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Once Upon a Time . . .

. . . in a white room at the top of a tall tower, there dwelt a beautiful princess named Mathilda. She had long, nut-brown tresses, perfect features and skin of creamy alabaster. The princess did nothing for herself. Every day, she was bathed, perfumed and dressed in pretty gowns. Her nails were shaped, hands moisturized, and her face was treated with the finest creams available to humankind.

She was fed by staff, massaged by physiotherapists, visited by servants. Mathilda did not even breathe for herself. Machinery dictated the rhythm of her life, delivering oxygen to lungs that stubbornly refused to inflate of their own accord. Her education was limited to the conductive type, which discipline involved two people working in unison to discourage the wastage of muscle by moving limbs and spine in a pattern dictated by experts. Food arrived via a tube, while waste matter was collected in bags and removed efficiently by her faithful attendants. Music was played several times a day, and nuns read to her from Dickens and Austen, though no one was sure that she could hear or interpret sound.

This existence, dictated and paid for by her only visitor, had endured for many years. But she was easier than most other residents of Nazareth House, so lay staff vied for the privilege of serving her. Nuns did as they were bidden by timetable, though a few admitted that the peace prevailing in Princess Mathilda’s tower was a blessed relief. It was a calm place to be, a room in which rosaries could be said in quietude, an area that allowed contemplative moments often denied to members of a working sisterhood.

Sister Mary Magdalene sat next to the pristine bed. The white, bright room seemed to be an echo of an untouched soul, because Mathilda had never sinned. Most rights of Earth’s superior species had been denied to this beautiful young woman because of a birth accident. It was a tragedy, but it was a fact. Mathilda, unlike several before and after her, had not been left to die in a side ward or a sluice room. She was here. She was here, and she deserved care.

Having taken her vows in seriousness, Magda allowed little space for suspicion that the patient was little more than a set of spare parts, an experiment, a guinea pig. The woman-child represented purity and, although she could make no choices, Mathilda was a physical embodiment of the primary rights of man – to life and to bodily integrity. Other choices would never be available to her, or so it appeared.

Magda finished her decade, placed the rosary in a pocket of her grey skirt, smoothed the bed, stroked a pale hand. ‘When you first came, we wore white habits, Mathilda. There was a legend about some poor nun standing here in this very room. No one saw her, because she blended with the walls, so she was run over by a trolley. Nonsense, of course, but it’s the nonsenses that get us through our days. I pray God that you will wake.’

The girl had woken in her infancy, but fits had forced doctors to tranquillize her. Now, she simply slept, though her sleep was deep enough to be labelled coma. No longer tranquillized, the young woman remained in her state of suspended animation. For Mathilda, there was no happiness, no sadness, no depression, no joy. Seasons came and went, but she was not aware of sun, of wind or of rain. She simply existed and did no harm. None but the hardest heart could bear with equanimity the sight of such unfulfilled promise. What might she have become? Who was she?

‘I’ll take myself off now,’ said the nun. ‘A bit of Mozart later on, something nice and gentle, then . . .’ Then what? The sound of a ventilator, sometimes a rush of air from a conditioning unit, footsteps in the corridor. This was a perfect environment in which to be not quite alive. God was good, Magda insisted inwardly as she left the room. He worked in mysterious ways, and no human was qualified to question Him. Nevertheless, a miracle was required. And there was no harm in asking, was there?

Mary Magdalene made her way across grounds towards the sisters’ quarters. Both the main house and the convent were unattractive buildings spattered liberally in dull, grey pebble-dash. Across the acres, the eerie cries of peacocks seemed a perfect accompaniment to the nun’s thoughts. She was sad today. The convent was no longer a convent. Housing just five sisters, it had been forced into commerce and was currently a bed and breakfast for people who came to the North on business. Sometimes, it was used as a base for retreat, though the small chapel provided penitents with limited space for prayer and contemplation. ‘God’s will,’ she muttered as she entered the convent’s kitchen. Lay staff were chattering, peeling vegetables, basting meats.

‘Hi, Magda,’ cried the cook. ‘How’s your princess?’

‘No change,’ she replied. It was always the same answer, though people were kind enough to ask, at least. One of the better aspects of humanity was the tendency to care for a victim and to urge God Almighty to intervene.

‘Pretty girl,’ commented a peeler of potatoes. ‘Bloody shame.’ The woman blushed. ‘Sorry, Sister. Shouldn’t have said bloody.’

‘No matter. I know how you feel.’ Magda picked up a knife and attacked broccoli. It was a shame. The child should have died at birth. That was a sinful thought, so Mary Magdalene awarded herself another ten decades of the rosary for tonight. She must bow to the will of God . . .


One

Summer, 2006

Things were stirring in the roof.

Stirring was not the right word for the rumblings and stumblings of Hermione Compton-Milne. In a bedroom on the first floor, Harriet moaned and turned sideways, pulling a pillow over her head. Gran was on the loose. It was Tuesday, the loosest of all days, because Tuesday meant Family Breakfast. All residents of Weaver’s Warp were required by law to put in an appearance in the breakfast room. Any refusers were debited like failed runners in some field event – back to the stables with several fleas in the ear and no treats for the foreseeable future. Escape was impossible. ‘Oh God, oh God, oh God,’ breathed Harrie. The Gestapo was on its way.

The first stairlift hummed. Harrie raised her pillow to listen.

‘If he never smiled, he’d look better,’ proclaimed the matriarch, from the other side of her bedroom door. ‘What’s his name?’

Gran’s carer answered, ‘Michael Jardine.’

‘Yes, well, it was better when Taggart was alive. He’d a face like a bad knee, but he never looked like a pervert. When that Jardine smirks, you expect him to flash more than his teeth. He should wear a raincoat and frighten pigeons in the park. I’ve gone off that programme.’

Harrie grinned. Gran, a multiple sclerosis victim, had become a devotee of Sky Television and the many repeats on offer. Her favourite programme, Last of the Summer Wine, was praised frequently whenever she held court in her attic suite. No one was a patch on Bill Owen. Both the late John Thaw and Inspector Frost had also seemed to have gained her approval, as had some detective named Linley, who was judged to be ‘a beautiful piece of furniture, and every home should have one’.

Harrie climbed out of bed and threw on some clothes. She had bathed before bed, and Gran did not approve of latecomers, so further ablutions must wait.

She heard the second stairlift spring to life. Gran had moved to Mother’s room, part-way down the second flight of stairs. After dragging a comb through wilful tresses, Harrie left her room and banged on a door. ‘Ben?’

‘What?’

‘It’s Tuesday, brother dear.’

‘I know.’

‘She’s already on the rampage.’

‘I know.’

‘She’ll go mad if you don’t come down.’

‘I know.’

‘And if you say I know again, I’ll bloody kill you.’

The door opened. ‘I know.’

Harrie sighed. What was to be done about Ben? He was beautiful – far too beautiful for his own good. He was also an oddity and the cause of great worry for his sister. He lived apart, had no friends and was abnormally keen on cleanliness. A genius IQ contributed little to his emotional well-being; in fact, Harrie believed that her younger brother’s brain was a burden rather than an asset. ‘Come on,’ she demanded. ‘Time for us to pretend to be human.’

In the downstairs hallway, Gustav Compton-Milne was patting his pockets and looking appropriately distracted, while his wife, on all fours beneath a coat stand, announced that she was searching for an earring. It was only a Butler and Wilson, but Butler and Wilson had been good enough for Princess Diana when it came to fun jewellery, so it was certainly good enough for . . . I’ll look later, she advised herself.

Brother and sister walked into the breakfast room. Gran, who was not known for her patience, sniffed at the siblings. ‘What on earth are your parents doing?’

Ben shrugged. His father had probably invented a system for running cars on hot water, but the theorem would be lost among his many pockets. Mother was . . . Mother was just being Mother. ‘They’ve lost stuff,’ he said as he took his seat.

‘Gus?’ yelled Gran. ‘Come in here at once and eat.’

