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The Real Thing


‘I tell you, kid,’ Deet said, ‘one day you’ll grow up

and then you won’t be worth anything. Youth’s the

only stuff that matters these days. And you know

why? – Because it’s in short supply. People aren’t

being born like they used to be, and the ones that are

here aren’t dying. They’re hanging on by their fingernails,

their toenails and anything else they can cling

on with. Youth, it’s the only thing. I know plenty of

people look young, but that’s just fake, like a suntan

from a bottle. It’s the real thing that I’m talking

about, kid, and you’ve got it. Or at least you have for

a while . . . only it won’t last, not even for you, and

that’s the thing to remember, and to make the most of

it while it’s here. One day, you’ll even end up as old

as me. So let’s go make some money, while we can.

Let’s make that old hay while the sun is shining. And

stack it up in the barn.’


Tarrin didn’t really want to make any money. Not

today. What he wanted was to meet another child,

one to talk to, one to play with, but he hadn’t seen

anyone his age for weeks now. Most children

belonged to rich people – the way most things

belonged to rich people, which was why, no doubt,

they were called rich. They owned everything. Or said they did. Maybe they had stolen it all once, and

then had bought suits and got respectable. Tarrin

himself had belonged to a rich person once, but Deet

had won him in a card game. That was the story anyway.

His owner had got drunk and had bet him on

the turn of a card – and the card had turned up

wrong.


But how had he belonged to the rich person? The

rich person couldn’t have been his father, for no

father would bet his own child on the turn of a card.

It was so long ago now anyway, longer back than he

could remember. It had been Deet for years now, Deet

and a whole succession of different ladies whom he

was expected to call Mother for a while. But they

soon tired of Deet, or he tired of them, and they

packed their bags and then a few weeks later there

was somebody else to call Mother.


One of them had tried to take Tarrin with her

when she left. He had been ready to go with her as

well. But Deet had suspected something. He had a

nose for trouble. He hadn’t let Tarrin out of his sight

that day until she was long gone.


Tarrin always wondered about her afterwards, if

she had really wanted him, or if like Deet she only

wanted him in order to make money and then one

day, when he got too tall, she would abandon him,

and he would be just like anyone else in the world,

worth only what a day’s work could bring him. (Or

a day’s stealing, in some cases.) He wondered how

many years he had left before even Deet didn’t want

him.


‘Hey, cheer up! What’re you worried about, kid?’ Deet said, both interrupting and seeming to read

Tarrin’s thoughts.


‘It’s a long time till you grow up. And, even then,

there’s always the PP. But you’ve got to have it while

you’re young. It’s no good after. Then it’s too late.

What do you think, kid? What do you say? How

about going for the PP? I’ll stake you to it. We’ll be

made forever then. You and me. You can pay me

back from your earnings, a little at a time. Sure, it’ll

take a while, as it’s a big investment. It’s more money

than I’ve got, to tell the truth, but what the hell – live

long and prosper – someone’ll lend it to us if they

know you’re having the PP. It’s security. They’ll know

you’ll be able to pay them back. Sure, you’ll miss out

on a few things – the things that grown-ups do. But

what the heck, I can do all those things for you, on

your behalf. Why not stick to what you’re good at?

You’re good at being a kid, you’ve got that kid thing

off to a T. And I’m good at exploiting the situation

and representing you. Don’t I get you regular work,

kid? Of course I do. Do I overwork you? Course I

don’t. Others would in my position, but not me. I’m

not like that. Remember the old goose and the old

golden egg? Well, that’s how I see it. Why strangle the

hand that feeds you, if you get my drift. Wouldn’t

you like to be a kid forever? Think of that. A kid forever.

How about it? What do you say? A kid forever

in a world of old folk. You’d be the toast of the town,

like a movie star. What do you say?’


Tarrin said nothing. They walked on in silence,

each absorbed in his thoughts. Deet thinking that if

Tarrin had the PP, he’d be set for life, never have to

worry again, ever, all the way to the end. Tarrin thinking that Deet was overlooking one very essential

fact – the PP was totally illegal now, and if anyone

involved in perpetrating it was caught, it meant life.

