleep and now this church.”

			Jim and Bobby gave me a look altogether too reminiscent of the kind I might have had from Lesley, while my son and his wife withheld their expressions, unless I glimpsed a hint of a secret smile. “Is there any evidence of that?” Jim said.

			“Toby can tell us, can’t you, Toby? And Claudine can. They’re both in the church.”

			“Not sure what you want us to say, dad.”

			“For a start, are there any other people in it who were at Safe To Sleep?”

			“Nearly all of us.”

			He and Claudine looked surprised that I’d taken so long to enquire, and I knew I’d kept quiet for the sake of my marriage. “Would that include Toph Noble?” 

			“There’s nobody called that there, dad.”

			“You know who I mean. Christopher Noble.”

			“Not that either,” Claudine said.

			“Bloan. Of course, yes, Bloan.”

			“No,” Toby and Claudine said in chorus.

			I was taking a fierce breath while I thought what to ask next when Bobby said “Dom, don’t upset yourself.”

			“I’ll be upset,” I said wildly, “if I don’t find out what I want to know.”

			“Then let me try,” Jim said, turning to Toby and Claudine. “What exactly goes on at your, let’s call it a church?”

			“We were telling Dominic when you arrived. We meditate.”

			“On what? For what?”

			“It shows you everything within yourself,” Toby said.

			“If that’s all it doesn’t sound so bad, Dom.”

			“Of course it isn’t all.” I didn’t know if Jim had abandoned his investigative skills since his retirement or was trying to avoid conflict because of the occasion. “What has that to do with the Eternal Three?” I demanded. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			“I can tell you.” To my dismay, it was Bobby who responded. “Someone from their London chapel was on the radio when they were discussing new religions. She was saying the Eternal Three are the past and the present and the future.”

			“They’re within us all,” Claudine said. “What has been and what shall be.”

			“That’s what you meditate about, is it?” I persisted as if this might drive the truth out of hiding. “That’s all you do.”

			“What’s to come has always been,” Toby said.

			To me this sounded like a ritual response, but I saw Jim and Bobby take it to confirm my words. I was searching for questions that wouldn’t embarrass my friends any further when Jim left the subject behind. “Dom says your daughter’s a real delight.”

			“She’s at school today,” Claudine said.

			“I know I went to grandad’s funeral when I was her age, dad,” Toby said. “I hope you aren’t upset because she won’t be with us.”

			“We couldn’t be sure what will be said at the funeral,” Claudine said, “and we’d rather her beliefs weren’t confused.”

			This provoked another question I’d suppressed far too long. “Does Macy go to your church?”

			“Of course she does, Dominic. Why would we keep her away?”

			“And joins in the meditation?”

			“All the children do. I’m sure people who belong to what Jim calls real churches make their children worship.”

			“Laura and I showed ours the right way,” Jim said with some force. “We’d be failures as parents if we’d done less.”

			“If your church is so legitimate,” I said to Toby and Claudine, “how is it I didn’t know Macy was involved?”

			“Dominic, you never asked.”

			“Dad, mum knew and she didn’t have a problem.”

			This felt as if I’d lost her even more completely than I feared – as if I’d been robbed of an aspect of her I thought I could trust. “Nobody told me,” I muttered and heard how pathetic I sounded.

			“Maybe she thought you’d make an issue out of it,” Claudine said, “the way you did over Safe To Sleep.”

			I looked at Jim and Bobby for support, but they didn’t look at me. Even if they wanted to avoid further argument, I felt they’d let me down. I was trying to think how to continue, not least because in several ways I felt utterly alone, when Toby stood up. “I think mum’s here.”

			I could easily have feared he was saying Lesley had returned in the sense the Nobles would have meant it, but two long black cars were outside, and the foremost contained a large white box. I’d already seen it unlidded – I’d seen the work of art into which my wife had been transformed, a perfect waxwork so cold and unresponsive that leaving a kiss on its forehead felt like mouthing at emptiness rendered solid – but its arrival brought home how much awareness I was trying to fend off. Panic at the prospect of the day and of the life to follow seized me somewhere in the guts, and I fled to the bathroom.

			I didn’t throw up despite feeling close to it. I drained myself as best I could, a prolonged and intermittent process, and stumbled downstairs to find everyone bereft of conversation in the hall. The front door was open, admitting an insistent chill. Drops of melted frost glittered on Lesley’s flowers beside the path, and some of the tiny globes enshrined rainbows. I tried to imagine they were signs from Lesley rather than think they were among the countless experiences I wouldn’t share with her. I almost forgot to turn the key in the mortise lock before setting off along the frosty path.

