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			“There’s a place past all the stars that’s so dark you have to make your eyes light up to see,” Toby said. “There’s a creature that lives in the dark, only maybe the dark’s what he is. Or maybe the dark is his mouth that’s like a black hole or what black holes are trying to be. Maybe they’re just thoughts he has, bits of the universe he’s thinking about. And he’s so big and hungry, if you even think about him too much he’ll get hold of you with one of them and carry you off into the dark ...”

			* * *

			More than thirty years have passed since the events of The Searching Dead. Now married with a young son, Dominic Sheldrake believes that he and his family are free of the occult influence of Christian Noble. Although Toby is experiencing nocturnal seizures and strange dreams, Dominic and Lesley have found a facility that deals with children suffering from his condition, which appears to be growing widespread. Are their visions simply dreams, or truths few people dare envisage? How may Christian Noble be affecting the world now, and how has his daughter grown up? Soon Dominic will have to confront the figures from his past once more and call on his old friends for aid against forces that may overwhelm them all. As he learns the truth behind Toby’s experiences, not just his family is threatened but his assumptions about the world...
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			For Tammy and Sam – the past creeps closer
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			‘Gaze not too long upon the outer dark, lest it turn upon you.’

			Revelations of Glaaki, volume 4, Of the Secrets behind the Stars

			(Matterhorn Press, 1863?)

			Stop Press, 11 April 1955

			Eric Wharton, the popular newspaper columnist, was today drowned in a fall from New Brighton ferry.

			From an editorial, 13 April 1955

			So Eric Wharton has gone on his way; on the way we must all one day follow. He will leave a gap in many lives. Popular alike with his colleagues and his many readers, he was a true man of the people who told the truth as he saw it without fear or favour. Liverpool-born, he travelled the world but always stayed true to his roots. He was admired by most, and even those he criticised in his column respected him. He once famously wrote that if he were a stick of seaside rock, the word he would want to be printed all the way through him would be Honesty. He need not have feared, and surely now that quality has earned him his place in Heaven.

			NEWSPAPERMAN’S LAST WORDS DISPUTED. JOURNALIST “DISTRACTED” BEFORE DEATH.

			The Liverpool coroner today recorded a verdict of accidental death in the case of newspaper columnist Eric Wharton.

			On the afternoon of the 11th of April, Mr. Wharton fell overboard from the Royal Iris ferry. Crewmen were alerted by members of the public, but were unable to rescue Mr. Wharton. His body was subsequently recovered by the Liverpool coastguard.

			In court, colleagues of the journalist described how he had seemed “preoccupied” or “distracted” in the weeks preceding the accident, to the extent that he became unable to write his popular newspaper column. An unfinished draft was found in his typewriter, complaining of his inability to think and ending with the apparently random words “looking over my shoulder.”

			Passengers on the ferry, on which Mr. Wharton regularly used to travel to his home in New Brighton, observed that he gave the impression of “looking or listening” for someone on board. Several passengers reported that he appeared to be trying to brush ash or some other substance from his clothes, though he had apparently not been smoking. His preoccupation may have left him unaware that he was dangerously close to the rail, where his actions caused him to lose his balance. While a number of witnesses agreed that he uttered a cry as he fell, there was dispute as to whether the word was “leave” or “believe.”

			Mr. Wharton’s housekeeper, Mrs. Kitty Malone, was overcome by emotion several times while giving an account of her employer’s mental condition. She described how Mr. Wharton became critical of her tidiness, which he had previously praised in his column, and would straighten the bed she had made “as if he thought I’d left some nasty thing in it.” She further testified that Mr. Wharton seemed to grow determined to embrace his faith in his final days, frequently repeating the word “Christian” to himself.

			The coroner concluded that while the balance of Mr. Wharton’s mind may have been to some extent disturbed, there was no evidence of intent for suicide, and insufficient reason for a verdict of death by misadventure.

			Eric Wharton was born in Liverpool in 1904. He attended St. Edward’s College and subsequently went up to Oxford. In the Second World War he was awarded the DSO...
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			Chapter One

			The Reunion

			You and a guest are cordially invited to the launch of Roberta Parkin’s new book The Entitlement Trap at Texts in Tottenham Court Road. 18.00–19.30, 15 February 1985. RSVP…

			The train from Liverpool broke down less than halfway to London. It loitered between stations while the fields that isolated it grew dark and distant windows lit up as the first stars did. By the time a replacement engine arrived I was by no means the only passenger who would have walked to the nearest transport if the guard hadn’t kept the doors locked. Well before the train crawled into London, Bobby’s bookshop event was over.

			I thought of going home to Lesley, and now I know I should have gone. As a voice encased in static announced that the train was outside Euston I retrieved the invitation from my bag. The large white card embossed in gold bore a postscript in Bobby’s small but elaborate handwriting. Eats afterwards at Yellow Sea in Chinatown. Hope you and Jim can make it! Let’s be three again! I couldn’t resist that appeal, and as soon as the guard released the doors I jumped onto the platform and sprinted to the underground.

			The escalators were as crowded as the subterranean platform, which was populated mostly by smokers. At least smoking on the trains themselves had been banned last year, and so the atmosphere was no longer quite as stifling, especially once someone opened a window to let in a draught, along with the shrill roar of the dark. At Leicester Square I struggled up an escalator with a commuter on every step to emerge onto Charing Cross Road. By the time I left some of the crowd behind by dodging into Chinatown my hip ached with the insistent thumps of the luggage strapped over my shoulder. Competitively coloured neon signs glared in my eyes and put out the sky as I searched for the restaurant I was growing desperate to find. I had to retrace my steps before I caught sight of most of an illuminated word at the far end of an alley. YE OW, the brightest letters said.

			 The place looked like just another Chinese café dangling headless poultry in its window. Opening the door let out more noise than I would have imagined the place could contain. Though the front was narrow, the room gilded with paintings of dragons stretched back several times that width. Every table was occupied by Chinese diners, all of whom seemed to be talking at once. No, in the far corner an occidental woman was facing me, but she was nobody I knew. As I wondered where I’d gone wrong an unsmiling waiter came up to me. His face made it plain that the restaurant was fully booked, but I couldn’t leave without saying “Parkin.”

			He shook his head, which failed to shift his frown. “No parking here.”