Gus wandered in. ‘The address has gone missing,’ he said to himself.

No one enquired about the address, so he took his position at the end of the table that faced his mother. ‘Good morning, Mater,’ he said absently. ‘Exchange and Mart,’ he added softly. ‘It was the right gauge and is very rare these days.’

‘Toy trains,’ scoffed Hermione. It was time for some people to grow up. Such a fuss Gus had made when the attics had been done over for her to live in. The man had almost wept when his railway layouts had been dismantled and removed.

Lisa sauntered in. ‘Good morning,’ she said to no one in particular. ‘If anyone finds an earring, it’s mine.’ On any other morning, she would have been able to miss breakfast and locate her missing decoration, but Mother-in-law dictated that Tuesday was a family day. Butler and Wilson was expensive tat and deserved some respect. Perhaps the lost piece was outside the house?

Hermione glared at her small congregation. Benjamin, her grandson, had taken to living separately – his own kitchen and bathroom. Gus was . . . She sighed quietly. Gus was Gus. He was her only son and had been named, at his father’s insistence, after Gustav Holst. Originally a doctor of medicine, Gus Compton-Milne had not related well to his fellow man, and he had wandered off into the bowels of medical research. His tracts on the subject of killer bacteria were renowned worldwide, and he had even managed to give the odd lecture at Yale and Harvard. Yes, his lectures would be very odd, Hermione judged.

Lisa. Poor Lisa. The mother of Hermione’s grandchildren had been chosen at random, it seemed. Gus had married her within weeks of meeting her and had given her sparse attention once the two statutory offspring had been delivered. The neglected woman worked hard, supporting her family financially, and, in order to keep some sanity, taking a series of lovers about whom no one was supposed to know.

Munching on toast, Hermione allowed her gaze to stray once again to her son. Gus had a woman. She was a common-or-garden type and she had enough room in her loft for all his bloody children’s trains. Gus was a remarkably stupid man. He didn’t deserve his wife. He certainly didn’t deserve Harriet.

Harriet. Now, there was an almost perfect pearl. Harriet had given up her chance of university to stay at home and . . . And what? And sell jewellery in the second of the Compton-Milne shops? Why had the child taken upon herself the task of looking after Ben? Whether Harriet stayed or went, Ben would always be a bloody mess. Look at him! He was staring hard at his plate, was probably envisaging a million microbes clomping in clogs across its ceramic surface. He should work for his silly father.

‘This family is a mess,’ declared the grandmother. ‘Harriet, you should not be here. Ben, you need some psychological help.’ She grinned at Lisa. However naughty she became, Lisa would always be forgivable. As for Gus – what was the point? She could shout and bawl, but he would not hear. Gus marched to a different drummer. His children did not count. His wife was of no significance. His mother lived where his trains used to be. ‘Multiple sclerosis is the least of my woes,’ moaned Hermione. She would do better to conserve her limited energies . . .

The day still wouldn’t make up its mind, mused Harriet Compton-Milne as she dried the bench with a handkerchief. ‘No guts,’ she muttered under her breath. Light showers, the odd flash of sun, some mist earlier on. It was a half-hearted day. Heavier clouds had begun to drift in like late trains at Trinity Street. They rested on Harrie’s shoulders with all the other stuff: the anger, the panic, the why-am-I-here business. Now, there was the why-was-Dad-standing-across-the-road stuff, but that probably wasn’t worth thinking about. His woman must live in these parts, Harrie concluded absently. A spit of rain hit her arm.

She sat down and gazed at a park area that had once been pretty: flower beds, lawns, a bowling green. All gone now; all replaced by battered beer-cans and bottles from which liquid had been released into the stomachs of several errant teenagers. She was old before her time, could not remember feeling young. Bitter at twenty-one? Ridiculous. It was almost four o’clock. What the hell was she going to say this time? Should she help herself along with a few milligrams of diazepam? What about stepping in front of a bus? That would provide a solution of sorts, she supposed.

Raising her head, she stared into Bolton, noting that the day was not warm enough to show the blue rinse of pollution that inevitably wigged its busy streets. She could see all the way across to Bolton School, her old alma, the institution that had fitted her for Oxford. Why hadn’t she taken her place among those spires and buttresses? Were there buttresses in Oxford? She asks the questions, Harrie advised herself before rising from the bench, leaving the park and crossing Wigan Road. I’m supposed to supply the answers to her queries. Bloody psychoanalysts. There was, she believed, a Bridge of Sighs – one in Cambridge, too.

Rain began to fall properly. Well, the day, at least, had made up its mind. Thunder rumbled down the moors, while a fork of bright electricity warned the world that some ill-humoured deity was still in charge. She ran into the large terraced house and sat in a waiting room. It was beige, brown and cream. Abstract prints punctuated walls painted in magnolia over geriatric wallpaper. It was supposed to be a calm atmosphere, she believed. Outside, the storm raged noisily, seeming to echo her own inner turmoil. One of the gentler Beatles songs played in the background. ‘Strawberry Fields’. She was unaccountably angry. Depression, she had been told, was self-loathing. Her own illness wanted to make her sleep all the time, but she resisted the urge. Life went on. It wasn’t fair, but it went on. The woman was smiling and beckoning Harrie into the inner sanctum.

She rose. ‘Here we go again,’ she mumbled as she entered the consultation room. The doc was already seated – she was a fast mover. More magnolia in here, but with a bit of maroon thrown in as some kind of blessed relief; a few French Impressionist prints on the chimney breast. Oh, bugger it . . .

The door wouldn’t slam. It owned one of those swing-slow contraptions at the top, and Harrie gave this item a baleful glance before focusing sternly on Miriam Goldberg. ‘You should have a noisy door,’ complained the new arrival. ‘A heavy slam is probably just what the doctor ordered for cases like mine.’ The anger drifted away, because she could not be ill-behaved with so pleasant a woman.

Miriam shuffled some papers and tried not to smile. ‘Sit down, please.’

‘Have you nothing I can break?’

‘Not today, no. Would you like a jelly baby?’

.Not unless it comes with a knuckleduster or a shotgun.’

‘All right.’ The doctor grinned. ‘I could buy seconds from the market and you could smash crocks later in the backyard.’ She shook the jar of sweets. ‘There are black ones. I always think black ones taste best, don’t you?’

‘I’m not racist, so I’m not bothered.’ Harrie chewed a nail instead. These visits were a waste of time. She had stuff to do. Waiting at the shop were two rings with suspect settings and some new stones to be sorted. ‘Ben’s at the dentist,’ she murmured. ‘This is his first time on his own, and he’ll be terrified.’

‘Where’s your mother?’

‘God knows. Or perhaps the devil does. She’s having dinner and bridge tonight with some of her cronies. She can’t play bridge for toffee.’

‘Try her on jelly babies.’

Harrie flopped into the chair for clients. ‘You should see someone about your fixation with those sweets.’

‘Physician heal thyself?’

‘Exactly. Go on, I’ll have a yellow one.’

While Harrie chewed, Miriam Goldberg hung on to her exasperation. ‘At eighteen,’ she began eventually, ‘your brother is old enough to cope with his own teeth.’ Why should this poor girl take all the flak? ‘And, if he can’t manage by himself, shouldn’t your mother go with him?’

Harrie raised her shoulders. ‘I have no answer to that one.’

The psychologist reined herself in. She was here as a professional to listen to Harrie, to help her externalize her feelings and cope with daily disaster. ‘How’s your grandmother?’

The girl swallowed the remains of her sweet and smiled broadly. ‘Utterly and dreadfully wonderful. She got Sky Plus, so she’s happy. My grandmother is now self-crowned queen of UK Drama. She watches anything and everything, though I am slightly concerned regarding her new affiliation to the crime channels.’

‘And your parents?’

Harrie sighed. ‘What good is this doing, Doc? What am I to say? I don’t know. I don’t know how they feel about anything. Dad seldom shows emotion, because he’s too busy trying to save the world from the little people. He says it will not be a neutron bomb, but a microbe that will see us all off. And as for Mother, after so much Botox, her face shows hardly any reaction, and she was never one for words.’