Life in prison. And these days, life was a long, long

time. Life just went on and on now. On and on and

on.


Yet the PP was tempting. Yes, in some ways it was.

To be young forever, that was what it meant. That

was why the operation was called the PP. It stood for

Peter Pan, the boy who never grew up. To be a boy

forever, there was something in that, and yet . . .




Another man, with a child beside him, was coming

towards them. Tarrin’s heart leaped. The boy was the

same as him – his age, his height. It was weeks now

since he’d played with anyone, even talked with, even

seen, anyone like himself.


‘Deet . . .’


‘I see him, I see him. OK, you can have fifteen

minutes together if his old man don’t mind.’


But as they approached, Tarrin saw that there was

something wrong with the boy – that he wasn’t really

a boy at all. Maybe many, maybe most older people

would not have noticed. But Tarrin did. And Deet

too.


‘That’s no father,’ Deet said. ‘He’s minding him,

same as I’m minding you.’


The man was tall and fair. The boy was dark, with

black, curled hair. There was no way they were father

and son.


‘Hi, guys, how’s it going?’ Deet called as they drew

level. ‘Looks like we’re in the same line of trade.’


The blond man’s eyes looked Tarrin up and down.


‘Yup.’ He nodded. ‘Looks like we are.’


They stopped to talk.


‘Work good?’ Deet asked.


‘Turning it away,’ the blond man said.


‘Own him?’ Deet asked, nodding towards the

child.


The blond man shook his head.


‘Partners,’ he said.


Deet’s eyes narrowed.


‘How old is he?’


‘Older’n me,’ the blond man said. And he looked

about forty.


Deet nodded slowly.


‘Nice job,’ he said. ‘Cost you?’


‘You’d better believe it,’ the blond man said. He

turned to the child. ‘Right, Charlie?’


‘Right.’ The boy nodded. But he was looking at

Tarrin. And Tarrin was trying not to look at his eyes.


They were frightening. They were small and black,

but they weren’t the eyes of a child at all, they were

the eyes of some unknown creature.


The boy spoke. ‘Hi.’


‘Hi,’ Tarrin answered.


Deet nodded at the two boys. ‘Getting acquainted,’

he said. ‘Does he meet many his own age?’


‘He meets plenty his own age,’ the other man

laughed. ‘He just don’t meet many his own size, if

you get my meaning.’


Tarrin was studying the boy’s face.


‘How old are you?’ Tarrin asked.


The boy paused a while before answering, then,

‘Old enough,’ he said.


‘Don’t be shy, Charlie,’ the blond man said. ‘Tell

him how old you are.’


Charlie didn’t answer.


‘He’s forty-eight,’ the man said.


The boy looked offended. ‘No need to tell him

that,’ he said. ‘He won’t play with me now.’


And it was true, Tarrin wouldn’t. He was recoiling,

moving gradually away, from the boy who was forty-eight

years old.


‘Well, we’d better be going,’ the blond man said.

‘He’s booked for an hour in a little while and we need

to get some lunch.’


‘OK. See you around maybe,’ Deet said.


‘Maybe.’ The blond man nodded, but he didn’t

sound as if it was very likely. ‘We’re moving on

tomorrow – try another town. Eh, Charlie?’


‘Yes, sure,’ Charlie answered. ‘Another town and

then another one and another after that. Another day

with this one or that one, another hour making up

for the kid they never had. Yeah, it’s great, it’s just

great, a great way to earn a living.’


His eyes turned to Tarrin.


‘Never have the PP, kid,’ he said. ‘Never. Grow up,

grow old and die one day. But never have the PP. I’m

telling you.’


‘Hey, that’s enough of that, Charlie,’ the blond

man said. ‘Partners or not, older than me or not, you

ain’t so big I can’t take you over my knee and give

you a good hiding.’


