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			Chapter One

			The Journal

			I could never have believed I would wish my son loved books less, let alone dread the consequences. That August afternoon he’d been in my apartment less than half an hour before he ended up in the room with shelves on every wall. He was sprawled in a leather armchair several times his age, and leafing through an exhibition catalogue, when his phone gave its vintage ring. A glance at the screen let him say “It’s mum.”

			“Shall I leave you to talk?”

			Roy’s features – the long sharp-nosed face and thin lips he’d inherited from me – twitched in a fleeting grimace. Just the deep brown eyes were his mother’s, but their habitual preoccupation was all his. “You can hear,” he said.

			Just the same, I turned to the window. Double glazing fended off much of the noise from New Brighton Station down below, but I was being told a train was late. On the far side of the railway, beyond a cluster of chain restaurants at the bottom of the hill, the sea led to a crowd of windmills spinning like cogs of the sky. A microscopic oil rig and the distant filament of Blackpool Tower might have been components as well, helping maintain the pellucid blue. None of this distracted me from hearing Julia say “Are you at your father’s now, Roy?”

			“Have been for hours. Do you want to talk to him?”

			“I will when I’ve spoken to you. Are you settling in all right?”

			“Don’t know what you mean.”

			I could tell this meant yes in a fifteen-year-old’s parlance besides protesting at the question, but Julia persisted “Will you be comfortable there while I’m away?”

			“Mum, dad can hear.”

			“Then I’m sure he understands.”

			“I’m good.” As I hoped this wasn’t dutifully aimed at me Roy added “I’m reading in his book room.”

			“No need to bring any of those home. That’s what your tablet’s for.”

			“The modern librarian,” I murmured and felt sly at once.

			“I didn’t hear that,” Julia said, which generally meant she had. “What’s your reading, Roy?”

			“A book of dad’s aunt’s paintings.”

			“Just don’t let them tempt you to imitate her. You make sure he doesn’t, Patrick.”

			“I haven’t done paintings since I was little,” Roy said.

			“You know perfectly well what I mean,” Julia retorted forcefully enough to be rebuking both of us. “All the things she was mixed up with obviously harmed her mind, or she wouldn’t have done what she did to herself.”

			“It was never proved she meant to,” I said.

			“I’m not having this argument again,” Julia said, a response familiar from the last years of our marriage. “Please keep an eye on what Roy reads and what he does while he’s your responsibility. I’ll be home once the conference is over.”

			As our son took refuge in the book, which didn’t save his face from growing mottled with embarrassment, I said “I think we’re both responsible for him.”

			Someone unfamiliar with Julia might have thought she’d grown briefly deaf, since she said only “Call me whenever you need to, Roy. And make sure you two don’t get into any mischief.”

			“Yes, miss,” I said but heard no sign that she’d taken it as a joke.

			When a further silence made it plain that she’d gone, Roy slipped the phone into one of the several pockets of his elongated shorts. As he reopened the catalogue at Thelma’s best-known painting – the red London bus perched on the highest Himalayan peak – he said “What was your aunt like?”

			“She’d have encouraged you to look further than people ordinarily do. That’s what she did to me when I used to stay with her, though I can’t say my parents were altogether in favour.”

			“That’s how all the books with her pictures on them used to make me feel. Have you still got them?”

			“They’re over in the corner where the sun can’t get at them. All the books with anything to do with her are, just in case they fade.”

			Roy was making to replace the catalogue when he peered into the corner I’d devoted to my aunt. “What’s back here?”

			Reaching into the gap the catalogue had left, he coaxed out an item. He might have been extracting a slice of darkness, a concentrated essence of the shadows in the corner, but just the covers of the exercise book were black. I had no idea when I might have trapped it behind the other volumes, and it touched off memories I hadn’t visited for years. “That was Thelma’s,” I said.

			Roy perched on the edge of my desk while he leafed through the book. “What’s it meant to be?”

			“I was never really sure. Maybe they’re notes for some of her work. I thought the names were places she based paintings on.”

			“It’s more like a diary at the start, but it doesn’t end up much of one.”

			As he passed me the journal it emitted a faint earthy smell, presumably of age. My aunt had made an entry on the inside of the front cover, which suggested she’d written it later than she’d begun the journal. 21st March, first year, the elaborately cursive writing said. Met A on walk. I glanced at a few of the place names she’d annotated with obscure quotations – Monks Cross, Slatevale, Goodmanswood – and then let Roy have the journal, since it intrigued him. “Why did she give you her book?” he said.

			“She didn’t, but I think she’d have liked me to have it. She tried to inspire me whenever I stayed at her house. She thought her sister, that’s my mother, didn’t bring my mind out enough.” With a twinge of guilt I said “Maybe I should have passed it on to her biographer.”

			“Do you think they’d have understood it?”

			“If anybody could.” As the railway station’s voice turned female, warning listeners to be aware of suspicious items, I said “I was hoping it would help me understand what happened to my aunt, but that’s one more thing I don’t think we’ll ever really know.”

			Roy blinked at the journal and laid it on my desk with a thump as muted as the voice below. “We could go and see some of these places,” he said, and now I wish we’d never found the book.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Absences

			“Mummy, what did grandma say about dad’s auntie?”

			“Roy, you’ve been really good all day.” Julia’s delicate but determined face barely hinted at a frown. “Don’t spoil it now,” she said. “You know you shouldn’t interrupt while grown-ups are talking.”