Miriam shook her head slowly. The Compton-Milnes were round the twist, and Harrie was paying the price for all of them. ‘But she’s a jeweller – she has to talk to people.’

The young client shook her head. ‘But not to me – never in depth. Anyway, don’t make the mistake of oversimplifying the dynamics within my family. It’s easy to say that my father is a boffin, my brother a genius, my mother a fool.’ She leaned forward. ‘Do you know how long it takes to make a diamond?’

‘A million years?’

‘And the rest.’ Harrie picked up a pencil and twisted it in her fingers. ‘To explain humanity would take the same period of evolution, and we don’t have time to start planting trees.’

Miriam Goldberg frowned. ‘Harrie, what about you?’

‘Me?’ She leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. She was a qualified jeweller and was carrying on in the business created by her grandfather after the collapse of the cotton industry. She could match stones, mend a watch and make platinum shine like an item stolen from clear night skies. ‘I’m just here,’ she concluded. ‘I’m just carrying on carrying on.’

‘Still taking the don’t-jump-off-the-roof pills?’

‘Of course.’

Miriam shifted in her chair. This girl was stunning enough to be a fashion model, though she was no coat hanger. All curves were present and correct, so she wasn’t sufficiently skeletal for a life of cocaine and catwalks. She had brains enough to have passed with flying colours every exam on her list, yet she had chosen to sell fripperies in the bigger of the family’s two shops.

‘When are you going to start thinking about yourself, Harriet?’

‘Harrie.’

‘You are brilliant, talented and beautiful.’

‘Gee, thanks.’

The therapist stood and walked to the window. She knew Harrie’s reasons for staying in Bolton, but they were as flawed as any impure diamond on a cutting bench. ‘There are carbon deposits in your arguments.’

‘Then I’ll never be set in eighteen carat.’

‘The flippancy hides a multitude of worries. When did you become a worrier?’

‘Can’t remember.’

‘It’s been always, hasn’t it?’

Harrie indulged in a second jelly baby. She chewed thoughtfully, taking care to swallow before replying. ‘I can’t remember not being worried. Dad’s never been there, Mum’s always seemed an airhead, and no one ever took care of Ben. Woebetide has been the nearest thing to a parent since Gran lost the use of her legs.’

Miriam turned. ‘Tell me about Woebetide.’

Oh, God. Harrie thought about the woman who had slipped easily into the position of Gran’s carer. Woebetide was no oil painting. In fact, her exterior had frightened off a long line of Jehovah’s Witnesses and double-glazing salesmen, yet she had intelligence to spare and an accent that had defied thirty years of exile from her beloved Mayo. She was kind, noisy, firm and loving. With no children of her own, she had been nanny and housekeeper for the whole of Harrie’s lifetime.

‘How did she get her name?’

Harrie laughed aloud. ‘She woe-betided everything. It was, “Woe betide anyone who breaks one of the new plates,” and, “Woe betide whoever took the cream off the top of me trifle,” – except, of course, she says “troifle”. The house has staircases, bedrooms, bathrooms and a Woebetide. She’s part of the scenery that comes to life occasionally. If the house were sold, she’d be included in fixtures.’

‘So she comes to “loife”?’

‘Yup.’

‘And you love her.’ This was not a question.

‘With all my heart. And Gran. She’s always been a marvellous woman. Even with MS, she never complained. I remember when she first found out she had it – she came home and said that she would soon be able to sit down and forget all about jewellery. Sometimes, when she thought no one was watching, she would shed a tear. But she’s brave and naughty. She’s exactly how we should all be in old age. She certainly rages against the dying of the light.’

Miriam Goldberg smiled and returned to her seat. ‘Harrie, the tablets are helping, but only you can climb out of the pit.’

‘It’s not a pit; it’s a swamp. Quicksand.’

‘Suicidal?’

‘No. I’m not brave enough and not sufficiently cowardly.’

Miriam sat down and placed clasped hands on her desk. ‘Stop being a martyr.’

‘I can’t leave him. Anyway, there’s always the Open University, though they do seem to offer a whole bundle of Mickey Mouse subjects. But Ben needs me. He’s the one who’ll do really well at university.’

‘No. I think Ben needs me.’

‘You’d never get through to him. He’s closed down.’

‘Like your parents?’

Harrie nodded. ‘He works hard, never plays, talks only to me. At school, he keeps his head down and carries on with his work, gets bullied, comes home, fears doctors, dentists, fears most people. He has me and only me. And I am forbidden to discuss him.’

‘And you will dedicate the rest of your life to him?’

‘I don’t know.’

Miriam glanced at the wall clock. It was plain that Miss Harriet Compton-Milne had set herself in reinforced concrete. A clever and capable girl, she had denied herself the chance of a future because she dared not leave her brother in the care of his own parents. ‘They’d still take you at Oxford.’

‘I’m past it.’

‘At twenty-one?’

Harrie shrugged. ‘I may go yet, I suppose. But it would have to be—’

‘It would have to be with Ben. You are your brother’s keeper.’

No reply was forthcoming. No matter what, Harrie would keep the promise she had made to her brother. She was to tell ‘them’ nothing about him.

‘Well?’

‘No comment.’

Miriam sighed and settled back into her chair. This was promising to be a waste of tremendous talent, but the girl was fixed into her own claw setting, and the person whose talons held her there was a beloved brother. Harrie was clearly bent on hiding all that cried to be released from her troubled mind. ‘You tell me nothing,’ grumbled the therapist.

‘It’s stopped raining. There’s a bit of information for you.’ Harrie rose to her feet and walked to the door. Turning, she delivered a beaming smile that almost failed to reach her eyes. ‘I’d try liquorice allsorts if I were you,’ she pronounced before leaving the room. ‘You might get somewhere with those.’

‘In truth, you are not ill,’ said Miriam. ‘You have a difficult life – and that’s different.’

Ben was wet through because of the recent downpour. He watched his sister as she descended steps cut into a hilly part of Wigan Road during the building of several terraces of Edwardian houses. She was beautiful and clever, and he was holding her back.

‘You’ll catch your death,’ Harrie warned. ‘Get into the bloody car.’ She sat in the driving seat and hid her exasperation when he spread his own towel across the passenger side before climbing in. He was getting worse, and she was probably keeping pace with him. At three years of age, Harrie had fed Ben his bottle – under the watchful eye of Woebetide, of course. Even now, she remembered how he had stared at her, how he had chosen her as his sole ally before he could even sit up without cushions.

‘I didn’t go,’ he said now.

She wasn’t going to ask for a reason, as she already knew the answers. It wasn’t the pain, wasn’t the smell of mouthwash or the whirr of a drill; he didn’t like to be touched by anyone. Life, for Ben, was about not making contact. ‘You’ll have to phone and apologize.’

‘Yes.’

‘I can’t always be there, Ben.’ Terrified eyes. If she closed her own, she could still see fear burning in his; it had burnt for many years. But, as long as he could keep Harrie with him, he could manage within certain boundaries. Was he mentally ill, and were such diseases communicable? Had her poor little brother made her sick?

‘What did your shrink have to say for herself?’

‘Nothing much. Too interested in jelly babies and a calm atmosphere.’ She started the car. ‘What’s going to be done about you? If you can’t even get your teeth polished, what about uni?’

Ben shrugged. ‘I’ll go to Manchester and come home each evening. You didn’t tell her about me, did you?’

‘Of course not.’ She turned a corner and headed for Chorley New Road. ‘University is about getting away and broadening your horizons. You’re expected to want to leave home. Leaving home is normal.’

‘I’m not normal.’

Harrie dragged the car over to the pavement’s edge, braked and turned off the engine. It was the same circle all the time – look after Ben, see to the shop, do the books, visit Gran upstairs, look after Ben, keep an eye on Mum’s progress in the other shop, look after Ben, look after Ben . . .