Charlie looked up and turned his gaze on the man.

‘You can try it,’ he said. ‘And you may do it. But

you’ll only do it once.’


The blond man went on trying to look in charge,

but he didn’t really seem it any more.


‘Good luck then,’ Deet said. He wanted to be away now. He didn’t like this way of talking about the PP,

not in front of Tarrin. ‘We’d better not keep you.’


The two men and the two boys went their separate

ways. The black-haired boy turned back once and

shouted to Tarrin. ‘You remember what I said,’ he

told him. ‘You remember!’


‘That’s enough of that now, Charlie,’ the blond

man said, and he got hold of the boy’s ear and

twisted it. The boy responded by stamping his heel

down on the man’s foot. He let out an enormous yell.


‘And next time I’ll stick my penknife in you,’ the

boy said.





Tarrin and Deet walked on. It was a road Tarrin

knew well; if anything he was overfamiliar with it

and had long since ceased to notice its attractions.

But there was one frontage that always held his gaze.

It was the entrance to a small theatre club, and on a

board outside were some photographs of a girl who

looked about eleven or so, up on the stage of a tiny

theatre, wearing red tap-dancing shoes.


‘Miss Virginia Two Shoes,’ the board proclaimed.

‘Fifty-five years young and still dancing.’


Deet paused to admire the display.


‘Now there’s a pro,’ he said. ‘There’s a real professional.

This is what I’m talking about kid, you see?

Fifty-five years young and still dancing. Now that

could be you.’


Tarrin shuddered. He could think of nothing worse

than to be fifty-five years old, but looking eleven, and

still dancing.


‘She’s all upfront about it too, see, kid. Everyone

knows she’s had the PP, but so what? She’s not hiding anything. And still they come to see her. She’s a real

trooper.’


Tarrin glanced at the other side of the board. There

were more photographs of Miss Virginia Two Shoes.

She was up on stage again, wearing a ginger wig and

singing – at a guess – ‘Tomorrow’ from Annie, the

old musical about the little orphaned girl. The caption

under the photograph read, ‘Miss Virginia Two

Shoes – Everybody’s Favourite Girl. Come see her

dancing – the daughter you never had.’


Deet nodded. ‘That could be you, kid,’ he said

again. ‘That could be you. The son they never had.

Upfront and out with it and not hiding anything and

still making a living. Everyone knows she’s fifty-five.

In fact they change the numbers every year. First time

I came through this town, that board said, “Miss

Virginia Two Shoes – forty-three years young and

still dancing.” She was still dancing back then and

she’s still dancing now. And if you want my opinion,

she’ll be dancing till the day she drops, and even if

she gets to be two hundred and ten, she’ll still be

everybody’s favourite girl. And that’s the way to be.’


He stared at the board and seemed in a reverie,

maybe dreaming of all the money Miss Virginia Two

Shoes might make from being everybody’s favourite

girl, between now and the hour of her ending. Maybe

he was thinking of how he could help her spend it.


‘Only she never got to grow up,’ Tarrin pointed

out.


‘What? What’d you say, kid?’ Deet asked, coming

back to reality.


‘I said, she never got to grow up and she never will

now,’ Tarrin said.


Deet looked at him, a curious expression of pity

and maybe even compassion on his face.


‘Grow up?’ He grimaced. ‘You think it’s such a big

deal – such a good deal – to grow up? The world’s

full of grown-up people, kid. They live a long, long

time, until maybe they get so tired of it they wish

they’d never been born. They don’t look a day over

forty or act old, and they’re always sporting the

latest styles, but they’re ancient inside. Some of them

have even already crumbled away to dust, deep inside

where it matters. Those Anti-Ageing pills, they stop

you rotting from the outside in, see kid, but they

can’t fix the inside out, not if you’ve got the old

bored-with-living-but-scared-to-die blues. There’s no

pill for that.