			“But I only nearly heard what she said.” His quirk of language earned him an indulgent smile from an art critic. “She said something was a pity,” Roy insisted.

			“She wasn’t talking to little boys. Would you like to play in the back garden? Just don’t go out of the gate.”

			“I don’t like playing there by myself. Someone kept looking at me over the fence.”

			“Now, nobody could do that, could they?” My mother lowered her round face, which routinely resembled a badge of concern, towards him. “It’s taller than you and your daddy put together,” she said and told the rest of the family “Someone looking over it, that’s the kind of thing my sister would have made up, and our parents would have encouraged her.”

			“No need to squash his imagination, Astrid.” While my father’s face looked weighted by generous jowls, his slowness denoted thought. “I expect they were up a tree, were they?” he told Roy, adding an unhurried smile. “That’ll be what you saw, son.”

			“They were in a tree, but—”

			“That’s settled, then,” Julia said. “If you don’t want to play out, why don’t you see if anybody wants a sandwich? You were so good taking them around before.”

			“You needn’t send him away, Julia,” my mother said. “He’s not too young to know what I was saying, and the sooner the better. Roy, sweetheart, don’t you ever get up to the kind of thing my sister did.”

			“But mum and dad like me to paint.”

			“Not painting, lovely. Don’t go in buildings nobody lives in, and never go up too high. We don’t want you falling over, do we?”

			“Didn’t dad’s auntie mean to fall?”

			“I’m sure she didn’t, son,” my father said. “She just didn’t take enough care.”

			“That’s right, Jonathan,” my mother retorted, though not as if it wholly was. “Cared too much about her art and not enough about how we’d feel for losing her.”

			“I shouldn’t think that crossed her mind, dear.”

			“Too much didn’t that should have.” My mother appeared to recall Roy was listening. “Your family’s the most important thing in your life,” she told him. “Your mummy and daddy care for you and each other, and I know they always will.”

			“I know too,” Roy said with a seriousness that seemed concentrated by his size and youth. “Dad’s auntie’s paintings are important, aren’t they? Lots of people said they were in church.”

			“They’re very important,” Julia said, “to people who like them.”

			“Don’t you, mummy?”

			“I prefer art to be more like real life, I’m afraid.”

			Perhaps I shouldn’t have felt provoked to respond. “As the lady from the Tate was saying, Roy, my aunt made people look again and further.”

			“I don’t need to be told how to look,” Julia said.

			“Don’t we all take things for granted sometimes?”

			“Oh yes, Patrick,” Julia said. “You’ve been known to do that.”

			“Now, children,” my mother intervened. “Shall we just talk about Thelma? That’s why we’re here, after all.”

			Roy gazed around the room full of my aunt’s friends and colleagues, more of whom were audible in the kitchen and the hall. Beside the redundant red-brick hearth, above which hung a Leonora Carrington print apparently depicting a witch and her familiar, Thelma’s one-time husband Neville was arguing with an art critic. “Shall I tell everyone they have to talk about her?” Roy said.

			“I’m sure they are already,” my mother said, only to look as if she’d missed the chance to send him away on a mission. Neville had finished disagreeing and was making for us.

			His wide not quite shaven face with its greying hair and equally shaggy eyebrows looked unkempt with suppressed grief. “I hope nobody thought the worse of me for not speaking at the funeral,” he said. “I wouldn’t have trusted myself.”

			“Neville,” my mother said like her handclasp shaped into a word. “I’m certain everyone understood.”

			“And sorry if you thought I should have lined up with you outside the church.”

			Since my mother had relinquished my uncle’s hand, my father dealt it a manly squeeze. “You could have if you’d liked, old chap.”

			“I didn’t want to presume.” Having hesitated while he glanced at Roy, Neville said “No, the truth is I didn’t know if you’d have someone else with you.”

			“This little fellow’s mother took him for a walk, but even if he’d been there—”

			“Not your grandson. My replacement. Thelma’s man.”

			“I don’t see how you could have thought that,” my mother objected. “We wouldn’t have wanted him.”

			“We had quite a few words with her about him,” my father said.

			“Well, thank you,” Neville said, though the reason for his gratitude wasn’t clear. “Was he here today? You might know better than I would. I don’t even recall what he looked like, not that I’ve any wish to.”

			“I don’t myself too well,” my father said. “Can you improve on us, Astrid?”

			“I don’t think I’d know him if he walked into the room, and I shouldn’t think Patrick would either.”

			“I only saw him once like you,” I said and immediately wondered if I was mistaken. As we’d entered the chapel I’d noticed someone among the trees on the far side of the graveyard. I couldn’t tell whether it was a man or a woman, but I’d thought the loiterer was watching us. “And I heard him one night while I was staying here,” I said. “I don’t think I was meant to.”

			“He was good at skulking all right. Made for it, he was so thin.” Neville stared around the room, presumably in search of him. “I kept hoping Thelma just wanted a break from me,” he said. “I know I wasn’t the easiest person to live with.”

			“None of us are,” I said.

			As Julia gave me a look more meaningful than I entirely welcomed, Neville finished surveying the room. “I’ve never seen the house so tidy,” he admitted. “I know some of that was my fault.”

			“That was Astrid and me,” my father said. “We cleared up for the wake.”

			“Did you throw much out?” Neville was anxious to learn.