			The limousine held a discreet scent of flowers or air freshener, which caught in my throat like grief. Once Toby had joined me and Claudine on the back seat, the small procession moved off with Bobby’s Golf at the rear. Stretches of the roads were black with ice, and despite the measured pace of the little parade I thought the wheels came near to skidding more than once. Most of the traffic on the main road stayed behind us out of respect or so as not to take a risk, but the occasional impatient driver overtook all three vehicles, veering dangerously close to the elongated grove of trees that divided the wide road. Some pedestrians stood still while we passed, and an old man with a stick reached up to lift a hat he wasn’t wearing, but most of the folk on the pavements were too intent on their phones to notice the procession. I reflected that the man with the stick might have been no more than my age, and that Lesley never would be. I had to take a deep breath, struggling to hold it steady and silent, as the hearse led the way through the gates of the crematorium. 

			Outside the chapel groups of mourners – friends of Lesley’s, colleagues from her tenure, students she’d taught – turned to face us. The limousine driver opened the door as another of the undertaker’s men raised the hatchback of the hearse. I was hauling myself out of the limousine when the celebrant came over – Dophie Lembert, a slim coppery young woman whose loose multicoloured headscarf could have gone with a variety of occasions and beliefs. I thought she meant to offer motivation of the kind she’d lent me last time we’d met, but she murmured “The crematorium has asked me to apologise. The heating’s broken down.”

			I strove not to acknowledge how this sounded like a grisly joke, and still felt obliged to say “You don’t mean the, the mechanics of the place.”

			“Just the heating for yourselves and the other service users, Mr Sheldrake.”

			I heard shuffling footsteps and equally muffled conversations on the far side of the chapel. The previous funeral was over, and it was time for me to perform the task I ached to do justice as much as I dreaded it. Two undertaker’s men eased out the coffin, which looked white as an absence, not just of colour. They waited for me to grasp the left front handle while Toby took the opposite, and the four of us lifted the coffin together. I felt no less dismayed by how relatively easy this was than I would have been if I’d proved unequal to the effort. As we fell into a tortoise’s march towards the chapel I noticed frost on the path and grew terrified of stumbling. I had to refrain from hitching up the casket on my shoulder in case that might aid my balance.

			More slowed-down hobbled paces than I cared to count took us to the chapel, by which time the edge of the casket was digging into my shoulder. Half the pews were occupied by mourners, who rose to their feet in rather less than unison as we plodded down the aisle. Dwarfish speakers high on the walls were murmuring the adagio from Schubert’s string quintet, which Lesley used to find one of the most consoling passages in music. Just now it threatened to blur my vision, and failed to ease the weight on my aching shoulder. I felt the gazes of the congregation gather on my back like a threat that everyone was about to watch me buckle under my burden, or rather the quarter that I presumed to be able to manage. I kept glimpsing my pale breaths, which made me feel as if shivering might rob me of control. I had the awful notion that the only way I would be able not to drop the coffin was to put on speed – to trot or, worse still, run past the front pews and the deserted lectern to dump the casket on a stand in the middle of a stage flanked by curtains, and I would have to trust my fellow bearers to keep up. No, they were dragging me back, and so was my sense of how shameful the spectacle would be. I clutched at the handle with both hands as best I could and trudged onwards, clenching my teeth until I felt a creak. Now I was past the front pews and Claudine’s encouraging gaze, and then the lectern was behind, and as my arms began to throb with as much pain as my shoulder I managed to join in lowering the coffin onto the stand. “I did it for you, Lesley,” I whispered almost too low to hear myself, and tried not to massage my shoulder as I made for my place.

			Claudine gave it a rub as I sidled along the pew. Her hand was soft but firm, and I lingered until the ache grew dull. As it shrank to a blunt pang I couldn’t help feeling that Claudine had erased a trace of Lesley, however painful. Dophie Lembert had moved to  the lectern, and once I took my seat she spoke. “We are here today to honour Lesley Sheldrake, wife and teacher and good friend,” she said as though she might be claiming one of those relationships. “Nobody’s life can be summed up in just the few minutes we have, and I know you’ll all have memories I hope you’ll share when we gather afterwards, but I think these occasions can be like a poem, distilling the essence of a life…”

			Her summary was deft and true enough – she’d obtained the details from Toby and me – and felt almost unbearably prolonged yet far too brief, since it was the prelude to my own oration. I barely took in her words for mutely rehearsing my own, and didn’t realise she’d finished until I heard my name. Lesley’s husband Dominic of many years wobbled to his feet and had to shrug off a resurrected ache while limping to the lectern. When I saw members of the congregation willing me not to break down in front of them, I almost did. I’d practiced my speech for days, persisting doggedly even when my tears grew indistinguishable from the downpour of the bathroom shower, until I hoped I’d exhausted the physical signs of my grief. Of course I hadn’t – that reservoir seemed bottomless – and I found myself remembering how Lesley had brought about her end by scrambling up a stationary escalator from the underground station at Lime Street in the rush hour. 