			“No, Parkin.”

			“I say that.” He plainly felt I didn’t understand English. “I say no parking.”

			“No, I’m saying Parkin. The Parkin party, they’re meant to be here.”

			The woman in the corner was staring at me as if the waiter’s scrutiny wasn’t enough. “Parking party,” he said, and I was about to spell the name at the top of my voice when the woman’s companion turned around. “Dom,” she shouted and sprang to her feet. “We’re over here.”

			How could I have failed to recognise her broad straight shoulders, even if we and Jim hadn’t met for decades? As she raised her face to greet me, her long nose and indomitable chin helped resolve her smile. The waiter flung his hands apart, using one to wave me onwards, and I was edging between the tables with my bag pressed against my side when the door to the toilets let out Jim. “Jim,” Bobby called, “he’s come after all.”

			He was slimmer than I remembered, and half a head taller than me. He caught me before I reached the table, and shook my hand with both of his. “Great you made it,” he said. “Bob was starting to be disappointed.”

			“I would have been too. I was stuck on the train.” As we sidled to the table I said “Have you brought your wife?”

			“No,” Bobby said, “Carole’s mine.”

			I’d forgotten how red my face could grow. I hadn’t really noticed the way Bobby and the other woman could have been competing for the tersest hairstyle. Bobby gave me a prolonged fierce hug and kissed my cheek, none of which left me less aware of her partner. Carole’s small face looked concentrated around watchfulness – you could have called the features delicate or sharp – and her scrutiny hadn’t relented. “Sorry,” I said hardly loud enough to be heard over the hubbub of diners, and took her cold limp hand.

			“Why?”

			“Not if you don’t think I need to be.”

			“What you feel ought to be your choice,” Carole said and dealt my hand a solitary shake.

			“I feel happy for you both,” I said but suspected that she thought I was being too deft with language. As soon as I let go of her hand I was worried my swiftness could seem like aversion. The punch Bobby dealt me would have come as a relief even if it had been less affectionate. I shrugged off my bag as she poured me a glass of Sauvignon so pale it earned its adjective. “Here’s to the book,” I said, raising the glass.

			Along with hers Bobby lifted her face as if her smile had buoyed it up. “And here’s to us.”

			Carole waited until Bobby met her gaze. “Yes, to us.”

			Jim seemed to think he needed to improve on this. “Old times,” he said.

			When we all clinked our glasses Carole’s gesture felt qualified, not far from withdrawn. As a waiter ladled soup into our bowls I said “How did the book launch go?”

			“Plenty of arguments.” I gathered Bobby welcomed this. “So long as they buy the book,” she said, “but we always know half of them won’t, don’t we, Carole? Half’s the target, which we nearly reached.”

			“Maybe if you hadn’t given them your definition of a socialist...” Carole said.

			“Someone who cares so much for other people,” Bobby let me know, “that they want to spend other people’s money on them.”

			Though I knew her journalism well enough for her views not to come as a shock, I was still prompted to ask “What does your father think of your book?”

			“He’s disowned me.” She jerked her chin up in the gesture I remembered, and then laid a hand on Carole’s wrist. “My mother nearly did,” she said, “for the rest of who I am.”

			“We haven’t, though,” Jim said.

			I could tell he would have liked to plant a hand on Bobby’s, and for an ignominious moment I recalled spying on them in the cinema more than thirty years ago. That revived memories of Christian Noble, of his family and the secrets beneath his church. How long had it been since I’d thought of them? The memories seemed so remote they felt close to unreal, and just now they were no more than an intrusion. “I’m sure we never will,” I said.

			None of us spoke while we finished the soup, but as the waiter bore the bowls away in the tureen Bobby retrieved her capacious canvas bag from the floor and took out two copies of her book. “Here you are, both of you,” she said with untypical awkwardness.

			I was about to ask her to inscribe my copy when I saw she had, and more than that. For Dom and Jim with love, the dedication said, we’re still three. “Bobby, thank you,” I said, which Jim topped with “Thanks a lot, Bob.” We both took her hands, and I was put in mind of a séance, which revived memories of Christian Noble once again. I squeezed her hand as the waiter brought a platter of dim sum. “Tuck in, boys,” Bobby urged. “It’s on us.”

			As we all set about it, she said “When are you going to bring a book out, Dom?”

			“I’ll leave that to the writer at the table. My family and lecturing, they’re really all I have time for.”

			“I thought you’d end up writing. You inspired me to.”

			“You’re one reason I joined the police,” Jim told me, “the way you were always trying to make us investigate things and do good.”

			I was surprised and touched, but felt Bobby’s partner was being left out. “What do you do, Carole?”

			“Oh,” Carole said with a trace of resentment, “I’m a journalist as well.”

			“Is that how you two met?”

			“No.” As if my suggestion were somehow improper she said “We met in the sort of bar we used to frequent.”

			I’d begun to wish Jim would have more to say for himself, but presumably he had while they were waiting for me. The arrival of the rest of the banquet gave me time to find a topic that seemed neutral, though perhaps I wanted to resolve an insistent memory. “Speaking of journalism, did you two hear what happened to Eric Wharton?”

			Jim glanced up from spooning steak off a hot metal platter onto his bowl of rice. “Remind us, Dom.”

			“You read about it, then.”

			Bobby put Jim’s blank look into words. “I think Jim’s saying we don’t know who he is.”

			“The columnist who exposed Christian Noble and his church.”

			“Oh, him.” Before I could decide which of them she was dismissing, Bobby said “So what did happen to whatever you said his name was?”

			“Eric Wharton. He drowned less than a year after he wrote that column.”

			With a hint of his profession Jim said “Are you saying there was foul play, Dom?”

			“The coroner didn’t think so. Accidental death, he said. Only some of the witnesses made it sound as if Wharton was trying to fight something off and that’s why he fell overboard.”

			“Did any of them see anything?”

			“Not that the reports said, but I don’t need to tell you what I think.”

			“You might need to tell me,” Carole said.

			“Christian Noble used to teach at our school, Jim’s and mine. They didn’t know he was a spiritualist, well, rather more than that. He went in for raising the dead.”

			“Presumably you mean he believed he did.”

			“I think you’ll find some people here do as well.”