			“We’ve tried to keep everything that might mean anything to someone,” my mother said. “Some things we don’t think would. There’s a kind of diary Thelma started, but it might as well be blank for all the sense it makes.”

			A memory prompted me to blurt “Where is it?”

			“Where we found it. In her studio.”

			Neville was focusing on Roy as if he’d just noticed him. “You look like a grand chap,” he said, delivering a large loose handshake. “My grandnephew, will you be?”

			“He’s our little helper, aren’t you, Roy?” my mother said.

			All this felt like my excuse to be elsewhere. “Back in a few minutes,” I said and sidled through the crowd.

			Outside the room a man appeared to be miming a bird, his arms held behind his back while he cocked his head at a framed painting. Three guests seated on consecutive stairs reminded me of plaster poultry mounted on a wall. In the bathroom a woman I didn’t think I’d ever seen before was restoring her makeup in front of a mirror. The bedroom I used to stay in looked diminished, stripped of memories, awaiting some visitor other than me. My aunt’s studio faced it across the landing. As I stepped into the large room scattered with paintings and the makings of them a woman said “Can I help?”

			She might have been addressing a potential customer at her gallery, which had been the first to support my aunt’s career. In the church she’d spoken at length about Thelma’s achievement – how the intense lyricism of her early landscapes had grown hallucinatory before advancing into a highly personal form of surrealism, where enigmatic elements recalled the magical suggestions of Leonora Carrington, Thelma’s favourite painter. Towards the end Thelma Turnbill seemed to grow dissatisfied with her success, perhaps feeling too much of her fame depended on her early painting of a bus up Everest, used by London Transport for their Taking You Everywhere poster. In the pulpit Barbare had sounded close to proprietary, but I wasn’t going to let her treat me like an intruder in the studio. “Just looking for an item,” I said as firmly as I could.

			Barbare thinned her eyes, lowering her multicoloured eyebrows. They and her cropped rainbow hair might have been designed to contrast with her severely funereal suit and polo-neck. “May I ask what?” she said.

			I didn’t answer until I located Thelma’s attempt at a journal, lying on the sill of the broad high window that overlooked the woods behind the house. Leaves rusty with autumn massed into the distance, where their tints were diluted by mist. My son’s complaint about a watcher made me peer into the forest, but I’d seen nothing except trees when Barbare said “Excuse me, could you leave that? It was Thelma’s.”

			I picked up the book I’d laid my hand on. “I’m her nephew.”

			Barbare narrowed her eyes further before letting them relax. “I do know you. I haven’t seen you for years, or much.”

			“Thank you for everything you said today. I’m sure everyone would want me to say so. I’ll leave you to it, then.”

			I was giving her permission to explore the studio, but she said “I wish you wouldn’t take that. Do remind me of your name.”

			“It’s still Patrick.”

			“I should have remembered. One of the few men in her life.”

			Remembering the discussion downstairs made me ask “How well did you know the last one?”

			“Her inspiration, you mean.”

			“That’s what you think he was.”

			“That’s what Thelma said he was, and her work did take a new direction.”

			“You sound as if you weren’t so happy with it.”

			“It sold. It must have spoken to people, even if they weren’t sure what they were being told.” Barbare left her mouth ajar as a preamble to adding “It felt as if she’d started hiding details in her work she didn’t want the rest of us to understand.”

			“And you’re blaming her partner.”

			“If that’s what he was. I don’t know what else he could have been. She did say she wouldn’t have visited quite a few of the places she painted without him.”

			“What did you make of him yourself?”

			“Do you know, I thought of mentioning him in the church, but I couldn’t find a single thing to say about him. I’m sure I met him several times and yet it feels as if I hardly did.”

			I had a disconcerting sense that the imprecision of her memory had infected mine, and I turned to my aunt’s last canvas, a version of the woods beyond the window. Every season of the year was represented by foliage or its absence. Just one detail looked incomplete, a figure beneath a distant tree that was skeletal with winter despite bearing blossoms on some of its branches, not to mention leaves in every state a year would bring. The figure had been left without a face, and even its gender was unclear. “What do you think she was trying to do there?” I said.

			“I’m afraid we’ll never know, even if we think she finished it. I’m not sure she meant to fill in whoever’s in the background.”

			The longer I gazed at the rudimentary shape among the trees, the more it suggested a bid to erase or at any rate lessen the power of a presence. I was making to leave it and the studio behind when Barbare said “Do you really need that book, Patrick? What does it mean to you?”

			I was increasingly unsure but equally determined not to give it up. “It reminds me of staying here with her.”

			“I just think we should keep as much as possible together for posterity. Someone’s already had her landscape specimens.”

			Now I realised there was no sign of the jars of earth my aunt had taken to keeping on the windowsill, apparently samples of settings she planned to paint, an eccentric species of reminder if not inspiration. A memory glimmered, but I suppressed it at once. “I’ll keep this safe, I promise,” I said, hugging the book so hard it exuded an earthy smell. “If you need it you’ll know where it is.”

			I took the journal down to my car and locked it in the boot. I felt oddly surreptitious, as if someone was watching, but all the guests I could see were engaged in conversation. Julia and Neville were still talking about Roy, who looked impatient to contribute, and I took the opportunity to confront my parents. “Did you throw out those jars of earth Thelma kept in her studio?”