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.

‘So am I.’ It wasn’t his fault that his mother hadn’t been well enough to want him. Gran had seen to him in the night, while Woebetide had covered days. All the time, he had cried out for his sister. He screamed when she went to school, when she left a room, when his cot was moved into a separate bedroom. He never played with other children, was reading fluently by the age of four, and kicked up a fuss when forced into school, when left behind during Harrie’s riding and dance lessons. ‘You do need help, Ben.’

‘Can’t let anyone in. You know that.’

‘At some stage in your life, you’re going to have to trust someone other than me and Woebetide.’

‘Gran’s OK,’ he muttered.

‘Gran’s moving towards a world of her own.’

‘Lucky Gran.’ Ben hugged his bag of books. ‘Get me home, please.’

Home contained the strangest of Ben’s many symptoms.

When Gran had invaded the roof, builders charged with the task of creating her suite of rooms were also bidden to do Ben’s wishes. Two of five bedrooms on the first floor had been converted into a bed-sitting room, a kitchen and a bathroom for him. His living quarters lay behind a proper front door with several locks and bolts. Inside, the place was pristine at all times. The only visitor was Harrie, and she seldom failed to comment on the fact that Ben would make an excellent housewife, while she, untidy and disorganized, declared herself to be a slob. She dropped on to his brown leather sofa. ‘I am knackered,’ she announced. ‘Put the kettle on.’

Through the open doorway between living room and kitchen, Harrie watched her brother as he peeled back cling film from the hob of his cooker. He wiped the kettle before filling it, set it to boil and reached a tray from the top of his fridge-freezer. The cling film was a new development. He lined up two mugs on the tray, taken from a row of hooks beneath the cupboards. Every hanging item faced the same way, and all were graded according to size and colour. No one was allowed to use his personal cup. No one ever came, but even Harrie was not allowed to touch the stainless steel mug.

In the living room, where Harrie sat, floor-to-ceiling shelves flanked the chimney breast. Books were kept in sections, each stretch labelled with a piece of laminated card. He had trouble with books, Harrie knew, because authors allowed their work to be published by untidy characters with a tendency to make changes in the dimensions of their wares. The desk held two computers, one a normal size, the other a laptop. Wire cages contained disks in an order understood only by their owner – Harrie would never dream of touching anything in there.

A calendar on a wall served only to make the rest of the room bare and lifeless. He was a sad, sad boy. She cleared her throat. ‘The lavatory thing, Ben.’

‘What about it?’ he called from the small kitchen.

‘You can’t bike home from Manchester at lunchtime – you’ll have to use a public loo.’

He came in with the tray. ‘I don’t need to go to every lecture. Anyway, Gran promised me a car if I passed my test, and I did.’

Harrie snapped her mouth shut so suddenly that she imagined toothache. ‘What? You got in a car with a stranger? You went and did the theory without me to hold your hand?’

He nodded.

‘You must be getting better.’

‘I must, indeed.’

Ben was of the ‘milk second’ school. He poured tea, was dissatisfied with its colour, stirred the pot, poured again. When milk had been added, he passed a mug to Harrie. ‘There you go, sis.’

‘When did you do the test?’

‘Yesterday. It was a piece of cake. Would you like a scone?’

She shook her head. ‘Then why not go to Oxford or London? It’s time to get away from here, you know.’

‘Manchester will do. I have to do things an inch at a time – you know that. It won’t be easy in Manchester, either, but at least I’ll have this bolt-hole.’

She felt trapped, wondered when her own life might begin. Guilt moved in immediately, and a panic threatened. Miriam Goldberg had instructed her to go ‘happily’ into her panics, because they were proof that she was one of the truly alive. ‘We live among zombies,’ she had said. ‘Let that surge of adrenalin remind you that you are one of the few thinkers left.’

Ben’s eyes were asking questions, so Harrie told him about the so-called ‘happy panics’ she was meant to enjoy. ‘The doc says that the world wears rose-tinted specs and sits at computers all the time. I wonder if the glasses will reduce damage from the screens?’

He stood up. ‘It’s all my fault,’ he began. ‘If I could—’

‘Neither of us was welcomed into the world,’ she reminded him. ‘Dad wanted a boy, a projection of himself, so he was satisfied when you were born. Not that he contributed to your development, of course. He and Mum scarcely speak, so we are bound to be odd.’

‘What is normal?’ Ben asked.

‘How the bloody hell should I know? I’m too busy having happy panics. Anyway, congrats on passing your test, old fruit. What sort of car will you have?’

He smiled wryly. ‘A van type of car with a chemical lavatory in the back.’

‘You’re joking.’ But, as she left the room, Harrie wondered about that. It was just the sort of daft thing Ben might do.

Gran sat riveted to her TV. Christopher Timothy was trapped in snow on the less gentle slopes of the Pennines, the Siberian side. With no fear of hypothermia, he and his television crew made unsteady progress across a whited-out Yorkshire moor. Knowing when to be quiet, Harrie sat and waited for credits to roll. During Gran’s favourite programmes, speech could be employed only if fire or war broke out.

But Gran was the one who fractured the silence. ‘Have you been with that Jewish doctor again?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you sane?’

Harrie laughed. ‘Definitely not.’

The old woman laughed. ‘Good – I like a bit of company of my own sort. That’s not proper snow.’ She waved a hand at her thirty-two inch plasma screen. ‘It’s just white stuff. They blow it out of a machine.’

Advertisements were helped along by Hermione’s running commentary. ‘Have you seen this one? They play make-yourself-at-home music, then show a household where one child’s mislaid her shoes and the other’s lost his scooter. In the middle of all that, the mother borrows thousands of pounds on the phone. What sort of a message is that?’ She then proceeded to berate a shampoo that stuck split ends together and some ghastly Australian females who sang the praises of a car insurance firm. ‘Nonsense,’ pronounced Hermione before turning off the set.

Harrie grinned. There was no need to ask after Gran’s health – she was clearly in fine fettle.

‘What did she say?’ asked Hermione.

‘Who?’

‘The Jewish woman, of course.’

‘Ah. She seems to think I should run for the hills.’

‘She’s right.’

Harrie groaned. Here came another lecture. Words poured in a well-pronounced stream from her grandmother’s mouth. It was all Grandad’s fault for dying before his time, thereby denying Gus an example to follow. ‘Your father has the answer to the world’s problems on a piece of paper he has managed to lose, and he takes no interest in anything that isn’t in a laboratory or on miniature rails.’

‘Yes, Gran.’

‘You should have gone to university.’

‘Yes, Gran.’

‘Where’s the sense in it? Any of it? There’s a danger that Ben will fail parlously because he can’t fit into anything – even his own shoes. Shall we get him some new ones? But why should we? It doesn’t all centre around Ben, child.’

‘Yes, Gran.’

‘And God knows what your mother is up to these days – not that I blame her completely. Mindless women have to find entertainment somewhere, I suppose.’

‘She isn’t mindless,’ said Harrie. ‘She may be undereducated, but that’s a different matter.’

‘Don’t interrupt. You’re the brains of this outfit, girl. Do something with yourself. Ben will survive.’

Would he? Harrie gazed out of a dormer window and watched a few birds squabbling at the top of an ancient tree. There was cling film on his hob and an outside lock on the bathroom door. He alone was allowed to use those facilities. Often, an overpowering smell of chlorine came under the door after one of his scrubbing sessions. He could not use public lavatories, would never be examined by a doctor unless his sister stood by, had to be accompanied on shopping trips for clothes and shoes. But he had passed his driving test, must have gone in a car belonging to some driving school, had used Harrie just to practise in Dad’s aged Mini.

‘Are you listening?’

‘Of course.’

‘Did he pass?’

‘Yes.’

‘Were you there?’

‘No.’

Hermione beamed. ‘There. I think he may be pulling out of his eighteen-year nosedive. Has he applied for a place at a university?’

‘Manchester – possibly Liverpool, too.’