			As Jim and Bobby exchanged glances Carole said “Are you seriously suggesting this journalist you mentioned was killed by a ghost?”

			“Perhaps he thought one was after him,” Bobby said. “Noble seemed to have a knack of getting inside people’s heads.”

			“You know he did more than that,” I protested. “Remember what you saw by the bridge that night in the fog.”

			“Dom, I told you at the time I wasn’t sure if I saw anything.”

			“What was Bob supposed to have seen?” Carole said.

			“Something Noble sent after me because I’d been watching his house.” I felt reckless with wine and combative too. “It used to be his father,” I declared.

			I saw Carole refrain from uttering her first thought. “How old were you?” she asked her partner.

			“We were all thirteen.”

			“I’d guess that explains it, then.”

			Bobby looked close to agreeing but reluctant on my behalf. “Explains what?” I demanded.

			“Bob’s told me how active your imagination was. Is still, I’m guessing. Perhaps you used to do what you say this Noble person did, put your fancies into other people’s heads.”

			Carole was scrutinising me again, and now I realised that her watchfulness was concern for her partner. Even so, I was about to retort when Jim said “Dom, did you read about Wharton’s death at the time?”

			“I did, and I’ve still got all the clippings.”

			More like a policeman than I found appropriate Jim said “Why didn’t you tell us then?”

			“Because you both seemed to have lost interest.” For a moment I was on the edge of revealing how I’d caught them in the cinema. “And all right,” I said to preclude that, “I was nervous of saying.”

			“Why would you be nervous?” Carole said.

			“Back then I thought talking about those things might bring them after me.”

			“You don’t now.” Before I could respond Carole said “Well, you were only thirteen. I suppose it was a kind of fun.”

			“You wouldn’t say that if you knew what happened at the end.”

			“When someone wrecked his church, you mean,” Bobby said, explaining to her partner “Noble had started a church he told people could bring back the dead.”

			“More than wrecked.” Once I’d said this there was no point in not saying “I never told you two what happened.”

			“Why didn’t you?” Jim said, which sounded only slightly less interrogative for adding “Dom.”

			“As Carole says, I was just a child. I’m afraid I was angry with you both for leaving me to deal with the Noble business by myself.”

			“You do seem to have kept a lot to yourself,” Carole said.

			“I did wish we’d done more, Dom.” I was tempted to enquire at what point Bobby had started feeling that way, but she said “Are you going to tell us what happened, then?”

			“You know I went to Noble’s church while you two were at the cinema. I told you I went in the crypt, but I found more than I said. He was keeping plants down there, and herbs. His congregation brought them, you remember, and maybe he did too. Only—” Although taking a drink failed to help me decide how much it would be wise to say, perhaps it made me careless. “They weren’t just vegetation any more,” I said.

			“What on earth can you mean by that?” Carole said.

			I felt bound to laugh, though not to suggest I was joking. “They’d mutated somehow. They weren’t species anyone would recognise.”

			“You didn’t say you were a botanist.”

			“That’ll be because I’m not one. I’m just a lecturer on cinema, but I think even you would have agreed with me if you’d been there.” For Bobby’s sake I tried to be less hostile as I said “They were worse than deformed, believe me. They were moving.”

			Carole met this with an unimpressed look. “Moving in what way?”

			“Twisting their stems. Opening their flowers.”

			“Isn’t that quite common? Plants like that are called carnivorous.”

			“And why would somebody keep anything like that under a church?”

			“Perhaps he was more of a botanist than we are.”

			Even if she meant to make peace by associating me with her, I found her comment absurd and patronising. “You must have taken some away with you,” Bobby said, “mustn’t you, Dom?”

			“I didn’t. I destroyed the lot of them.”

			Jim looked disappointed, very possibly with me. “That doesn’t sound like you, Dom. Why did you behave like that?”

			“I was bringing one away when it tried to get hold of me. I knocked a table over and those plants started moving as well, and I’m afraid I lost it. Somebody had left an axe, and I chopped them all to bits.”

			As I did my best to forget how much of my disgust had related to Bobby and Jim, Carole said “So did anyone else see the evidence?”

			Was this another sly gibe? “Not that I ever heard.”

			“I’m sorry we didn’t come with you, Dom,” Bobby said.

			“Make that both of us,” Jim said. “At least it’s over with and long gone.”

			“If you think it is,” I said.

			Until that moment this hadn’t occurred to me, at any rate for many years. “Why,” Jim said, “have you heard any more about him?”

			 “No, but you know what he was like. Can you imagine him just giving up? Wherever he is, he’ll be up to something.”

			“If anybody hears,” Bobby said, “we should let the others know.”

			“At least his daughter will have grown up,” Jim said.

			“Yes,” I said, “but there could be other children involved in whatever he’s doing.”

			“I don’t suppose that’ll be against the law.” All the same, Jim said “Keep me posted if he shows up anywhere.”

			“Does that exhaust the subject?” Carole hoped aloud.

			Sensing that Jim and Bobby felt it should, I thought it best to let it go. I produced interested comments while Carole described the series she was writing about homophobia in various ethnic communities and assorted workplaces. “My publishers say it’ll make a book as well,” Bobby said with pride. Though I’d done my best to leave Carole in the spotlight, when we all left the restaurant I felt compelled to say “Sorry if I let an old obsession take over.”

			“Better caring too much,” Carole said, “than not enough,” and clasped Bobby’s hand.

			“I expect it was too much,” I said, and just then I believed that Christian Noble was no longer our concern. I suppose that was a kind of faith. I might as well have put my trust in the neon signs that lit up the streets – in imagining they had done away with the infinite darkness that surrounded us, when they couldn’t even hold it back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Shaped by the Snow

			As I let myself into the hotel room a crimson shard glared at me out of the dark. I groped for the switches on the wall of the unfamiliar room, and when I managed to turn on a lamp above the bed around the corner of the vestibule I wondered if I’d extinguished the red light somehow. It took me several drunken moments to grasp that I could still see its enfeebled image in the dressing-table mirror. The light belonged to the bedside phone, showing that someone had left me a message.

			I dumped my luggage on the bed and dialled nine as a card beside the phone directed. I was hoping this would take me to the message, but a voice said “Operator.”

			“Yes, hello. You’ve got a message for me.”