			“We would have if they’d still been there,” my mother said, a response that outraged me so much I failed to wonder who’d disposed of them or why they had.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Boys Together

			“Down, boy. Lie down now, Basky, there’s a good hound. You won’t hurt Mr Holmes or the doctor, will you? You don’t have to act the way you were brought up. You just guard Mr Holmes’s rooms for him.”

			“Mrs Hudson, you’re the hero of the day. She’s more of a man than either of us, Watson.”

			“I’ll let the world know when I tell this story, Holmes.”

			“You mustn’t, Doctor Watson. Just say Mr Holmes solved another case, or it might harm his reputation.”

			I’d asked my students to analyse their choice of a classic from a feminist perspective, not retell the tale, but Veena’s essay earned my approval. Too many of the others were less than grammatical, bereft of sentences and infected with nonsensical autocorrections, and quite a few read more like texts sent from a phone. At least some of the usage had improved during the year I’d taught this group of students, but my course was meant to deal with English literature, not the basics of the language. Reading the last essays of the summer term left me all the more grateful that Roy was so literate. I might have told him so, had he been home.

			He should have been by now. I took my time over marking several essays, resisting an urge to underline every error, and as I turned an almost entirely unpunctuated page on its face I heard the last train from Liverpool arrive at the station. It was so close to soundless that it put me in mind of a teenager sneaking home late at night – more precisely, my son. Craning over my desk, I saw a few people leave the station and recognised none of them. As I took out my phone I told myself there was no need to panic.

			Roy’s phone rang long enough to make me hold my breath. When he spoke at last, it wasn’t what I hoped to hear. “It’s Roy. Don’t know who you are or what you want, so say. Your number would be good as well.”

			“It’s me. It’s your father. I take it you missed the train. Just let me know where I need to pick you up.”

			I was hoping he would interrupt my message, but his phone stayed mute. I rang off to await his call. Down in the station the windows of the darkened train resembled slabs of slate. I peered across the bay until I fancied I was making out the dormant windmills, which looked as if the night had clogged the works of the world. Everything felt silenced, not least Roy. How long ought I to wait before calling him again? I assumed he was in a tunnel or somewhere else that cut off his signal, though not on a train or indeed a bus, since those had stopped running as well. When I tired of waiting I set about hunting for him. He wasn’t in the station; whoever was sitting in an unlit corner wasn’t him. He wasn’t in the nearest carriage of the train, though the solitary passenger was unidentifiable in the dark. There was one in every carriage I walked through, though surely not the same occupant every time. Now I was at the front of the train, where the seated figure resembled a propped-up section of a painting if not a sourceless shadow. Despite the absence of a driver, the train was crawling forwards. I swung around to shout Roy’s name through the carriages, and a voice too soft for its gender to be plain spoke at my back. “He’ll be with me.”

			This jerked me awake, or the muted thud of the front door did. Somebody was trying not to make much noise in entering the house. I heard a surreptitious creak of stairs and then a key searching for the lock. I was in my hall by the time Roy let himself in, edging the door open so gradually that I had time to check my watch. It was nearly two o’clock, and he blinked unfavourably at me as if I’d wakened him, except not quite. “How did you get home?” I said.

			“Lift.”

			“From whom?”

			Even more reluctantly he muttered “Friend.”

			Several of those had driven over from Manchester to spend whatever kind of evening they’d spent with him. “I hope the driver wasn’t in your state,” I said.

			“Can I go to bed now?”

			“I think you better had, and we’ll talk in the morning.”

			I slept once he finished blundering about in the bathroom, an activity suggestive of wordless resentment. Now that I knew where he was I didn’t dream. In the morning I was up well ahead of him. By the time I’d evaluated the last of the essays, he was still in bed. I took a fierce coffee to the spare room, where he peered blearily at me from his lair of a thin quilt, which concealed him up to his eyes on the converted sofa. “Will you be very much longer?” I said.

			His voice was pretty well as indistinct as an announcement that came from the station. “Supposed to be the holidays.”

			“That’s no reason to waste the day. Do you sleep this late at your mother’s?”

			His eyelids sagged shut, reaching for sleep or so he wouldn’t have to look at me. “Thought you wouldn’t care.”

			“If you mean I won’t mind, I rather do. You mustn’t think I’ll let you get away with everything she doesn’t like you doing. What will you have for breakfast?”

			“Not much.”

			“You need to have something,” I said as my mother would have. “I’ll leave this here. I hope it wakes you up.”

			I planted the mug on the floor beside the sofa, where the aromatic steam made for his face. When an unenthusiastic hand strayed from beneath the quilt I went next door to the kitchen. As bacon sputtered in the pan I heard Roy stumble to the bathroom. I wondered if the smell had proved too cloying, but it appeared to have enticed him. I was setting out the rest of breakfast – rolls, mustard, orange juice – when Roy wandered into the kitchen, naked except for underpants patterned with miniature leaves. “Can I have some more coffee?” he said.

			“Your medication is right here.” I refilled his mug, which was lagged with an image of a book cover, Thelma’s painting of a red phone box in a rainforest. Was a vague shape lurking upright in the box? Perhaps it was the shadow of a tree trunk. I watched Roy grimace as he took a gulp of coffee, after which he loaded a roll with bacon spread with mustard and gazed hard at the result. “How are you feeling?” I had to ask.

			“Expect I’ll feel better later.”

			“Just remember you did it to yourself. I’m sure I’ve felt like you do right now, but it wasn’t at your age or even nearly.”