‘But you have the PP implant, you never feel that

way. Not so they say. Anti-Ageing stops grown-ups

getting older, but the PP saves you the trouble of ever

growing up at all. You just stay young and hopeful

and happy, and you go on singing and dancing – just

like Miss Virginia Two Shoes here, everybody’s

favourite girl. I mean, look at that little angel face,

kid, and those cute curls. You’re a kid yourself, so

how would you know, but for me, she’s the cutest

thing, just the sort of daughter I’d have dreamed of

myself. She’d have been there when I came home

from a hard day’s work, and just the sight of her

angel face and her head of curls would have made it

all worthwhile.’


It was on the tip of Tarrin’s tongue to ask Deet

when exactly he had ever done a hard day’s work,

but he wisely kept the question to himself. As far

as Tarrin could see, Deet did no work other than to live off him. Deet, no doubt, would have seen it

differently. He would have talked about himself in

terms of agent, manager, minder. He would have

mentioned responsibilities and things like that. And

maybe that was true, it was work to an extent, but it

wasn’t hard, and it didn’t fill the day. It took up a

couple of hours of his time at most, and the remainder

of the day was his to do with as he pleased, and

he normally passed it in spending Tarrin’s money. His

‘company’ money, as Deet called it. The money

Tarrin was paid just for keeping people company.


Deet went on admiring the photos of Miss Virginia

Two Shoes. He seemed to have genuine feeling for

her, as if she really was the daughter he had never

had.


‘She’s a doll, all right,’ he said. ‘A living doll.’ He

turned to Tarrin. ‘And that’s another thing you don’t

understand, kid,’ he went on, ‘and if you go the PP

road, you’ll never have to. If you stay a child, you’ll

never want a child. But you grow up, kid, and watch

the years go by and know you’ll never have any son

or daughter or family of your own . . . well . . . it’s

a bitter pill, kid, a bitter pill. And a hard one to

swallow. Or why else would Miss Virginia Two Shoes

still be packing them in those seats and selling out

every performance?’


A queue was beginning to form outside the door

for the first show of the day. There were couples,

groups of friends, some men and some women on

their own. Some were wearing Miss Virginia Two

Shoes badges and were plainly regular fans.


‘I hope she sings “The Good Ship Lollipop” today,’ a woman said to her husband. ‘She hasn’t sung that

for a long time and it’s one of my favourites.’


The door opened and the queue shuffled forwards.

The audience paid their money and went on into the

dim interior of the small theatre. They didn’t know

that Miss Virginia Two Shoes was already in her

dressing room, putting her tights on and her buckled

shoes. Every now and again she took a sip from a

glass of whisky.


‘Let’s move it,’ Deet said to Tarrin, looking at his

watch. ‘We’ll get a bite, then I’ll take you to the

customer’s. It’s a straight one-hour – no frills, just

basic be-a-boy stuff. I’ll wait outside till you’re done

and then there’s a twenty-minute break till the next

one. We’ll need to get a cab to that, as it’s a few miles

further on. Then there’s a couple more to do, which

should take us into early evening, and then we’ll call

it a day. Come on, kid, what are you looking at? Let’s

move it.’


The people in the street. That was who Tarrin had

been looking at. The people in the street and, more

particularly, the people in the queue, all lining up to

pay their money for the privilege of seeing Miss

Virginia Two Shoes dance in her silver-buckled

pumps, with her little girl’s body in her little girl’s

clothes – even though she was fifty-five and then

some. The people were all different, and yet in some

ways they all looked the same.


They all got stopped at the same traffic lights,

Tarrin thought. And none of them could go any

further.


That was it exactly. Time had stopped passing

for them. There was no knowing how old any of them were. They may have been forty. In fact, the

majority of them looked about forty. But these days,

an octogenarian looked forty, a centenarian looked

forty. You could go right on to about a hundred and

fifty before you started to look much older. There

were people who had reached their second century

and who had passed on, still looking forty.