			We could have used the lift if she hadn’t insisted on leaving it for the disabled, and she was as resolved not to hinder anybody on the escalator as the crowd was determined not to be delayed. “I’ll be all right,” she’d told me before I realised she mightn’t be. “Let me get out of everyone’s way,” she’d gasped as she dragged herself upwards, and I’d seen how the hand that wasn’t clutching at her chest was digging its nails into the rubber banister. When I’d clambered up beside her to support her, someone had tried to shove past, and I’d come close to delivering a vicious backwards kick. “Hold on, this lady’s ill,” I’d cried, making Lesley protest “Just get me to the top, Dominic.” Even once we’d struggled to the summit, where she leaned against the white-tiled wall and then sagged into a sitting position, the crowd flooded onwards without hesitating, and more than one commuter stepped over her legs. Perhaps people took her for yet another beggar, but it felt as if the future was streaming onwards without us. Eventually a member of the station staff approached to offer help, by which time I was already phoning for an ambulance.

			“I think that’s all I can say for now,” I said, having described none of this, and stepped back from the lectern. I had a sense that the self who’d enunciated memories had been speaking at some distance from me while I relived the endless minutes at the station. Perhaps that had been the only way I could cope with speaking. As I returned to the pew Toby clasped my arm, whether supporting me or in appreciation I couldn’t tell, and then Claudine did. “Thank you for gifting us that, Dominic,” Dophie Lembert said from beside the lectern, “and now Toby Sheldrake has words for us.”

			As Toby left the pew a shiver caught up with me, and I saw my breath. I would never see Lesley’s again or feel it on my skin or hear it beside me in bed, and I tried to ignore the sight by watching my son step up to the lectern. “I’ve got too much to say,” he said.

			He told us how his mother had been someone he could always confide in. “And dad was,” he added, gazing over my head. She’d given up years of her career to look after him at the start of his life, and I saw him share a silent thought with Claudine that I couldn’t interpret. If there was a disagreement his mother had always resolved it, and he hoped I didn’t mind if he said she’d held the family together. He would always remember how childlike with wonder she’d grown when we’d all spent a week at the theme parks in Orlando – “you’d have thought she was younger than me.” He recalled how proud she’d been at his graduation, as if she was responsible for it – “and the way she brought me up was, her and dad.” I shivered several times in the course of his tribute, a reaction that kept other feelings at bay until he said “She liked me to read to her when I was little. I remember reading Peter Pan to her and Peter saying if he ever went ahead it would be an awfully big adventure. I hope she’s having one right now.”

			I remembered the copy of the book Jim and I had found in the room next to Phoebe Sweet’s office at Safe To Sleep – the images of airborne children with their eyes enlarged and filled in with a void. As Toby came back to the pew, Dophie Lembert returned to the lectern. “Thank you for adding to our picture of your mother, Toby,” she said, “and now let’s all stand for one of her favourite songs.”

			 It was All Together Now, a Beatles singalong, which Lesley had said more than once she would like at her funeral. I’d thought she’d chosen it because it was a cheery ditty with which people could join in, as the congregation gradually did, but now I kept hearing three words as if another voice were singing them, like a message she’d left for me: “I love you.” I managed to steady my own voice by not much less than roaring the phrase and then the rest of the song. Once everyone was seated again Dophie Lembert said “And now we have a reading that I believe meant a lot to Mrs Sheldrake.”

			It was from Henry Scott-Holland’s celebrated sermon, the thoughts of a professor of divinity at Oxford, not to mention Canon of Christchurch. “Death is nothing at all…” Lesley had liked the vision of the afterlife, the idea that it resembled entering another room. “Call me by the old familiar name,” and I almost did under my breath. “Life means all that it ever meant,” and I caught a glance that Toby and Claudine sent each other, which they repeated when we heard “There is absolute and unbroken continuity.” I hoped this signified the same to them as I would have liked to be true, along with “I am but waiting for you somewhere near, just around the corner.” Surely Toby and his wife could never think of Lesley in the way the Nobles would.