			“Shouldn’t think you ever have.”

			“It’s not a contest, Roy.” His dully smug look prompted me to ask “Why wouldn’t I?”

			“It’s too now.”

			“If we’re talking about drugs, please stay away from them. You’ve no idea what the side effects may be.” Since his silence admitted as much I said “What was it and where did you get it?”

			“Didn’t have a name.” He bit into the roll, perhaps to delay answering. “It was just a pill,” he said eventually. “We got it in a club.”

			“They oughtn’t to have let you in. You must have been under age.”

			“They thought I wasn’t.”

			“More like they didn’t care.” I’d felt proud that he looked older than his years, but not now. “Are you going to tell me the name of the club?”

			“Doesn’t matter. I won’t go to any more if I get all this grief every time.”

			“I’m afraid I haven’t finished yet. What did this substance of yours do for you?”

			“Colours and patterns and shapes. Made me see them like I bet your aunt did.”

			“She was taking part in a controlled experiment run by a university, and she was twice your age. Your brain’s still forming and you shouldn’t interfere with the process.”

			“Nothing wrong with my brain.”

			“And we don’t want there ever to be.” Now I had to acknowledge “I’m not sure if the drug trial left my aunt with a problem.”

			“I wouldn’t mind that kind of problem,” Roy said and stared through the kitchen doorway. “Doesn’t look like she had one to me.”

			He might have been invoking a presence, but he was gazing at some of her work. My aunt had sketched me every year I’d stayed with her, and now all the portraits hung in the hall. Behind two versions of my face a year apart I saw an impression of trees, which at that distance resembled part of a spider’s web, and I was on the way to making out another detail when Roy’s phone gave its nostalgic trill. “Mum,” it announced as well.

			“Just calling to say you won’t be able to reach me while I’m in session today.”

			I suspected this was a way of checking up on him. Since he didn’t answer, I did. “I’m sure there’ll be no need.”

			“Isn’t Roy there? Can’t he speak for himself?”

			Roy looked away from me before saying “Yes.”

			“Is that all?”

			“What dad said.”

			“Sorry if I’m intruding. What are you up to today?”

			As our son had no reply to this I felt I should explain “Some of us have only just got up.”

			“You roust your father out of bed, Roy. Make the most of your summer.”

			Had she really misunderstood my comment, or was she loath to hear anything against our son? He seemed to prefer to return to her question. “We were looking at his portraits his aunt made.”

			“The ones he didn’t want to part with. Well, we don’t need the money now.” I knew better than to take this for absolution, having recalled how strident our disagreement had been. “It’s a pity she didn’t concentrate more on her family,” Julia said.

			“Maybe they should have concentrated more on her,” I said.

			“We won’t argue,” Julia said, which generally used to mean we would. “Must go, but you can always leave a message, Roy. Don’t sit around reading, both of you. Get out and about and enjoy your day.”

			Once she’d gone Roy said “Thanks for not saying about last night.”

			“I didn’t have the opportunity.”

			“You won’t, though, will you? You don’t want to bother her when she doesn’t have to be.”

			“I’ll refrain if you promise to do nothing of the kind again.”

			“All right.”

			“No, I want to hear you promise.”

			“All right,” Roy said more reproachfully than I found appropriate, “promise.”

			“Don’t sound so victimised. I’m only looking out for you. You’ve got a good brain, so take care of it. I’d have you as a student right now if I could.”

			“No chance of that. They wouldn’t let me in.”

			“They’re accepting people I’d say were less qualified than you. I’m sure you’ll have your choice of university when the time comes.”

			“If I want one. I don’t want to end up like you and mum.”

			I didn’t know whether I felt more insulted or dismayed. “How have we let you down?”

			“Not me, yourselves. You wish you were teaching better people and she hates books and wants to get away from them.”

			“I wouldn’t say she hates them. She’s a librarian, after all. She just has enough of them at work.”

			“She never liked us bringing books home. That’s where studying got you both.”

			“She doesn’t stop you reading, does she?” When his head admitted to a shake I said “I hope you’ll never say any of that to her.”

			“I won’t if you don’t tell her about last night.”

			“You don’t want to upset her when there’s no need, do you?”

			“You don’t either.”

			I felt as if I’d strayed into a trap I’d set myself. “Then perhaps we’d better do as she suggested. What do you want to do today?”

			“Don’t know,” he said as dully as only a teenager could, and then “Maybe I do.”

			“Anything at all.” I didn’t pause long before adding “Within reason.”

			“We were going to look at the places your aunt wrote in her book.”

			“We could, but not today. They’re all some way off.”

			“The wood by her house isn’t.”

			“I don’t believe that’s in the book.”

			“She painted it, didn’t she? That’s nearly the same.” As if he’d exhausted his efforts, which in any case had proved pointless, Roy said “Don’t if you don’t want.”

			“I do. We’ll go.” Now that we’d fixed on an activity I was anxious not to let him lose enthusiasm. “I’d like to see what she saw in it,” I said, and at once I began to remember.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			A Voice in the Trees

			As I drove past the house that had been my aunt’s the upstairs windows snatched at the afternoon sun. The light on the glass erased the room where I used to sleep, as though the anonymity of the suburb had spread into the house. My mother had expressed surprise not far short of a reprimand that Thelma and my uncle lived somewhere so lacking in character. My aunt had valued the northern light that the generous windows afforded her studio, but now I wondered how much the view had meant to her – the view of Third Mile Wood.