‘It’s a wonderful thing, medical science,’ Deet said,

as if reading Tarrin’s thoughts. This ability of his constantly

impressed and startled the boy, because he

didn’t believe for a moment that Deet was a greatly

intelligent man, but he had bottomless reserves of

shrewdness and cunning. He was astute, in a streetwise

kind of way; he knew how to spot an advantage

and how to read people’s deepest desires.


‘Come on, let’s get a bite. Burger do you?’


‘OK,’ Tarrin agreed.


‘Let’s make it a fast one then,’ Deet said, leading

the way on down the street to a burger joint. ‘Let’s

take a look at the menu and see what’s on special

today.’


They went on towards the burger bar. As they

entered, Tarrin looked back over his shoulder, up the

street towards the club which was the home of Miss

Virginia Two Shoes, everybody’s favourite girl. He

briefly wondered what it must be like to be fifty-five

years old yet still a child, never to have aged, never to

have grown. What was it like for a girl never to

become a woman? For a boy never to become a man?


‘Come on, kid – time’s moving!’ Deet beckoned

him in and Tarrin followed him up to the counter,

where they ordered burgers, Cokes and fries.


‘And make it snappy,’ Deet told the server. ‘We haven’t got all day.’ Then, ‘Fast food, huh?’ he

muttered to Tarrin. ‘Even fast food don’t seem quick

enough any more.’


Yes, time was moving, that was true, time was

always moving. But for the other people in the queue,

with their forty-year-old faces, time stood still, or

seemed to. There were days as long as eternity, afternoons

which seemed impossible to fill, evenings that

stretched forever towards an unending night. Life

was long, life was long. And what did you do when

you had done all there was to do? When you had

experienced all there was to experience? When you

had been everywhere there was to go? When you had

read all there was to read? When you had heard all

the music and knew all the stories, when you knew

every cadence in every symphony, every hook in

every song, every twist in every plot, every brush

stroke in every work of art? What did you do then?

What did you do?


You took a walk along the street and you bought

yourself a ticket for Miss Virginia Two Shoes – fifty-five

years old and still dancing, everybody’s favourite

girl and the source of eternal delight. And you sat and

dreamed of the daughter you had never had and the

son you had always wanted, and the children and the

grandchildren you had never known and would

never know.


You thought of the family you had always desired,

and the sound of children’s voices as they played out

in the yard. You dreamed of the washing on the line

and the plates in the sink, the untidiness in the rooms

and the sounds of squabbling. You dreamed of birthdays,

of the puff of breath blowing out candles, of Christmases, of weddings and christenings, of a hundred

different occasions. You dreamed of the pictures

they painted, the bikes they learned to ride. You

dreamed and you dreamed, you forgot and you

remembered, as you sat in the darkness while Miss

Virginia Two Shoes (who was surely your most

favourite girl) sang her song and danced her dance.

Then at the end when the applause came, sometimes,

before you put your hands together, you reached to

your eyes with the flat of your hand and you wiped

away a tear.
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A Child for the

Afternoon


As they left the burger bar – Deet picking his teeth

with a wooden toothpick – a man passing by looked

down at Tarrin and smiled.


‘My, that’s a fine child you have there, a fine child,’

the man said to Deet – his voice full of innocent

appreciation.


‘You want to rent him?’ Deet asked. ‘How long do

you want him for? Minimum time is an hour. You

can have him for less but you still have to pay for an

hour. It’s up to you.’


The man looked shocked – insulted even.


‘Rent him? What do you mean, rent him? What

sort of a person do you think I am?’


‘Nah, nah, nah,’ Deet said, ‘nothing like that.

Strictly legit. You can take him for a walk, take him

for a burger – though he’s only just had one so he

may not be that hungry. Or you can take him to feed

the ducks, take him to the park, play on the swings,

skim stones across the pond – you can show him

how, like a real dad, you know what I’m saying? And

if you want to buy him a present at the end as a sign

of appreciation – that’s up to you. He gets to keep

everything.’