			“One moment, sir. What room are you again?”

			I almost asked him how he couldn’t know. “Two one four,” I still remember saying.

			“Just a moment.” After quite a few of those he said “Sorry, sir, no message.”

			“That can’t be right. The message light’s on.”

			“Someone must have tried to call you and rung off.”

			“Didn’t you take the call, or whoever was doing your job? Can you tell me who was trying to get in touch?”

			“We’ll have noted the number if it wasn’t withheld.” I heard a faint sound just identifiable as the turning of a page. “The call was placed at ten past five this afternoon,” he told me and read out my home number.

			I thanked him and hung up but kept my hand on the receiver. Surely if Lesley’s call had been important she would have left some message. Perhaps she’d simply wanted a quick chat when she would have assumed I’d just checked into the room, which I might have done except for the delayed train. Now it was well past midnight, and if I called back I was likely to disturb her and very possibly our son.

			I let go of the phone at last and headed for the bathroom, where I reflected how unattainably luxurious en-suite facilities would have seemed to my parents in the years I’d gone on holiday with them. A shaving mirror on a metal arm magnified my doubts about the phone call until I pivoted it to face the ceiling. As soon as I switched off the bedside light I wondered if Lesley was lying awake, listening for sounds through the baby monitor that we’d kept by Toby’s bed for most of the five years since his birth. I wakened several times in the hotel room, blinking to make sure the message light hadn’t revived in the uncommunicative dark.

			Sometime after four o’clock I fell thoroughly asleep, struggling into daylight to discover I’d been gone for almost five hours. I called Lesley at once, letting the phone ring longer than I hoped it would, until at last it brought her voice. “Lesley and Dominic Sheldrake,” she said. “We must be busy just now but we want to hear from you if you aren’t a cold call. Be sure and say who you are and leave us a message.”

			“It’s Dominic. Just wondering why you called yesterday. I assume it wasn’t anything crucial or you’d have said. If you were cut off you’d have called back, obviously, wouldn’t you. If you’re there now do pick up or I’ll head for the train.” I was saying all this at such length to give Lesley time to reach the phone, but she evidently wasn’t there. “I’ll be on my way, then,” I said.

			Rather than waste time breakfasting at the hotel – even using the bathroom felt like an undesirable delay – I caught a cab to Euston and sprinted to the Liverpool train. When the buffet car opened I bought a coffee and a sandwich, but not knowing what was happening at home pinched my appetite. I consigned half the sandwich to a bin, and as fields that shone with frost paraded past the carriage I did my best to occupy my mind with Bobby’s book.

			It developed the theme of economic addiction that she’d proposed in a notorious instalment of her column in the Spectator, where she’d compared people who demanded welfare to the children’s character Burglar Bill, who declared “I’ll have that” whenever he saw anything he wanted – Bills and Billettes, she called them. In The Entitlement Trap she argued that any positive effects of welfare were outweighed by the dependency it caused. From being grateful for a new or increased benefit recipients would progress to accepting and then expecting it, which led to feeling entitled to the support they hadn’t previously enjoyed, followed by demanding it as a right because it had left them incapable of doing without it. Underlying Bobby’s analysis was a sense that people had been tougher and readier to cope when we were growing up. She cited case after case as evidence of the contemporary trend, and despite my instincts I couldn’t altogether disagree with her. I was more struck by how she’d changed since our schooldays. No doubt in my own way I had just as much. Of the three of us, Jim had come closest to living up to parental hopes.

			A snowstorm met the train as it crossed the Mersey at Runcorn. Large loose flakes patted the windows, dwindling into delicate skeletons of ice. Along the cutting that led to the terminus, snow swooped through the gloom while moisture trickled darkly down the exposed rock that walled the train in. The platform at Lime Street was slippery with trodden snow, and so I couldn’t even walk fast once I stepped down from the carriage. At least there were plenty of black taxis in the rank beneath the roof at the edge of the station. The driver of the foremost taxi raised his broad shaved head on not much of a neck to squint at me when I gave him my suburban address. The windscreen wipers started to repeat a squeak and a thump as the taxi veered out of the station, spraying the pavement with slush, and the driver said “Been somewhere?”

			Presumably this was his way of asking where. “London,” I said.

			“Maggie’s stronghold,” he retorted, and with even more disfavour “She’ll stay down there if she knows what’s good for her, her and her mob. She may have beat the miners but she’ll find out she can’t mess with Liverpool.”

			Elsewhere hundreds of coal miners had gone back to work, ending a prolonged strike, but the city council was confronting Mrs Thatcher’s government over local rates. “I wouldn’t like to guess what may happen,” I said.

			The driver scowled at me in the mirror as if I meant to hold the future back. “Any twat like her, they’ll learn.”

			Was he including me among those in need of education? Keeping quiet didn’t end the dialogue. As we sped past the Adelphi, where a bedraggled wedding party was disappearing in instalments through the revolving doors of the hotel, the driver said “Pity more miners weren’t from round here. We’ve got no time for scabs.”

			I wondered how Bobby might have responded, but said only “I suppose the men who went back had families to support.”

			“Your mates in the union’s your family too. Let them down and you’ll end up like your gardeners.”

			While I had an inkling what he meant, I said “I’m not sure how they’re mine.”

			“They worked round where you live, didn’t they? And people round there made out they were right.” As he sent the taxi uphill past St Luke’s roofless church, where the unglazed windows showed snow falling inside the ruin that commemorated the blitz, he said “Serve them right for caring more about their precious orchids than their comrades. I’d have sentenced them to worse than mowing grass.”

			When six men at Harthill botanical gardens refused to join a strike in case the famous collection of orchids suffered, the stridently left-wing council demoted them to mowing verges and demolished all the greenhouses. I imagine Bobby would have been reminded of Chairman Mao’s way of educating intellectuals; I was myself. “Don’t you think history matters?” I was provoked to ask. “That collection of plants was begun before Victoria was born.”

			The driver made a noise like a preamble to spitting. “You reckon plants are worth more than people.”

			This silenced me, but not as he would have wanted. I was recalling Christian Noble’s subterranean garden, where the growths were more and worse than plants. As I gazed out of the taxi the snow seemed to flock into my mind, overwhelming my thoughts. I hoped Toby was enjoying it, wherever he might be. That drove Noble out of my head and reminded me how anxious I was to be home.