			The suburb might have been designed to hold the forest back, in which case it was failing in its task. One roof sprouted a small shrub like a feather in a cap, however little of a token of achievement. Some of the fences behind the houses were scaly with ivy that had climbed out of the woods. In a drive a paving stone had tilted up, exposing a contorted knuckly root. A few cars were parked on an expanse of gravel by an entrance to the woods. Flyers for a local folk festival lay beneath the windscreen wipers, fluttering in time with restless foliage as Roy and I left the car. A board above the stout fence bore a map of the woods, so vandalised that the diagram of paths was indecipherable. It was just possible to discern four walks, often crossing one another: red, blue, yellow, green. “Let’s go green,” I said.

			That path led directly behind my aunt’s old home, where the shadows of the houses spread an unseasonable chill. The window that had belonged to her studio was full of leaves, a reflection of treetops. In my teens I’d thought this looked as if the woods were reaching for her. I was about to follow the path into the woods when a head reared up above the fence.

			It belonged to a child on a swing in the back garden, but the sight reminded me of a remark Roy had made at Thelma’s wake. I was making to ask him about it when the little girl sailed up again. Her pigtails were the last of her to vanish, and she left her voice behind. “You’ll get lost in the puzzle,” she said.

			I wasn’t sure I’d heard correctly. “Are you talking to us?”

			Her voice reappeared before she did, pigtails flailing. “Get lost in the woods.”

			As I wondered if this was a clarification or a directive, another voice joined hers. “Are you talking to yourself again, Francie?”

			“I don’t ever, mummy. Now it’s a man.”

			I heard footsteps tramping to the fence ahead of a plea: “Don’t stop pushing me, mummy.” A bolt clanked back, and the gate that used to let me into the woods swung inwards, revealing a large ruddy woman whose extravagantly herbaceous dress bared her muscular arms. “May I help you?” she rather less offered than said.

			At the top of the sloping garden the little girl was trying to increase her arc. “Your daughter was saying we’d get lost,” I said.

			“You mustn’t mind her. She worries for people, that’s all.”

			“She needn’t worry we’ll be lost,” I said for the child to hear as well. “I’ve stayed in your house.”

			“The gentleman means he came visiting, Francie.” Considerably lower the woman said “We’ve had enough of her talking to people who aren’t there. Who were you staying with?”

			“My aunt. That was her studio.” I indicated the window, and a woman looked out as if I’d summoned her. “Who’s that up there?” I couldn’t help blurting.

			“My other mummy,” Francie said with pride.

			“It’s our bedroom at the moment,” the woman at the gate said. “We aren’t sure about the view.”

			“Your little girl said it was a puzzle.”

			“You can still call her our daughter,” the woman said with a look that searched for disagreement. “I don’t know why she would tell you that.”

			“Because there are faces in the wood,” the little girl called. “Really there’s just one.”

			“You can see all sorts of things at her age if you go looking for them,” the woman said. “Anyway, enjoy your walk. I’d better get back to my exercise.”

			She meant the swing. Its repeated squeak grew fainter as Roy and I made our way along the sporadically gravelled path. At least she’d given me an idea what he must have thought he’d seen during Thelma’s wake. Of course children often saw faces in foliage. I seemed to recall doing so myself in Third Mile Wood, unless that had been a puzzle picture I’d pored over as a child.

			Silence intermittently pierced by birdsong massed around the path as the green of the forest did: explosions of foliage, gatherings of moss and ivy on the tree trunks, elaborations of undergrowth. When I glanced back I couldn’t see a single house, as if the woods were impatient to be themselves. “Why’s it called Third Mile Wood?” Roy said.

			“My aunt used to say it was because however far you thought you’d walked, there would still be a mile to go. Mind you, I don’t know how much she used to make up.”

			“Like what?”

			I felt oddly hesitant about remembering. “In the autumn the trees in here used to catch the wind, keep hold of it, I mean. You’d hear the leaves fluttering like bats in a cave. That’s one thing she said.”

			“Why would she if it wasn’t true?”

			I was disconcerted by how eager to believe Roy appeared to be. “She may have thought it was. They’d given her the drug by then.”

			“Or maybe she wanted to lend you her imagination. What else did she tell you?”

			“I remember once she said in the winter some of the leaves stayed on the trees when they ought to have fallen. Just their veins hanging in the air, she said. When the trees turned to skeletons their leaves would too. Maybe that was a picture she never got around to painting.”

			“Wish she had.”

			The path turned a bend, beyond which it curved in the opposite direction through the trees, quite like a mirror image. I’d assumed the woods might bring my memories alive, but now I had the odd notion that the process could be reversed. Had my aunt’s fantasies affected me more than I’d realised? I felt as if something she’d shown me lay around the next bend. This was no reason to feel even slightly apprehensive, and I matched Roy’s eager pace. As our stony footsteps seemed to hush the birds, I saw a long object lying beside the path. “I think I remember that,” I said, only to feel absurd – it could hardly be the same log I’d seen decades earlier. I recalled thinking that one looked as if it was trying to hide in the grass, in which case it would have been thoroughly hidden by now. Just the same, it looked confusingly familiar – the four upheld stumps of branches situated regularly enough for legs, and the circular knots in the lopped end, suggestive of eyes blind with moss beneath a ragged smile in a flat inverted face. “She told me about something like that,” I said.