No I don’t, Tarrin thought. Not if it’s valuable. You either sell it or keep it for yourself. When anyone

took him anywhere, Deet would stalk them, keeping

an eye on whatever might happen. If he ever saw any

presents being given, he always asked for them when

time was up.


‘You can’t have him right now, mind,’ Deet said.

‘We’ve got an appointment. But I can book you in for

later in the day, or maybe tomorrow would be better.

I’m not too sure about next week, we might be moving

on.’


Moving on? It was the first Tarrin knew about it.

But that was Deet, always thinking of moving on.

Not necessarily doing it, but thinking.


The man shook his head and walked on. He didn’t

want a child, not today. Or maybe he did, but he

couldn’t afford one, or maybe he could afford one,

but it would just be too painful for him, it would

make him think of the son he had always wanted, of

the family he had never had.


So few people could have families now. Sterility

was the price of longevity, it seemed. With advanced

age and increased lifespan had come new viruses,

which had all but destroyed the ability to reproduce.

Only the rare and fortunate few had proved immune.

Even those who declined to take the Anti-Ageing

pills, for moral or ethical reasons, were equally

susceptible. Yet if it hadn’t been for this sterility, the

world would have become so densely overpopulated

– with a high birth rate and low death rate – that

people would have been crammed into it like canned

sardines.


Only a minority were still able to conceive

children, and those who did have them wouldn’t let them out of their sight – the way you wouldn’t let

your gold watch or your most precious possessions

out of your sight, or someone would take them from

you. It wasn’t the bogeyman children had to worry

about, it was Kiddernappers and, unlike the bogeymen

and the monsters in the wardrobes, they were

real enough.


‘Come on, kid,’ Deet said. ‘Let’s get you to Mrs

Davey’s – just up here and around the corner, if I

reckon it right.’


They walked down a long street of terraced houses

which widened at the end to two rows of detached

and more expensive ones with large gardens. Deet

checked his watch, led the way up the path to one of

the houses and knocked on the door.


‘Never trust doorbells,’ he told Tarrin. ‘Sometimes

you hear them, sometimes you don’t. And if you

don’t hear them, are they ringing inside or aren’t

they? But knocking – you know where you are. It’s

got a positive feel about it.’


A woman came to the door and looked out at them

through a small glass panel. At the sight of Deet, she

looked worried, but when she looked down and saw

Tarrin standing next to him, her face relaxed into a

smile and she reached to open the door.


‘Good day to you, ma’am,’ Deet said, so stiff and

formal all of a sudden that Tarrin was afraid that he

was going to break into a bow. ‘I believe,’ he continued,

‘that you ordered a child for the afternoon,

and I have the pleasure of bringing him right here to

your door. This is he,’ he said, nodding at Tarrin, as

though Mrs Davey might otherwise have trouble

working out which of them was the child and which wasn’t. He nudged Tarrin with his elbow and

muttered, ‘Say hello to the lady and mind your

manners.’


Mrs Davey overheard him and smiled. ‘No need to

tell him to mind his manners,’ she said. ‘He seems

like a nice, polite and well-behaved boy to me.’


Deet latched on to her words immediately, anxious

to agree with them and to embellish them.


‘Indeed he is, ma’am, indeed he is. A nicer boy

would be hard to find. In fact, come to that, any boy

would be hard to find these days . . .’


It was intended to be a small joke, but the childless

Mrs Davey plainly did not find it amusing. Deet rapidly

tried to salvage the situation.


‘Yes, any boy would be hard to find, and any girl

too. And a sad and distressing state of affairs it is,

ma’am, for a woman like yourself, if I may say, who

would maybe love to have a family, and who – if I

may make so bold, ma’am – would make a fine, fine

mother. A fine one, if appearances can be trusted,

and, in this instance, I believe they can.’


Mrs Davey seemed well aware of the insincerity of

his words, but was touched by them just the same.

Tarrin saw her eyes grow cloudy.


‘I would,’ she nodded. ‘And that is the truth

Mr . . .’