			“Now we’ll take a few minutes to reflect on the lives we each shared with Lesley Sheldrake,” Dophie Lembert announced, bowing her head in a gesture to fit most beliefs. I lowered mine, only to discover that when I searched for Lesley in my mind I couldn’t immediately see her. The best I could summon up was a sketchy image of her at an indeterminate age, and I hadn’t managed to restore it to any kind of life by the time Dophie Lembert spoke again. “Now if we can all please stand…”

			As I wavered to my feet the curtains set about creeping together across the stage. They might have been ending a show more austere than Lesley and I had ever seen in the theatre. To compensate we heard her final choice of music, Sousa’s Liberty Bell march. She meant it to send everyone out with a smile, but it reminded me how I’d never told her about Monty Bison. I wanted to believe that in some way she knew about the misunderstanding now – that she would know about everything that might still happen in my life.

			The march saw everyone to the side door, beyond which I had to wait with Toby to accept the ritual parade of condolences. Hugs and handshakes quickly grew familiar, and quite a few phrases did. At least this helped prevent the sympathy from stealing my control.  When a one-time lecturer’s moist infirm handshake finally ended the rite, I limped to the limousine, where the wipers gave a solitary muted screech as they scraped frost from the windscreen. “You both did well,” Claudine said as Toby sat beside her, and I thought she sounded as if she was talking about an occasion far less distressing than I for one had had to face.

			The car took us at a discreet speed to the Chimneys, a pub so close to the crematorium that Lesley and I used to think the name was a macabre joke. The large barroom was portly with upholstery on booths and chairs, all printed with autumnal foliage. While the buffet in a side room looked tempting, I didn’t feel enticed to much. I sat in a booth with Toby and Claudine and Bobby and Jim, and was glad that nobody approached except to take their leave. Though I didn’t want to drink too much, too little seemed equally unwise. I’d seen off most of a bottle of claret, which none of my companions would let me pay for, by the time everyone but them had bid farewell. “I’d better be heading for my train,” Bobby said. “I can drop you off on the way, Jim.”

			Jim was lingering over shaking my hand when she grasped both of us by an arm. “Just remember what we used to say, the three of us.”

			“I do,” Jim said, and I told them “I always have.”

			Claudine seemed eager to learn the secret but didn’t speak. As my friends made for the door Toby said “Dad, will you let us do something for you?”

			“You’ve done plenty. You both have.”

			“Then let us do what you need now. Not necessarily just yet, not till you feel you’re ready, but will you come to meditation with us?”

			Claudine abandoned her unasked question. “It helped me when mum died last year.”

			“We’ll see,” I said, which left me with an absurdly inappropriate sense of equivocating over a treat children were wishing for. Perhaps Toby and Claudine viewed it as some kind of treat for me. I didn’t want to ask what kind just now, especially when I seemed to glimpse an unreadable thought in his eyes and hers. I would have liked Bobby and Jim to be there to hear, and wondered if my son and his wife had delayed the proposal until we were alone. “We won’t talk about it any more now,” I said, and although the room was close to overheated, I had to fight off a shiver.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Stepping Back

			After the police brought me home I sat in the garden behind the dark house to await the dawn. In Lesley’s last years we’d often dined out here, not least in spring and autumn as the climate changed. Now the picnic table gave me an uninterrupted view all the way across the deserted lawn to the empty house, but I was most aware of the space on the bench that faced me – the aching absence that seemed airless, robbed of breath. All around me the night felt forsaken by my wife: the faint nocturnal scent of flowers, a hint of rising daylight in a gap between two houses, the gathering clamour of birds in the trees, the screech of a fox, more distant than ever. I was desperate to believe that Lesley could somehow share these experiences, but couldn’t I content myself with knowing she was present in a sense? I’d scattered her ashes over the lawn and on the flowerbeds as she’d wished, and if I gazed at them I could fancy that the grass and the somnolent blossoms were sending me a gentle secret glow. Perhaps in time this would feel like a token of peace, but for the moment it was more important to remember what the policewoman had reminded me I ought to do. Now that Lesley had gone, there was nothing to hold me back from investigating the new church.

			I mustn’t blame her. Thoughts of Toph Noble had inhibited me too – of the threat he’d left after stealing me out of my body and transporting me to the site of Safe To Sleep, to the depths of the land infested by the visitor the Nobles had inadvertently attracted to the world. “You’re ours when we want…” His grandfather and mother were daunting enough, but the thought of being at the mercy of such an unnatural child seemed more fearful still. For years after that night, whenever I’d wakened in bed I’d felt insufficiently contained, in danger of straying helplessly into the dark, drawn out of my body on a vindictive childish whim. Far too belatedly I concluded that he’d simply lost interest in me; after all, the Nobles thought few people were significant besides themselves. Might I attract their attention again if I looked into the church that seemed to be related to Safe To Sleep? That mustn’t matter now that I had nothing to lose, and I’d promised Lesley that I would look after our son.
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