			“It’s some wood.” Rediscovering enthusiasm, Roy said “What did she say?”

			“She said if you turned it over it would waken the wood.”

			“The wood,” Roy said before gesturing around him, “or the wood?”

			“Maybe it was supposed to be both. She said a friend told her.”

			“So did you turn it over?”

			“You can see I didn’t,” I said and had to laugh at myself. “No, of course that’s not the one. Whichever it was, I didn’t touch it and she didn’t either.”

			“Let’s try it now, then.”

			I couldn’t help holding my breath as Roy poked the toe of his trainer under the log and levered it out of the grass. It wobbled on two of its stumps and then came down on all of them. Either the impact stirred the grass around it or the departure of unseen insects did. When the activity subsided I couldn’t quite see where it stopped, perhaps because I was distracted by the appearance of the log, crouching on all fours to thrust forward its round slab of a face. It might have been a carving of a guardian of the woods, blindly alert for intruders and poised to leap. “She should have put that in a picture,” Roy said.

			He was already striding onwards, and I made the effort to outdistance him, which gave me an excuse to glance back. Had the grinning log toppled over? At that distance I couldn’t be sure, and the long grass didn’t help, but I thought the stumps resembling a caterpillar’s legs might be uppermost again, as though it had twisted onto its back to await the next visitor. While this was a notion my aunt might have had, I was happy to leave it behind.

			Ahead the path split into a pair that appeared to be marked as green as the leaves that shaded them. I took the left-hand route, which was slightly more gravelled than its equally overgrown neighbour. My instincts suggested that it would eventually bring us back to the car park. It led through a tunnel of trees, beneath branches heavy with leaves. The foliage was so abundant that long before we reached the end I began to feel as though the laden boughs were about to nod towards us, lowering the leafy roof. The notion reminded me of a carnivorous plant, and I was glad to emerge into relatively unobstructed sunlight, even when I saw a pattern of stones beside the path. “What are you thinking now, dad?” Roy said.

			The sight had made me falter. The four grey stones were bare except for a fur of lichen, which didn’t lessen their resemblance to inverted hoofs. “My aunt showed me something like that in here,” I admitted. “Someone’s buried a horse upside down, she said.”

			“That’s kind of what they look like,” Roy said and scrutinised my face. “She said more stuff, right?”

			“She told me there were places where the world could turn upside down or inside out. Supposedly her friend told her.”

			“Which friend?”

			“I think it may have been the man she left my uncle for.”

			Roy’s interest flagged or at any rate reverted to the sight beside the path. “Did she show you how turning things round worked?”

			“There’s her painting where all the trees you think are convex are concave, and all the spaces between them are inverted trees.”

			I assumed he was asking about Thelma’s work, but I recalled how her suggestion had made me feel – as if I were on the wrong side of the globe, hanging by my feet towards the sky. She’d said that you didn’t need to move the symbol, unlike the log – that just concentrating on it would be enough. Perhaps I turned away too fast, however ridiculously irrational my haste was. I almost lost my balance, and the world around me seemed to capsize, dangling the forest into space. I was about to grab Roy for support if not for some greater reassurance when I managed to regain my sense of how things ought to be. “Enough of that,” I declared and waited barely long enough to make sure Roy came away as well.

			The path was distinguishable only as a strip of paler grass, no longer emphasised by gravel. I felt as if the vegetation that had overwhelmed it was threatening my senses too. The sunlit greenery everywhere around us was so intensely present that I could smell and virtually taste it, leaving little room for thought. My aunt had never said how you would know if the world had been turned inside out, but the notion made the trees at the edge of my vision feel illusory, close to abandoning their substance to exhibit some kind of reversal, a hollowness eager to take on more life. Whenever I glanced aside I saw nothing my aunt would have imagined, which surely meant I needn’t. A marker post next to the path heartened me, at least until we reached it. Was it painted green, or was that moss? When I looked back for reassurance that we hadn’t wandered away from the official routes, I couldn’t see the path. “Aren’t we going further?” Roy said.

			I should make the most of the time we had together. We had hours of daylight yet, and I said “Anywhere in particular?”

			“Anywhere your aunt showed you stuff.”

			In that case we might as well find our way out, since nothing further came to mind – and then I recalled her saying the woods had a face. I’d never seen or grasped what she meant, but now I felt it could be anywhere around me. A sense that I might glimpse one, shaped by leaves or bark or the contortions of a fallen tree, distracted me from concentrating on the ill-defined path. Not seeing so much as the hint of a face only intensified the feeling that one was about to reveal itself, perhaps the first of many repetitions of a solitary face. Its imminence felt like an unseen shadow, and despite the sunshine that parched the track yellow I had to shrug off a shiver, as though we were walking through a marsh. At least a marker post ahead established that we were following an official path, except that as we came closer I saw it owed much of its greenness to moss. The post wasn’t as regular as it had looked at a distance, and when I tried to strip away the moss, the stump disintegrated. It hadn’t been painted at all. It might almost have been feigning artificiality, a trick played by the woods. “We need to find a path that’s on the map,” I said.

			“I can’t remember what that looked like.” Less hopefully than as a challenge Roy said “Can you?”

			While I had only a general impression, I thought the green path had circled left, eventually returning to the car park. The problem was that I had no idea how far back we’d strayed away from it or how we could find it again. Beyond the false marker there wasn’t even a path. The nearest to a track that I could see led into the depths of the forest to our left, and I was about to propose heading for it when Roy said “What’s that?”