‘Deet,’ Deet said. ‘No first name, no after. Just

straight Deet is how I take it.’


‘Yes, Mr Deet,’ she continued, ‘I would love a

family. As you can see, I haven’t even begun to take

the Anti-Ageing . . .’


‘I can see you’re still a young woman, ma’am,’

Deet agreed. It was on the tip of his tongue to add, ‘And a very attractive one,’ but he rightly thought

that this would be pushing familiarity too far.


‘We would both love children,’ Mrs Davey said.

‘Both my husband and myself. But like so many other

couples – so, so many other couples – alas, it has not

proved possible.’


‘Alas,’ Deet sighed. ‘Alas, alas. The way of the

world. The way things go . . . things going wrong,

and no one knowing how to fix them. Alas, alas.’


As he spoke he sneaked a look at his watch.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘better get down to business. An

hour, I think we fixed on. Payment in advance, I

believe, was arranged. Cheque will do, but cash is

preferable. Time starts from when you close the

door, and it ends when I return and knock on it

again.’


‘You can use the bell,’ Mrs Davey said, pointing to

it. ‘We have one.’


‘I prefer knocking,’ Deet said. ‘It’s more definite,

more positive, it can’t be argued with and that way

there’s no misunderstandings.’


He put his arm round Tarrin’s shoulders in a

fatherly way. The sheer, rank insincerity of it always

gave Tarrin the creeps.


‘Now you behave yourself, my boy, and you be

nice to Mrs Davey and mind your manners. In you go

now and have a nice afternoon.’


‘Thank you,’ Mrs Davey said. ‘Are you coming in

now . . .?’


Tarrin realized that Deet hadn’t told her his name.


‘It’s Tarrin,’ he said.


‘That’s a nice name,’ Mrs Davey said. ‘Unusual,

but nice.’


‘I gave it to him myself,’ Deet told her.


Liar, Tarrin thought, but he didn’t say anything.


‘Will you come in now, Tarrin?’ Mrs Davey smiled.

‘And we can spend our hour together. See you in a

while, Mr Deet.’


‘No mister. Just Deet. Straight Deet,’ Deet said.

‘No forenames nor encumbrances.’


Maybe he had been hoping that Mrs Davey might

invite him to wait inside and to spend the hour in

front of the television, watching the horse racing and

even drinking a can of Mr Davey’s beer. But if such

were his hopes, they were dashed. She was already

closing the door.


‘A moment, ma’am!’ Deet all but screeched. ‘A

moment!’


She reopened the door and looked blankly at him.


‘We forgot the . . . eh . . . the . . . recompense,’ Deet

said, almost sheepishly, like he didn’t care to talk

about it and that money changing hands was a

grubby thing he would have preferred to have had no

part of, but was forced into by a cruel and hostile

world.


‘Forgive me,’ Mrs Davey said. ‘I have it ready. It’s

all here.’


She handed him an envelope. Tarrin was afraid for

a moment that Deet was going to open it up and

count it there and then, right in front of the lady. But

he somehow managed to contain himself until she

had closed the door. He was sure the money would

be all there, and he was right. He was a good judge

of character and of honesty, even if he lacked those

two qualities himself.





*





The door closed behind them. The house was cool. It

was clean and tidy, a refuge from the bustle and heat

of the afternoon.


‘Well . . .’


Mrs Davey seemed as shy and as awkward as a

young girl in a strange place. As the house was hers,

and Tarrin was the stranger, he should have been the

shy and awkward one, but he had done this too many

times before to let his apprehension or his nervousness

show. He maybe felt the way a seasoned performer

does before he goes on stage to give a show.

There was an edge of nervousness, but confidence

too, and the nervousness would help him to give a

good performance, to give value for money, the way

Deet liked it. Because that way you got the word

of mouth recommendations and more work elsewhere.


Strangely, there was not all that much return work,

however. Tarrin would probably not see Mrs Davey

again after this afternoon. Deet discouraged it. He

felt that after two or three visits people were starting

to get too attached, or there was a danger they

would, and that could lead to problems. After a visit

or two, most people never got in contact again anyway.