‘Your father will spin in his test tube.’

Harrie laughed. ‘Let him. I think Ben has to take baby steps, Gran. Better to have him settled on a course in the north than to have him do badly elsewhere. He’ll be fine.’

‘Will he?’

Harrie stood up and planted a kiss on the grey head. ‘Of course he will.’

She left the room and went down to the middle floor. Music could be heard coming from Ben’s suite. She placed an ear to the door and listened to some eerie Gregorian chant. Why couldn’t he go for Eminem like everybody else? Even the odd joint would have been preferable to his obsession with cleanliness and order.

Harrie sat on the stairs. She was sandwiched between two levels that coexisted, no more than that. Dad and Mum used the downstairs rooms, though Dad did not socialize much. They had separate bedrooms and never visited the true head of the household, who had placed herself in the roof. Two stairlifts allowed her to come and go as she pleased, and she would sometimes put in an appearance at one of her daughter-in-law’s soirées or coffee gatherings. Hyacinth Bucket was the title Hermione had chosen as Lisa Compton-Milne’s nickname. Lisa never got anything quite right.

The Gregorian chant got louder; some blackbirds fretted noisily outside, while the scent of Woebee’s cooking drifted up the stair well. Just an ordinary house. With cling film on a hob.



Two

There’s a mark on the kettle where I scrubbed too hard. Scouring pads are too harsh for brushed metal. When Harrie and I go for the shoes, I shall buy a new kettle, blue – just like the old one. Bananas are on their steel tree, apples and oranges in the bowl below, no dust on the Venetian blind. The kitchen will need a new coat of paint soon. Blue. I hope I can find the same shade. Checked for flies and ants, nothing found, no need for action. That bleach kills 99.9 per cent of household germs. Should I worry about the other zero point one? I am an idiot. When I read this diary, I know without a shadow of doubt that I am a cracked pot.

Essays done in under an hour, no challenge. Scrubbed the bathroom, left the bleach in there: must water it down before using again, have to be clean. Is the rug parallel with the hearth? Clock on my radio approximately thirty seconds slow, will rectify. Whilst over in the corner, might as well sort out the magazines – they are not properly aligned. Check global times: American zones, Australia, New Zealand. I am confined pro tem to Europe, but that’s OK; my French is good, German adequate. Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder. A place for everything, everything in its place. Yet where do I belong? 

Perhaps I should try to manage without the sites tonight. It’s almost too easy. I have friends all over the world, and shared intimacies without true contact. It’s real, and it’s unreal. Are we all pretenders? What did people like me do before the Internet? 

I found out about OCD on the web when I was thirteen-ish. The obsessive rituals are embedded deep, yet I can seek no help because I allow no one near. Except Harrie, of course. She would hate what I do online, but would never hate me. Can I ever let her go? I suppose she will ultimately beggar off without my permission. Harrie is Harrie and I am a freak.

One of the sites is harmless. Myrightway is for OCD sufferers and we make light of each other’s ridiculousness. But the others are a different kettle of fish – new kettle, blue kettle? Hell, I might join a poets’ corner just for a laugh. In Myrightway, we have Chameleon, who must wear green on Mondays, yellow on Tuesdays and so forth. Barrit has to close all gates as he walks down a street, while TheCounter needs to take a certain number of steps across a room, always right foot first. If he stumbles, he is forced by some inexplicable law to retrace his steps and begin again.

All, or some, of the above folk may well be members of my other sites, since the choosing of a handle under which to subscribe is the easiest part of the games. Dangerous games, especially in the place I found recently. Must not go there tonight. The first time, I was appalled; on my second visit, slightly shocked. Now? It is just part and parcel of my life. 

Mother has the cronies in. She met them all in health clubs or BUPA hospitals, became their shepherd and now tries to improve all minds by pretending to play bridge. Bridge, like snap, is a game for children. We have never played Happy Families in this house. Chess is the great leveller, of course. I am champion at school, but have not allowed myself to be tempted by the possibility of Grand Mastership. Don’t care enough. And Harrie would be bored by the whole business, so I’d be on my own. Managed the driving lessons, hated the instructor’s aftershave. But passing that test in a Harrie-free zone was a massive achievement for me. I did that all by myself, yet I could not allow a dentist to touch my mouth. 

The mask is in a box behind the locked door of my wardrobe. It is rubber, has holes for mouth and nose, a zip to strangle any sounds I might make in the throes of pain or passion. At school, they know I am different, yet they have no idea of how far I have travelled from the accepted norms. They call me Prof, Son of Prof, Boffin dot com, Brain of Britain. The physical attacks stopped when I produced that knife; they probably fear me now. I wonder what they would think of my rubber face-covering?

It will soon be time to begin tonight’s adventure. I shall start on the safe site, then, if I need no sleep, move to the more adventurous areas of my not-quite-life. 

In the meantime, I’ll sort out the CD rack. Damp cloth, dry cloth, wipe and replace. What’s Queen doing with Phil Collins? Better separate those two; the result of them breeding would be catastrophic. Shania Twain can stay with LeAnn Rimes – no danger there. And what happened to Sergeant Pepper? Mum bought most of these – she understands me sufficiently to know my taste in music, at least. I’ll leave the classics to fend for themselves, set a scarred kettle to boil, make coffee. I can feel excitement breaking through my deliberately engendered reluctance. No harm will be done; I will be OK.

The Eckersley house was just a few strides away from Eileen’s place of work. She was on call whenever needed, and she didn’t mind in the least way because Hermione and Harriet were the lights of her life. Her husband, one Stanley Eckersley, was a lovely man, but the steadiness that was his forte could also have its downside; he was predictable. Stanley sat in the same chair every evening, newspaper open, feet resting on the fender, pipe by his side. After supper, he would fill the bowl and smoke in the back yard shed, as his wife did not enjoy the smell of tobacco.

She opened the door. ‘Woebee’s home, me laddo. Did you have a good day?’

His day had been satisfactory. He had done two gardens and had brought home a small gate to mend. ‘How did you go on?’ His accent was broad Lancashire, all vowels flattened to pancake level.

‘God, Stanley, you should have seen the state of her. Acts like royalty, so she does. How-and-ever, I have some smoked salmon for our supper, so that’s what you might call a plus.’ She went through to her gleaming kitchen and set to work all over again. Herself Upstairs was very generous with unwanted food, though the salmon had been taken on this occasion from Herself Downstairs. Lisa wouldn’t mind. Underneath her displays of silliness, the mother of Harrie and Ben owned a heart of gold.

Stanley opened the Bolton Evening News. ‘How’s the lad?’

Eileen appeared in the doorway. ‘Never even went to the dentist. Shut himself away again, just as ever. God knows what he does in there. He doesn’t need to go to school much because they have revision time in the sixth form, but he never steps out for a walk, won’t eat with the family. I think he’s daft in the head. Harriet makes ten of him, and that’s the truth.’

Someone knocked at the front door and Eileen rushed to open it. ‘Come in,’ she cried. ‘It’s Harriet,’ she informed her husband. ‘Follow me into the kitchen,’ said hostess to visitor. ‘You can wash a bit of lettuce for me.’

When the salad was prepared, Harrie and Eileen sat over mugs of tea. ‘What’s the matter?’ asked the Irishwoman.

Harrie sighed. ‘Ben.’

‘As if I didn’t know. He’s up all hours, you know. When I get up to go to the bathroom in the night, I can see from the landing window that he still has lights on. Mostly that angley-poised thing.’

‘Anglepoise,’ corrected Harrie absently. ‘He’s getting worse. Though he did pass his driving test after just five lessons from me – I didn’t even know he was taking proper instruction. But I can’t always do what needs doing, Woebee. I have the shop to run and my own stuff to do—’

‘You never do anything.’

‘Well, I—’

‘You never do anything for yourself beyond visiting that psychiatrical person. You should be out having a high old time. Harrie, you owe no one anything. In fact, others are in debt to you, because you could have been down Oxford mixing with the dans.’