			I was more nervous than I’d realised. “What are you seeing?”

			“Nothing.” Before I could react he said “Listen.”

			At first I heard a vast protracted breath – a hot breeze passing through the woods. As the leaves very gradually regained stillness, I wondered when I’d last heard birdsong. Silence as oppressive as the unrelieved verdure settled around us, and I was about to ask Roy what he expected me to hear when I caught the sound. It was a voice, so distant that I had no idea of its gender. I thought it was singing a song, though I couldn’t distinguish a word or even a melody. “Let’s find her,” Roy said.

			“We don’t know if that’s the right way. It sounds like the folk festival.”

			“I think it’s a radio at someone’s house. Anyway, whoever’s there can help us.”

			This surely was an option. I couldn’t understand my hesitation, especially since the voice came from the direction I’d meant to follow through the trees. As we advanced into the forest I felt as if my mind could take in nothing except green. Even the tree trunks were fattened with green moss. I sensed growth progressing all around me, too measured to be visible, although suppose some aspect of it formed into a face? I did my best to focus on the route between the trees and the voice to which it seemed to promise it would lead. More of a tune was audible now, though it sounded as though the performer was searching for one. Every so often I caught a few words I took for a refrain: “Call me my name.” This surely suggested a folk song, which might very well mean it was coming from the festival, but at least that would take us out of the woods. I had no idea how far we’d followed the nominal path when Roy said “Have we done the third mile yet?”

			I wished he hadn’t asked. “I hope we won’t have to,” I said.

			The idea seemed to let the woods close in. When I looked back the far end of the path was indistinguishable from the trees. In the distance ahead it grew equally impossible to locate. The stillness all around us felt like the imminence of a transformation. We were crossing an elaborate mosaic of fallen leaves, who knew how many years of them, and I remembered my aunt saying there were places where leaves chased you even if there was no wind. Glancing back showed me nothing of the sort, but I could have fancied the path stirred underfoot, as if the leaves were restless. Perhaps I was treading on insects, not an appealing notion. I could have thought the sensation or its source had enlivened the woods, and here came the threat of faces in the trees again, a vision I wished my aunt had never lent me. I felt desperate to grasp the words of the distant song so as to rein in my consciousness, but could still hear only that same phrase: “Call me my name…” As I strove to bring the voice closer it seemed to lurch at me, only to fall silent. I was willing it or anyone to become audible when Roy said “Have we done it?”

			I felt almost robbed of words, or nervous of understanding. “What?” I said like someone no more than Roy’s age.

			“Aren’t we back? Isn’t that a house?”

			I peered where he was pointing. A mass of green beyond the furthest trees looked more solid than foliage, but remoteness could be lending that appearance to a bank of leaves or grass. Even when we halved the distance I was wary of embracing the illusion, and urged a voice to make itself heard. Instead I heard a door creak open, which could be the movement of a tree trunk, even if there was no wind. The sun glinted on a pool of water, though how could a pool be so high in the air? Perhaps it was on top of a ridge. Now I saw it was rectangular and upright, and felt as if the woods had lost their power to confuse my perceptions. The sight beyond the trees was indeed a house, painted an unhelpful green. My aunt’s house stood to its left, and along the fence to the right was the car park.

			I made for the entrance and didn’t slow down until both of us were in the car park, from where I gave Third Mile Wood a last look. I saw trees absorbing the sunlight, and no trace of the fancies I appeared to have inherited from my aunt. “Well,” I said, which felt almost like enough, “that was some kind of an adventure.”

			“Just the start, dad.”

			For once I might have preferred him to sound less enthusiastic. “I’d like to head home now.”

			“I didn’t mean today.” Having finished not much of a laugh, Roy said “Let’s see more tomorrow. There’s lots we could.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			On the Roof

			On our return to Third Mile Wood Roy took the yellow path. At first I managed to keep up with him, but soon I fell behind. I was hindered by a sense that the forest was on the brink of turning into a cartoon of itself. Already the trees looked flatter than they ought to be, more like a painting that could render us just as motionless. If they came to life I was afraid it might be a wrong kind. Perhaps they would start to dance where they stood, unless they scurried on their knuckly roots to clasp one another’s branches before forming rings everywhere around us in a ritual dance. The holes fallen branches had left in the tree trunks looked about to gape if not to burst into song, to surround me with the lyric I’d heard last time we were here. Might my aunt have had visions like this during the psilocybin trial? Could I have inherited the effects somehow? Constantly glancing about for reassurance that the forest hadn’t changed slowed me down, and now Roy was out of sight. I was afraid I’d lost the path until I saw a yellow marker post ahead. I was making for it when the post turned green, as if moss had swarmed up from the undergrowth to add the colour of the woods. Now I saw that the whole of the forest – foliage, tree trunks, grass and other vegetation – was a single shade of lurid green, the expression of a solitary underlying presence. This frightened me more than I understood, and I tried to shout to Roy, but I wasn’t even sure what came out of my mouth. All the same, it brought a response – a distant voice. “Call me,” it said, and I was reminded of yesterday’s faraway song. Was there more to its demand? “Call me, lad” or “Call me mad” or “Call me sad”? The strain of trying to decipher it made my clenched jaws throb, and belatedly grasping it jerked me awake. “Coffee, dad,” Roy had said at least once.
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