			On Princes Avenue the spiky Christ on the wall of a church was amassing a plump white crown. On Smithdown Road a double-decker bus had skidded against a parked van, and brake lights reddened falling snowflakes while indicators lent the pallid storm an orange pulse. Further on a gang of boys shied snowballs at the taxi and then scampered into the Mystery park. Where a four-way junction of main roads curled around a pair of roundabouts, the storm assailed the taxi from every side, and I wouldn’t have believed a mass of white could turn an interior so dark. Snow clung to the windows while the taxi sped beneath the laden trees on Menlove Avenue, so that I had to sit forward and peer through the windscreen when we turned along Druidstone Road. The snowfall had shrunk to a glitter in the air. “Here, thanks,” I said and had to call the first word louder.

			The driver plainly regarded a tip as an entitlement that barely warranted thanks. As soon as I clambered out onto the chilly padded pavement he drove off, spattering the snow beside the kerb with dingy pockmarks. A snowy crust froze my fingers as I opened the front gate, etching an arc in the snow on the path, beside which Lesley’s flowers had mutated into fat white shapes. I hitched up my bag while I dug keys out of my pocket, and was aiming at the latch when the stout pine door swung inwards, bringing me face to face with my father. “Get yourself inside,” he urged, stepping back so fast he almost lost his balance. “We don’t want you catching your death.”

			Nobody else was to be seen or heard – not along the hall, where Lesley had renewed the bunch of winter flowers in the vase on the slim table draped with Greek embroidery, or up the stripped pine stairs. I might have asked my father what he was doing in the house, but found a gentler question. “Where is everyone?”

			“Where do you think they’d be?”

			“I really don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”

			“I thought you had more imagination, Dominic. Where would you be at Toby’s age? He’s out at the back with his mother in the snow.”

			I should have known, and only concern for Toby had led me towards imagining some unspecified disaster. I wiped my feet on the shaggy Welcome mat and hung my coat in the cloakroom. Having zipped myself into a hooded waterproof more suited to the weather, I was heading down the hall when I saw another reason to be worried. “Dad, what have you done to yourself?”

			“It’s nothing at all. Don’t give it a thought.” As he fingered the bruise on his forehead I glimpsed how he restrained a wince. “You’ve got your boy to care about,” he said. “God looks after us old folk.”

			 “You still need to take care. Will you tell me what happened?”

			His thick lips grew wry while his eyes tried to look even sleepier. “Came down a ladder too fast, that’s all. Serve me right for working on a Sunday.”

			“Dad, if work needs doing at the house, pay someone or at least let me know and I’ll help.”

			“I’m not incapable or you’d be putting me in a home.” His resentment subsided at once. “I’m just trying to do jobs I should have done when your mother was alive,” he said. “I knew she’d have liked them seen to, but she never was a one to nag.”

			“All the more reason for me to help if it’s in her memory.”

			“You’re a good lad,” my father said, which made me feel absurdly young and threatened to revive memories I thought I’d left well behind. “Anyway,” he said and stopped short of the kitchen as if we might want to keep the conversation private, “how was your friend?”

			“I didn’t just see Bobby. Jim was there as well.” My father was making me feel defensive, unnecessary though it was. “She’s changed a lot. I think you’d like her more in some ways,” I said.

			I meant her politics rather than her sexuality, but he gave me no time to explain. “I wasn’t trying to pry, son,” he said. “You told me to open your invite when it came to the house in case it was important.”

			“I didn’t think you were prying.” Just the same, I was quick to add “You can rely on Jim, though. He’s a police inspector.”

			My father looked ready to be sad. “You mean you can’t rely on her.”

			“To end up the way you’d expect, I was meaning. I trust them both. Let’s see what Toby’s making of the snow.”

			A snowy glow was turning the pine panels in the kitchen even paler. I rested my elbows on the aluminium sink below the extensive window and gazed down the long white garden at my wife and son. Toby had built a snowman or at any rate a snow figure, half a dozen large snowballs piled as high as his head, and now he was poking multicoloured lengths of Lego into the column, a pair of them into each ball like the legs of a caterpillar. “He’s picked that up from you,” my father said.

			While I sensed he meant this as a compliment, I had to ask “What’s that?”

			“Your imagination, son. He’s an original, though. Odds on some of that’s from his mother.”

			I had time to read her expression before she noticed me. Her round humorous face, still a little plumper like the rest of her ever since she’d had our son, had regained the look I was so fond of, the start of a smile that encouraged students to speak up in her lectures but often conveyed a sexier meaning to me. I very much hoped her reason for it wasn’t just the sight of Toby’s activity, heartening though it was. I was heading for the back door when she saw me. A word to Toby made him swing around, kicking up snow with his bright green rubber boots. “Daddy,” he cried. “Come and see what I’ve done.”

			I used to say he was composed of the best of us, which largely meant his mother – roundish face, high forehead, wide dark eyes, small slightly upturned nose, generous lips presently broadened by a smile. Just the dimple in his chin showed I’d been involved. “What is it, Toby?” I called as I tramped across the squeaky lawn. “It’s an insect, yes?”

			He looked a little hurt. “It’s a thing that grows.”

			I gave Lesley a quick hug and kissed her nose, the bridge of which was slightly dented – a flaw I’d always loved, left by a childhood collision with a swing. “How does it do that, Toby?”

			“It grows and comes out and flies away.”

			“You mean it turns into a butterfly,” Lesley said.

			He was apparently too preoccupied to agree. “Now I’ve got to make its face,” he said, but as he stooped to his plastic box of Lego a wind brought a renewed snowfall swooping across the garden. It felt like icy knives, and Toby flinched. “It doesn’t want me to,” he protested.

			“There’s too much of it just now, son,” my father called from the kitchen doorway. “You come in till it settles down. It’ll still be there for you to play with.” As we all took refuge in the house he said “You get changed right now, Toby. Maybe he should have a bath as well.”

			“It isn’t bedtime, grandad.”

			“You could always try and have a nap,” my father said and glanced at Lesley. “Don’t let me interfere if you think I’m not being any help.”

			“Would you like a nap, Toby?” When he shook his head she told him “Just get changed as grandad says, then. Shall I come and dry your wet bits?”