‘Dons.’

‘Whoever – who cares? I do and your grandmother does, but we can’t fix this for you. You have to go.’

‘I don’t want to go to uni. I sort of got past it.’

‘So you’re all right selling trinkets and the suchlike, is it? You’re fine just making rings bigger for fat women and finding baubles for sugar daddies to give to their stupid bits of fluff on the side?’

Harrie burst out laughing. An indignant Woebee was a sight to behold because her eyebrows moved at least half an inch north, while her eyes seemed ready to jump out of their sockets. ‘I came here for a break, not to be shouted at. But I’m keeping you from your supper.’

‘Oh, beggar the supper – it’ll not get cold, will it? Now. You know your grandmother has money a-plenty to spare and planning permission for a bungalow near the copse. You’d be grand, so. You’d be there, but not there. It’s a good comprovise.’

‘Compromise.’

‘That’s what I said. Your brother has his own place in their place, so why shouldn’t you have a house in the grounds? Stanley will help. He helped with Ben’s doings, didn’t he?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Oh, away with your butting and iffing. He still walks past all the while, you know.’

‘What?’

‘Don’t you mean who? The lad with the dog. He’s called Will. The boy, not the dog.

‘I know. He declared his undying love for me in 1996. We were both just about eleven and we shared an apple – very Adam and Eve. Ten years later, he just walks a dog. Hardly progress.’

‘We’ve had some lovely talks, so we have.’

‘About what?’

‘Not about you, that’s for certain sure. He looks a bit standoffish, but he’s shy. That’s why he needs the dog. It’s you he’s looking to bump into, missy.’

‘Then why does he bump into trees when he sees me? He stares at me as if I’m from a different planet, all horns and green skin. Then he marches off with his dog and nothing happens.’

‘Make it happen. I made Stanley happen. If I’d left it to him, I’d still be working in the laundry and he’d be sharpening the same pencil he was working on when I came across him. Women run the world, but pretend that the men have a hand in it. That’s the secret of life.’

Harrie puffed out her cheeks. ‘Bloody complicated.’

‘Language, please.’

The young woman stood up. ‘Get on with your supper. Thanks for being here. Thanks for letting me bore you silly.’

‘Away with your bother.’ Eileen Eckersley stood at the window and watched as Harrie disappeared into her parents’ grounds. There’d be two bridge tables and eight tipsy women in the morning room. The dining room would remain cluttered until tomorrow. His Royal Professorship might be home, might be asleep on an army cot in his laboratory. It was not a real home, had never been a home.

She became aware that Stanley was standing behind her. ‘I remember when Harrie’s mother had a bit of heart in her,’ said Eileen quietly. ‘I remember the light going out of her eyes once she had produced the son. I think she had that post-natal suppression thing. God, Stanley, I don’t want to see that happening all over again to Harriet.’

‘What?’ He rattled the newspaper.

‘It’s no way for a young woman to live, tethered to a brother who can’t set foot outside of his own pattern.’

‘Is supper ready?’

She turned. ‘Yes, Stanley. Supper is on the table, the sun’s on Australia, the moon’s on the wane. All’s well with the world. Enjoy your smoked salmon.’ She swallowed the desire to weep and found no appetite for food.

Harrie sat on the veranda of the gazebo. She could hear shrieks of laughter from the morning room, saw Mum sneaking a secret smoke outside the French window. She must be dummy in the current hand. In Harrie’s book, Lisa Compton-Milne was a victim, not a perpetrator. All plastic surgeries and beauty treatments were compensations for a wasted life. Mum was not completely blameless, but she was confused at best. It wasn’t her fault, was probably no one’s fault. The twentieth century had been lived at a gallop and several people had fallen off the carousel. Lisa was one such person.

The woman who was Lisa’s partner came and dragged her back inside. Harrie folded her arms, gazed at a navy blue sky and a million stars. A waning moon imitated an unfinished letter C with a small blot of cloud at its centre. Men had walked on that satellite owned by Earth. Well, they were supposed to have landed on it, though one of the many anti-America theories insisted that the whole business had been staged, possibly in some film studio. The moon versus Walt Disney? What a thought.

Something started to scramble about in the copse. Harrie turned and was assaulted by a huge creature with hot breath and a great deal of fur. She heard a man’s voice: ‘Milly? Where the hell are you?’ The canine invader stopped licking her victim’s face, then removed two feet from Harrie’s shoulders.

‘Sorry. Come here, Milly.’

Milly stayed exactly where she was.

‘Milly?’

Harrie laughed. ‘I could have had a heart attack just then. I was sitting here peaceably, thinking about the moon and Walt Disney, when—’

‘I’m sorry. She got away.’

‘She certainly did. I am the away she got to. You’re Will Carpenter. We shared an apple and my first kiss.’ She stroked the dog. ‘Sit down, Will. She won’t bite you, I promise. And neither will I.’

He sat down, taking care to leave a space between himself and Harriet Compton-Milne. With unsteady fingers, he leaned over and fastened the dog’s lead to its collar. For almost a year, he had been imagining this moment, dreading it, celebrating it, embracing it and her.

‘She’s a big dog,’ commented Harrie. ‘I am possibly scarred for life.’

The whole family was scarred. This beautiful girl, who seemed inseparable from her strange brother, had a mad father, an ill-behaved mother and a grandma who lived in the roof like one of the proverbial belfry bats. ‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated.

‘I like dogs. Big ones, anyway. Small dogs are a bit yappy for my taste, and they get under your feet.’

‘Yes.’

There followed a short, excruciating silence. Will sat with his Alsatian bitch in the company of a woman who had occupied his thoughts for many a year. Awake, he imagined being with her; asleep, he endured dreams in which she was almost always the central force. But the family was mad. He should have stayed in the south, ought not to have come back to Bolton. ‘A lot of stars tonight.’ As soon as the words were out, he cringed at his own stupidity. He was never going to be any good at this sort of thing, was he?

‘The stars are hope,’ she answered. ‘Because, somewhere out there is infinity. In infinity, parallel lines meet.’

‘What?’

Harrie smiled. ‘It’s just another of my many daft theories. Sometimes, I feel I am living a parallel life and that I shall be close to no one until I reach the great beyond. See? I am definitely daft.’

Will nodded. ‘We all have our aberrations. Most of mine are in class Nine B.’

‘Nine B?’

‘Yup. They wear their convictions like medals of honour.’

‘Good to know they have some convictions. Most of us believe in nothing these days.’

‘Criminal convictions, Harrie.’

‘Yes, I realized that. I was being deliberately obtuse. Or, in Woebee’s words, opertuse. She has a language all her own.’

‘I have talked to her.’

‘Listened, more likely.’

He laughed nervously. Here he sat with the light of his life and a currently unbiddable dog. This was meant to be a beautiful moment filled by an invisible orchestra playing a quiet bit of Beethoven’s sixth, but, in reality, he was in the garden of an insane family with a girl whose own brother was as loony as Milly. Milly would probably be trained in time, but Harrie carried the same genes as the rest of the Compton-Milnes. When would she crack? At thirty? After the birth of a child? In menopause? God, she was beautiful . . .

‘You seem too shy for teaching,’ she said.

‘No. I wear a different hat at school. In fact, I have a whole rack of hats – depends which class I am taking.’

Harrie cringed when more hoots of laughter arrived from the morning room. ‘Bridge,’ she said. ‘Mum and her friends. Bridge evening. Losers buy lunch next week.’

‘Ah.’

‘None of them plays well. In reality, it’s probably a meeting of the planning department.’

‘What?’

‘They are laying foundations for new faces and flatter bellies. Some of them can’t even laugh properly, since their faces are paralysed by Botox. Several won’t laugh, as it encourages crows’ feet.’

Will swallowed hard. ‘You should walk with me and Milly sometimes. When you’re not working, of course.’

‘Of course.’

He hesitated. ‘Walking is good exercise – better for the system than jogging. And chasing my mutt keeps the heart pounding.’