			Toby looked sufficiently insulted for someone twice his age. “I can.”

			“Hot chocolate when you come down, and is it coffee for everyone else?”

			I felt as if too much of this was delaying my question. As soon as Toby left his boots by the back door and padded upstairs I asked Lesley “Why did you phone me and not leave a message?”

			“I had a little bit of news, but then I thought I’d leave it for when you came home and I had more. I’d have told you if you’d been there, only if I’d left a message you’d have wanted to speak to me.”

			“I was stuck on a train for hours. So what’s the news?”

			“I think we’ve found somewhere they know what’s wrong with Toby and can help him.”

			“Well, that’s...” I was afraid to enthuse until I knew more. I hastened to leave Toby’s boots and my shoes and coat in the cloakroom, returning to the kitchen almost faster than my breath. “Tell me all about it,” I said.

			“I was talking to a different paediatrician at the hospital. I only wish we’d met her sooner. She says his condition is beginning to be recognised but most doctors don’t know anything about it or won’t commit themselves. Well, we didn’t need her to tell us about them.”

			“So you’re saying she’ll take him and do what?”

			“Not Chris herself. She sent me to the only place that’s dealing with it anywhere near us. There are dozens of children like Toby, Dominic, and this place has been helping them for years.”

			My enthusiasm had started to fall short of hers. “You’re saying it takes that long.”

			“No, that’s how long she says the syndrome has been recognised. Even now it’s only alternative medicine that’s found an answer.”

			“What alternative?”

			“One to all the drugs they’ve been trying on him. I shouldn’t have said medicine. They use therapy at Safe To Sleep, a kind of meditation.”

			“They’re not Buddhists, are they?” my father said.

			“I don’t think they’re any kind of religious organisation, Desmond.”

			“I was only going to say that if the little feller needs religion, we’ve got one of our own.”

			Did he mean the country or just the family? If it was the latter, he couldn’t even include me. Rather than revive old arguments I asked Lesley “So when are we going to look at this place?”

			“I did today, Dominic. Toby did too. We’re both very much in favour.”

			 “You couldn’t have waited for me.”

			“They only see people in the mornings.” With the faintest suggestion of a rebuke she said “Usually you’d have been here.”

			“Let’s be fair,” my father said. “He did say the trains let him down.”

			I could only wonder if he realised how little his intervention helped. “Do you think I should have a look too?” I said.

			“Of course you should. We can go tomorrow if you like.”

			“That’s Sunday,” my father said.

			“It won’t be a problem. They’re open at weekends, otherwise they couldn’t take children who are at school.”

			Of course my father’s veiled objection had concerned the Sabbath. I thought Lesley was trying to leave it behind as she said “Only, Dominic...” She glanced towards the hall as we heard Toby padding down the stairs, a sound not much less soft than snow. “Yes, what?” I said.

			“You mustn’t feel left out, but we’ve already enrolled Toby at Safe To Sleep.”

			“Who’s we?” my father said.

			“I’m certain it would have been both of us.” This looked like an appeal addressed to me. “Chris’s little boy goes there,” Lesley said. “Chris says it’s the only place she trusts to do what he needs.”

			Toby trotted into the kitchen. “Can I tell daddy where we went?”

			“You tell it like you saw it, Toby,” my father said. “Show the grownups how it’s done.”

			Rather than acknowledge any reproach this contained, Lesley told our son “Here’s your chocolate.”

			He took a hearty mouthful from his mug – it bore constellations from The Sky at Night, his favourite television programme – and wiped away a tan moustache before anyone could tell him. “Daddy,” he said with equal vigour, “it’s a great big house with lots of children in, and they all sleep in a giant room.”

			“A dormitory, would that be?” I asked Lesley. “Or a ward?”

			“Not really either. Those weren’t what it felt like.”

			“Mummy, I know how it felt. I could feel all the children being asleep.”

			“Just like I was saying, Dominic,” my father said. “He’s got your imagination.”

			“Toby,” Lesley said, “I think I felt it too.”

			While I didn’t know if this was a riposte to my father, he seemed to think so. “Do you say any prayers when you go to bed, son?” he said.

			“I don’t know any, grandad.”

			“I’ll teach you some. That’s if I’m allowed.”

			“Perhaps we oughtn’t to confuse him,” Lesley said, “when he’s about to start a treatment.”

			“You think God would confuse him.” When she gave him a saddened look in lieu of an argument in front of Toby, my father said “You just ask God to let you sleep in peace at night, Toby. Keep asking if you have to while you go to sleep.”

			As Lesley looked ready to abandon her reticence I risked saying “I shouldn’t think that can do any harm.”

			“Harm, I should say not,” my father said. “If you want to know what I think, maybe he’s not getting the peace a child deserves because you haven’t brought him up in the faith.”

			Our silence must have told my father that he’d gone too far. “Anyway, I’d better take myself off,” he said. “I only came to see him playing in the snow.”

			I thought Lesley couldn’t very well not say “Won’t you stay for dinner, Desmond?”

			He sniffed the air. “You mustn’t think I’m being rude, but what are you having?”

			“I’ve made Indian. There’ll be plenty for everyone.”

			“I better hadn’t or I’ll never get a proper sleep.” My father let his mouth fall open, signifying inspiration before he said “Do you think it could be anything the boy eats that’s messing up his nights?”

			“They’ve looked into his diet and it isn’t that,” Lesley said.

			“Well, so long as he likes what you give him. I know you like that sort of thing, and films as well.” My father seemed unable to stop talking, unless he was demonstrating his right to carry on. “One of the ones you rate was on telly this week,” he said. “Sorry if I’m thick, but I didn’t get it. Just a lot of sweaty characters wailing and jigging about and only talking English when it suited them.”

			“The Music Room,” Lesley said before I could. “It’s pretty contemplative even for the director.”

			“That’s what you call meditation, is it?” my father said and turned to Toby. “You try doing what I told you, son.”

			The three of us followed him to the front door. For the moment the snow had stopped again, though not before it came close to filling in my footprints on the path. I saw my father stumble as he reached the gate, and I was lurching after him when he swung around, knocking lumps of snow onto the pavement. “Stay in the warm, Dominic,” he said. “I’ll be taking care.”