‘Right.’

‘Will you?’

‘Will I what, Will? Chase your bloody dog?’

‘Yes.’

‘I might.’ Harrie could hear his fear, could feel his desire. He was a good enough specimen, well-etched and defined as perfectly as only a dark-haired man could be. He was pleasant, educated and a very desirable property. But her antennae picked up every mixed feeling, every doubt and hope. Was this chemistry? ‘You did chemistry at Cambridge?’

‘Yes.’

Ah, well, he would know all about it, then. As a qualified chemist, did he sense her hopeful desperation? Or was it desperate hope? And was that organic or inorganic chemistry? ‘I’ll walk with you if and when I get the chance of it.’

‘Good.’ He was excited by the prospect, though not a little dismayed.

It happened then, just as the couple had taken the first tentative steps towards each other. A side door burst open, and Ben ran out into the night. ‘Harrie!’ he screamed. ‘Harrie? Where are you? I’m injured.’

Will leapt to his feet. ‘Shall I go to him?’

‘No. It has to be me.’

Will sat in the gazebo and listened while the MG’s engine came to life, heard the swishing of displaced gravel, waited until the car could no longer be heard. Bridge-players had spilled on to the lawn, their arrival causing security lights to illuminate the scene. With a tightly tethered Milly, Will dragged himself away. The lunacy continued, it seemed. And he feared becoming a part of it, feared not becoming a part of her.

Ben refused to be abandoned by his sister. She was forced to hold his hand while he was examined, but to turn away while he was undressed. Feeling like an amateur contortionist, she managed not to scream when her metacarpals seemed in danger of becoming crushed. How would she manage jewellery with a broken hand?

An Asian doctor and two nurses were Ben’s attendants. Harrie listened to the questions and opinion:

‘How did this happen?’

‘You used the wrong bottle of bleach? Human skin should never be exposed to bleach.’

Ben talked about Milton, a preparation used for the sterilization of infants’ bottles. ‘That’s watered down bleach,’ he insisted.

As time ticked on, Harrie came to realize that her brother had scrubbed his genitals with Domestos. She shivered, pictured that crease-free cling film on the hob, cups perfectly aligned, books sectioned – would he be sectioned?

The doctor spoke. ‘I want to talk to your sister alone.’

‘She stays with me.’

Harrie decided to contribute. ‘Is he decent?’

‘Yes,’ replied the nearest nurse.

Harrie turned and looked at her brother. In the hospital gown, he looked about nine years of age and scared out of his wits. ‘I am going to talk to the doctor. No one will touch you. If anyone does touch you, I shall sue the bloody hospital. All right?’

‘It’s not all right.’

Anger bubbled in her chest, but she squashed it. Ben couldn’t help it, couldn’t help any of it, and she must not allow herself to become irritated with him. ‘You managed a driving test, so you can manage to lie there for ten minutes.’ She followed the doctor into the ward office.

Invited to sit, she perched nervously on the edge of her chair. ‘Miss Compton-Milne,’ he began, ‘have you any idea of what your brother has done to himself?’

‘I think so.’

‘Do you know why he has done this thing?’

‘No. He lives apart from me. In the same house, but he has his own rooms. Has he hurt himself badly?’

‘Badly enough, though he did have sense enough to rinse himself with cold water. And I am about to send for a psychiatrist so that we can have him assessed.’

The room began to spin. What could she do? What would Ben do if committed to a psychiatric unit?

‘It has to happen,’ said the doctor gently. ‘For his own good.’

Harrie caught her breath and managed to keep her seat. ‘Look, he has an IQ in the one-sixties. He isn’t like other people. My father is Gustav Compton-Milne, and he, too, is gifted. They aren’t . . . They aren’t normal.’

The young man nodded. ‘Please wait here. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. The nurse will bring you tea.’

After the third cup, Harrie felt as if she would drown in Tetley’s. What were they doing, and how was Ben coping? And why the hell had he scalded his penis with neat bleach? It was all connected to the OCD, the rituals, the orderliness that dominated his life.

Another man came in. He had receding grey hair and twinkling blue eyes. ‘Miss Compton-Milne?’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t get up, please.’ He walked to the other side of the desk, sat down, placed joined hands on a copy of Woman’s Realm that promised, in bright red capitals, to teach a reader how to improve her bust without surgery. ‘Your brother is fine. Physically, at least, there is to be no lasting damage to his person. But he seems very childlike in the emotional sense.’

‘I know.’

‘With people like him, there is often a disparity in areas of development. He has galloped intellectually, yet is as confused as any twelve-year-old. Does he spend a lot of time alone?’

Harrie nodded.

‘I should talk to his parents, really.’

‘They can’t do anything. Things are . . . difficult at home. My father is seldom around and my mother maintains a position of neutrality – like Switzerland.’

‘Ah.’

‘You can’t put him away. You mustn’t. I am the only person he trusts, but he will grow out of this, won’t he?’

The man sighed and shook his head. ‘I can’t in conscience section him this time. I have to take his story at face value and accept its content. But I warn you – this may well happen again. Or worse.’

Harrie looked him full in the face. ‘Why did he do it? Why did he hurt himself?’

‘That I can’t say. I am bound by an oath, as you are probably aware. But I will go so far as to admit that I consider Ben to be a very disturbed young man. He is not steady, not confident. You tell me he seldom socializes?’

‘Almost never.’

‘And you?’

She shrugged. ‘The same. I have a job in my family’s business, Ben needs me from time to time, my grandmother is disabled and my father—’

‘Is the Compton-Milne,’ the doctor finished for her.

‘Yes.’

‘Ben needs to grow up.’

‘He will. I’m sure he will.’

Harrie parked the car on a quiet stretch of Beaumont Road. She turned off the engine, sighed, then rested her weary head on the steering wheel. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Why, and what’s your next trick going to be?’

‘Fuck off,’ he mumbled.

She laughed mirthlessly. ‘How can I fuck off? I have to hang around and look after you.’ She raised her head. ‘What the hell were you doing, Ben?’

‘Thought it was shower gel.’

‘Tripe,’ she snapped. ‘I’m not as daft as the doctors. What is this fixation with cleanliness of yours?’

‘I hate dirt.’

‘Then work with Dad. He’s on a mission to clean up society. You’d be very useful to him.’

‘I’d rather die.’

She couldn’t say all of it, couldn’t lay completely at his door the blame for her own intellectual arrest. For him, she had remained at home. She wasn’t a coward, was she? Surely, she could have coped at Oxford, but she hadn’t been able to leave this boy.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. He put his head in his hands and began to weep.

Harrie tapped on the steering wheel and made a decision. ‘Right. The self-pity isn’t moving me any more, but I am moving – moving out.’

The tears dried up immediately. ‘What?’

‘The summer house, gazebo – whatever – will be dismantled and I’ll have one of those American jobs. Foundations, drains, then a prefabricated house on top. It will be single storey, because that’s all the planners will allow, but it will be all my own.’ She turned and stared at him. ‘If you want to see me, you’ll have to come out of Celibate City and visit. I’m not coming to you any more. The place stinks.’ She started the engine.

‘You can’t leave me,’ he shouted. ‘You’re all I have.’

Harrie nodded. ‘Sorry, bro. If I’m all you have, that’s hardly my fault. But you are not all I am going to have.’

‘You don’t love me any more.’

‘We aren’t married,’ she snapped. ‘Yes, you’re my brother; yes, it was a hard childhood. But I can’t carry on beating up the demons you create. Stop making me feel as if I have to compensate for all you endured. I was there. I was alive. I suffered, too.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘And if you say that again, you’ll be left with nothing to bleach, because I’ll cut it off. Don’t worry, I’ll use pinking shears – it won’t fray and you’ll never need a circumcision.’

The rest of the journey was completed in silence. Harrie informed an apparently only mildly interested Lisa that her son had accidentally dropped sharp-ended scissors into his thigh. The bridge eight had dispersed, so there was no other audience to bear witness to the lie.

Sleep eluded Harrie that night. When she did drift towards the edge of it, she saw a terrified child in a hospital bed, came to full wakefulness when the face on the pillow changed into that of a handsome young man with a panting, overgrown puppy by his side. ‘He’s afraid of me,’ she whispered into blackness. ‘Will’s terrified of this whole damned family.’

Resolution remained intact. Tomorrow, Harrie would travel up into the gods, probably on Gran’s stairlift – everyone needed some fun – and begin the process of ordering the wooden house that would contain the future of Ben’s big sister. She had to stop being Ben’s big sister; she must begin a new life as Harriet Compton-Milne, ready-and-willing spinster of this parish.

Ben turned off his eye on the world. For a moment or two, he considered smashing the webcam, but soon decided against such action. If Harrie installed a computer, he might be able to talk to her across the acreage without leaving his safe place. There was nothing to do. He played some music, medicated his injury, managed to pass water without losing consciousness.

Surely, having a partner had to be easier than this? Synchronized wretched masturbation with sickos all over the world was not ideal; nor was the need to cleanse the filth afterwards. But the thought of being touched by a human being whose standards of hygiene could scarcely be quantifiable was not attractive. The slightest rim of grey under a nail and he would head for the Pennines, wouldn’t he? He wiped a smudge from a light switch, showered, prepared for bed.

Like a corpse, he lay flat, head slightly raised by a thin pillow. With arms on top of the duvet and hard by his sides, he endured the painful result of his earlier behaviour. He should suffer. It was only right that he should suffer. Because he wasn’t normal.

Animals knew best. When one of their number became disabled or frail, he was left behind, sometimes killed by the rest. ‘I should be culled,’ he whispered. ‘Because I don’t belong. I can’t make myself belong.’ He didn’t even want to belong.

Hermione seldom missed a thing. With dormer windows set into both sides of the roof, she needed only to wheel herself from room to room in order to have a panoramic opinion of all that happened around the house known as Weaver’s Warp, a property handed down through generations of the Milne family. Before cotton had become Lancashire’s staple factory industry, weavers had taken in spun thread and had worked it into cloth. The rooms she occupied had possibly been a sweat shop a couple of hundred years ago. When the builders had come to move out Gus’s trains, they had found evidence of reinforcement in the beams; this had probably been put in place in order to support the weight of half a dozen looms. Now, it supported her.

The boy had been. He was a good-looking lad with a fine dog, and he had managed to talk to Harriet this time. Watching him had become a source of amusement and pleasure for Hermione; he clearly wanted to be with her granddaughter, yet was exquisitely shy in her presence. It was some kind of love, she supposed. Harriet deserved love. Hesitation on the part of a male was probably an asset in this age of bed-hopping, heartbreak, single parents and AIDS.

Ben. Hermione lit a cigarette and opened a window. Eileen Eckersley had the nose of an elephant when it came to residual nicotine. Harrie, Hermione’s partner in crime, was the guilty party who smuggled in Benson and Hedges once a week. Ben. Such a kerfuffle tonight, all spinning car tyres and flying gravel. He wasn’t right. Lisa’s fault? Hardly. Lisa was, always had been, an excellent jeweller and a good saleswoman. Love had died in her. Hermione had watched the premature death of her own daughter-in-law. Gustav? She shook her head. Gustav was the creation of his own father, a good enough man who had pushed his son into Bolton School, into Oxford, into medicine. Later on, Gus had placed himself under the wings of the Universities of Manchester and Liverpool, together with the financial backing of pharmaceutical companies. It was hard to place all the blame at the feet of her only son.

‘Was it me?’ she asked herself aloud. ‘Or Woebee? We did our best. If I could only get out of this damned chariot and walk, I’d march all the way to the root of the problem that is Ben.’

Tomorrow, she would talk to Harrie. Today, she reminded herself inwardly, because midnight was ages ago. Time to swing her senseless body into a prone position on the bed. Soon enough, she would need putting to bed before Eileen/Woebee’s daily departure. Not yet. For as long as possible, Hermione Compton-Milne would wear purple with red, would rattle a metaphorical stick along life’s railings, would wear slippers in the snow. Who wrote that poem?

Harrie, summoned into the Presence, placed her rear on Gran’s padded footstool and waited for the inquisition to begin. Her second-in-command would open the shop and marshal the comings and goings of staff. ‘I can’t stay long,’ she began. ‘The clockmaker’s due this morning. I have an early-nineteenth grandfather that needs attention.’

‘Bring him here, then. He’ll be more use than your real grandad, God rest him.’

Harrie smiled tentatively. ‘No. He’s all tick and no tock, Gran.’

‘Even so. Eileen?’

A turbaned head poked itself through the kitchen doorway. ‘I’m cupboards today.’

‘Coffee, please. And don’t fall off that stepladder; I am not insured.’

Grumbling softly, the head disappeared into the kitchen.

‘What’s going on?’ Hermione asked.

Harrie scratched her head. ‘I’m not sure. I thought he was getting better, because he did the driving test without even telling me, but I may have been mistaken. He’s still scrubbing everything. I found him last week making a terrible decision about double CDs. Should they stay with the singles in subdivisions of artistes, or should he make a new section for doubles?’

‘His conclusion?’

Harrie shrugged. ‘Don’t know.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Ciggies bottom drawer, bedroom bureau. She won’t find them while she’s doing the kitchen.’

‘What? Old X-ray eyes? Don’t be too sure.’

The younger woman laughed softly. There was no point in hiding anything from either of these two. Between them, they would probably spot without hesitation an igloo in a white-out. And Gran had proved herself to be almost unshockable. Any problem at all could be laid at the numbed feet of this eccentric, delightful creature.

‘What happened last night, Harriet?’

Ah. ‘Harriet’ meant serious business. It had been the same at school. On normal days, she was Harrie, but when officialdom prescribed prize-giving day or some such formal occasion, it was Harriet. ‘I’m not quite sure, Gran, but it was dealt with at the hospital.’

‘I see. Which department?’

‘A and E, swiftly followed by psychiatry.’

‘Bugger.’

‘Exactly.’

Hermione wheeled herself toward a front window. ‘What has he done to himself?’

Harrie hesitated for a short beat of time.

‘Well?’

‘I think he bleached his manhood, Gran. If it wasn’t Ben, that might even be funny in a Michael Jackson sort of way. He insisted he had mistaken Domestos for shower gel. I almost lost my temper with him.’

‘You think he washes himself in bleach?’

‘Weakened bleach, yes.’

‘Why can’t he use soap and water?’

‘Gran, if I had answers, there would have been no visit to the hospital last night.’ She sighed heavily. ‘Time for me to become semi-detached – if your offer still stands. One of those prefabricated jobs can be built within weeks. They do it all the time in America. I think they put cooking foil between the two layers as insulation.’

Hermione nodded absently. ‘Of course.’ She fiddled with a string of pearls. ‘I should never have allowed Stanley to get those rooms done for him.’

Eileen appeared with a tray. ‘Are you taking my husband’s name in vain here? What’s he done now? When last seen, he was innocently mending a gate. Yes, you should get your house built,’ she advised Harrie. ‘Time you had a life. Here, you pour the coffee while I carry on carrying on.’ She returned to her task.

‘She misses nothing,’ smiled Hermione. ‘I’ll start the ball rolling out towards the copse as soon as possible.’

‘Ben will have to be more self-reliant with me out of the house.’

Woebee’s head made another brief appearance. ‘You’ll still be on top of him, but. You’d be better off taking one of those departments in Eagley Mills or such.’

‘Apartments,’ snapped Hermione with feigned annoyance. ‘She’ll do as she chooses, Eileen. Get the cupboards finished. It’s time you did something to justify your existence.’

It was settled. Harrie was to have a posh shed in the grounds, and all of them would wait and watch. It reminded Harrie of a set of books she had read in childhood. What Katie Did Next would become What Ben Did Next. And the grandfather clock was waiting, too.
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