			“Can we drive you somewhere, Desmond?” Lesley called.

			“Don’t you go risking the roads, love. That’s what the buses are for.” Having managed to shut the gate despite all the snow it heaped up, my father said “I hope I’ll see you soon.”

			“You don’t need us to tell you you’re welcome,” Lesley said but went back to the kitchen while Toby and I watched my father make his painstaking way towards the main road, patting the soft helmets of parked cars. When a bend muffled the shrill crunch of snow beneath his feet, we withdrew into the house. “Is grandad all right on his own?” Toby said.

			“He isn’t really, is he?” I felt as if my words had laid a trap for me. “On his own,” I said hastily. “He’s got us and his friends.”

			I thought Toby was about to bring up his grandmother, but he made for the kitchen to retrieve his mug and gaze out of the window. “Let’s make sure the snow is staying off,” Lesley said, “and then you can finish your creation if you like.”

			“I won’t today, mummy. I’ll stay in like grandad said.”

			“That’s sensible of you,” Lesley said and glanced out at the unfinished figure. “Or have you had enough of building him?”

			“It needs a face but I don’t know what to put. I’ll dream of one,” Toby said, and now I realise I was so desperate for him to outgrow his condition that his willingness to dream sounded like a hint of hope.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Sleeping Room

			Overnight the snow ceased, and by Sunday morning the main roads had been cleared. “Lamp,” Toby said as I drove through Liverpool. “Shops. Bus.” He hadn’t been so monosyllabic for years, but we were playing I Spy with him. The sights his little eye spied were more sophisticated, though little was hardly the word for his eyes. On the outskirts of the city the land grew flat, and by the time we’d passed through Maghull and Ormskirk fields of unbroken snow stretched to the horizon from both sides of the road. Except for the occasional trees as white and fat as clouds the utterly flat land matched its own silence for featurelessness, and I let myself think it felt like a promise of peace. The promise was for Toby, not for me.

			I hadn’t prayed for decades, but if I had then it would have been for our destination to be what he needed. We’d exhausted all the ways that ordinary medicine had tried to help him. I still remember Lesley’s panic and mine when at just a few weeks old he’d suffered his first seizure. We’d found him lying face up in his cot, limbs limply splayed, eyes not quite closed but blank. As Lesley picked him up I couldn’t even see him breathing, and when at last she felt his tiny chest move she could only struggle not to hug him too hard. Neither of us had the least idea what to do next, which we were admitting in voices that sounded stiff with distress when Toby gave a cry and came back to us.

			Nocturnal seizures were a form of epilepsy, they told us at the hospital. While it was unusual for them to begin at such an early age, most children grew out of them within a few years, or they could be treated with various drugs. All of those were tried on Toby over the years, offering new hope that never lasted long. We grew to dread finding him in yet another seizure, flat on his back in the middle of the night, limbs outstretched as though they were reaching for familiarity, eyes slightly open but unaware of us. I couldn’t count the nights we lost sleep waiting for the baby monitor to bring the sound that meant he’d gone, a prolonged gasp as if he was giving up his breath. How much of his sleep might these episodes have stolen? The possibility that he’d been misdiagnosed until now and could be cured was my and Lesley’s most heartfelt wish.

			I must have been thinking some of this as I drove through the simplified monochrome landscape. I was waiting for Lesley to tell me where to turn off the wide deserted road when Toby called “Mummy, aren’t we there?”

			A line of trees had only just appeared to our left ahead. In a couple of minutes I saw they marked one side of an avenue that led to a large sandstone building several hundred yards from the road. “I think you’re right,” Lesley said.

			I wasn’t sure until we reached the gateway, where the left-hand granite gatepost bore a discreet silver plaque etched with the words SAFE TO SLEEP. As the high iron gates swung inwards I noticed a camera perched on the right-hand post, its lens peering through a crust of snow. The drive between the trees was a stretch of slushy mud, which hissed beneath the wheels as the gates crept shut behind us. At the end of the drive, tyres had drawn a blurred gibbous circle in front of the extensive two-storey house, which was topped with extravagant chimneys. As I parked the Volvo alongside three cars and as many minibuses, a large woman in a dark suit opened the front door and stepped out beneath a pointed arch. “There’s Doctor Phoebe,” Toby cried.

			She strode to the car as Lesley opened Toby’s door. “Dr Sweet, this is Toby’s father Dominic,” Lesley said.

			The woman took my hand and then closed her other hand around it. Everything about her was considerable – not just her buxom figure and big face framed by reddish curls but the personality she conveyed without saying a word. She seemed so maternal she might have been embracing all three of us, emotionally at any rate. “Dominic,” she said, keeping hold of my hand as if she wanted to protect it from the chill that whitened her breath. “I’ve so looked forward to meeting you.”

			I felt a little overwhelmed. “At least I haven’t kept you waiting long. Till yesterday you didn’t know I existed.”

			“We want to get Toby’s treatment started, don’t we?” As I made to respond she said “And of course you want to learn about it for yourself before you say yes. Come with me and ask anything you like.”

			She let go with one hand so that Toby could take it, and then ushered us and Lesley up the steps to the stone porch. Beyond it a wide lobby was illuminated by a pair of windows full of sky above a massive oak staircase, which split in two at a half-landing and led up to a gallery over the entrance. Somewhere on the ground floor I heard a murmur that might have been several voices speaking in unison. “Will you see what we do here or talk to me first?” Phoebe Sweet said. “Ask me anything at all you want to know.”

			There was at least one question I needed to ask, and she let go of our hands as she led the way past the stairs to her office at the back of the house. Diplomas in psychology and medical certificates graced the walls on both sides of an ample desk, behind which French windows overlooked expansive grounds where the occasional bush was reshaped by snow. As Lesley and I sat opposite the doctor she said “What will you do while we’re talking, Toby?”

			He sent the view a hopeful look. “Can I make something in the snow?”

			“Our other children might be sad if we let you while they’re sleeping, do you think?”

			“Would you like to go in the playroom again?” Lesley said.

			“Can I read?”

			“Certainly you can,” the doctor said. “We’ve books in there for whatever age you are.”

			“I’m nearly five,” Toby said with all the pride his years conferred.

			He made for the next room as though he was perfectly at home, and Dr Sweet murmured “I meant whatever reading age.”

			“He’s years ahead,” Lesley said. “We’ve always read to him.”

			I still had to raise my question. “Dr Sweet, is this a private facility?”

			“It’s independent of the health service, if that’s what you mean.”

			“I was wondering about the cost of the treatment.”

			“You were referred to us by the hospital, weren’t you? In that case it’s nothing at all.”

			“I could have told you that, Dominic.”

			I was feeling doubly apologetic when the doctor said “Am I sensing reservations, Mr Sheldrake?”

			“I’m just surprised you can afford a place like this.”

			“It’s owned by the parents of one of our children.”

			I was moved to observe “You mean that’s how grateful they are.”

			“Rest assured we don’t expect that kind of gratitude. Knowing we’re doing what we set out to do is enough.”

			“But you’ve got to make a living like the rest of us,” Lesley said.

			“Some people make donations, but let me say again we don’t expect them. We’re provided for.”

			“So can I ask what the treatment is?” I said.

			“I’ll show you shortly. Let me tell you at the outset we don’t believe in drugs, not to treat nocturnal absence.”

			“I haven’t heard it called that before.”

			“I think you will if the condition becomes more widespread. Don’t ask me why it has developed so recently, unless it went unobserved before, but I can assure you it’s far more psychological than physiological.”

			“Lesley was saying you go in for meditation.”

			“There are elements of that, or similarities. I can assure you it’s a fully developed technique that produces the results you’re hoping for.”

			“You were telling me it’s had peer approval,” Lesley said.

			“It has,” the doctor said and stood up. “Shall we see how it’s progressing?”

			As we made for the lobby, Lesley told Toby “We’re just going to show daddy the sleeping room.”

			He joined us so eagerly that he didn’t even leave his book behind, a copy of Peter Pan. “I was reading about the boy who flies,” he said.

			“What kind of boy would you like to be?” Dr Sweet said.

			“One who sleeps all night.”

			I felt urged to promise that he would, but I still wanted to see how the treatment worked. We followed Dr Sweet past the stairs and along a hall, where I didn’t immediately understand why I was doing my best to mute my footsteps, as she appeared to be muting hers. The voices I’d heard earlier were quiet now, but there was more to the silence – I felt as though I was approaching a hush more profound than simple noiselessness. When Dr Sweet halted in front of a door I thought it looked heavy enough to break the silence, but she inched it open without a sound.

			Beyond it was a room in which at least thirty children lay face up on mattresses, three ranks along the room with space for more. A tall man stood at the window at the far end, gazing out at the blanketed landscape. Dr Sweet gestured me forward without a word, and I tried to stay as quiet while I ventured over the threshold. The hush that closed around me felt like an absence of breath, and I found I couldn’t take one until I saw that the children were breathing. Their chests rose and fell so nearly in unison that I thought they must be conscious of it, and then I saw that despite lying in a posture that was entirely too familiar, arms and legs splayed as if they were reaching for companionship, every child had their eyes closed. I took the oldest children to be at least eight years old, while the youngest was a toddler on a mattress by the window. At that distance I was just able to see the tiny regular movements of his chest, and I felt my own breaths start to fall in with their rhythm. I might have grown as peaceful as all the children looked if I hadn’t been distracted by whispers in the corridor.

			I turned to see Toby grimacing with the effort to keep his voice down. As Dr Sweet eased the door shut I made for him. “What is it, Toby?” I murmured.

			“He was wanting to join the others,” Lesley said.

			“I wish you could have, Toby,” Dr Sweet said and ushered us out of the corridor. “Only everyone has to start together, do you understand? Otherwise you might wake someone up, and that wouldn’t be fair, would it?”

			“I don’t want to wake the baby,” Toby said almost too low to be heard.

			The idea kept him quiet all the way to the room full of toys and books. Once Lesley and I were in the office Dr Sweet said “What’s your verdict, Mr Sheldrake?”

			“Can you tell me why the children were lying like that?”

			“They weren’t having seizures, let me say at once. Part of the process is to train the body to associate that posture with sleep instead of seizures.”

			“And I don’t know if we’ve asked you how long the treatment takes.”

			“Maybe a year, but it should taper off to one session a week. Don’t worry,” she said as I tried to conceal some disappointment, “I think you may find he likes coming back.”

			“The others do, you mean.” When she agreed without speaking I said “Except the one who’s too young to say.”

			“I believe he does as well. He’s Chris’s little one, the lady who sent you to us.”

			I think that convinced me – the idea that the paediatrician believed that her child could be helped at such a young age. “We can start Toby on Monday if you’re agreeable,” Dr Sweet said. “We’ll just need to put you on the route for the bus to pick him up.”

			As soon as I looked into the next room Toby shut his book on a picture of a boy among the stars. “Am I coming for a sleep?”

			I found myself wondering if he might have eavesdropped, with his ear against the wall, perhaps. I couldn’t blame him if he had, since I’d listened in to conversations when I was more than twice his age. “You’ll be starting next week,” I said, and his face brightened so much that I had to share his gladness.

			He replaced the book between Hans Andersen and the Grimms and looked out of the window, where the shadow of a vast cloud was gliding through the grounds, snagging on fattened bushes and odd humps in the snow. By now Lesley and the doctor had joined me. “Sorry you couldn’t make a snowman, Toby,” Dr Sweet said.

			“Never mind, you haven’t finished your creature at home,” Lesley said. “Have you dreamed up a face for him?”

			“I don’t want to any more.”

			I couldn’t tell whether he meant completing the snow figure or dreaming of its face. I’d forgotten his remark by the time I drove away from Safe To Sleep, but I remembered it that night as I shut his bedroom curtains. The day had brought a partial thaw to Liverpool, and the figure’s pairs of plastic legs had drooped and slanted outwards, so that it looked poised to crawl towards the house and to deliver a many-limbed embrace. The head had partially melted before a freeze fixed it in a new shape, a concave lump with icicles hanging from the forehead, a mass of translucent tendrils that veiled the hollow where a face should be. I remember feeling disconcerted that the weather should reshape it so oddly, and I had to make myself concentrate on reading Toby the tale of the emperor’s new clothes, which made him laugh and look wise. Soon he was asleep, and that night he slept as a young child should. I was able to believe that all might soon be well.
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