It was obvious why – it was just too painful.

The customers had wanted to know what it would be

like to have a child, if only for an hour or two of the

morning, if only for an afternoon. At first they

enjoyed it and marvelled at it and they could hardly

wait for the second appointment to come round. But

around the second visit or the third, they grew melancholy

after the boy had gone. They realized that they

were only prolonging an inner agony, and that all their money was buying them was salt for their

wounds, when they had sought to purchase balm.


‘So what would you like to do, Tarrin?’


They often asked him that. It was their hour, and

their money and their choice. Only when it came

down to it, they often found they didn’t really have

much idea. For so long they had wondered what it

would be like to have a child, and now he was here

they didn’t know what to do with him.


‘What would you like to do? Anything?’


Tarrin could have made it easier for her, but he

didn’t, at least not immediately. He just made it a

little more complicated.


‘What would you like to do, ma’am. Whatever

you’d like to do, I’d be pleased to do that. That

would be just fine.’


She looked a little bit confused, then she started

thinking, then she smiled.


‘Please don’t call me ma’am . . . call me . . .’ Her

voice drifted to silence, as if she were embarrassed,

even a little ashamed to say.


Tarrin decided that he liked her. She had a nice

face, she was clean and pretty, her house was calm

and ordered and, more importantly, she was probably

the age she seemed.


What she had said to Deet had probably been true.

She hadn’t started taking the Anti-Ageing yet. But no

doubt some day she would. They all did. Every one

of them. Nobody wanted to grow old, Tarrin

reflected, or that was what they told themselves.

Maybe the reality was that they did want to grow

old. What they didn’t want to do was to look old.

What they wanted was to live forever and seem

young forever. Maybe a small part of everyone was

just like Miss Virginia Two Shoes, fifty-five, or sixty,

or seventy, or ninety years young, and still dancing

. . . dancing . . . dancing . . .


‘Can I call you “Mum”, ma’am?’


Mrs Davey smiled, a real genuine smile that

crinkled her eyes. ‘That would be lovely, Tarrin. That

would be nice.’


They still stood in the quiet hallway. There was an

old-fashioned grandfather clock in a corner, it ticked

and tocked slowly, almost as though it were the wood

of the case creaking and not the pendulum inside.


Tarrin wondered what Deet would be doing, where

he would have gone. He wouldn’t have gone far, that

was for sure. ‘Only hanging round protecting my

investment,’ he told the boy once when Tarrin had

questioned him as to why he had seen him loitering

outside the house he had been in for the last hour.

Deet trusted him more now, but still not that much,

and never entirely. He wouldn’t have gone more than

a few minutes away. He’d be right outside, leaning on

a lamp post, reading the newspaper he kept folded in

his pocket for half the day, squinting across at Mrs

Davey’s windows every now and again. Or he’d be

sitting on a bench in a nearby park, doing the same.

Or he might be in a coffee bar, trying to get friendly

with the waitress. Or he’d be inside a local betting

shop, losing money on the latest sure-fire winner he

had chosen from the racing pages of his newspaper.

But, wherever he was, he’d be back in sixty minutes.

He’d be back in fifty-nine.


‘Would you like anything to eat, Tarrin?’


‘I’m OK, thanks . . . Mum.’


Mrs Davey looked a little disappointed. Maybe he

shouldn’t have had lunch. Maybe he should have

anticipated the offer of food. It happened frequently

enough. If she offered him a drink he would accept it.

Not that he was thirsty. He was only doing his job.


‘A drink, then?’


‘That would be lovely.’


‘Then let’s go into the kitchen.’


She led the way. The kitchen was immaculate; it

was light and airy and spacious.


‘You have a lovely home,’ Tarrin said.


‘Thank you.’


‘No, I mean it. I’m not just saying it because I have

to.’


‘You say a lot of things because you have to?’


‘Deet tells me to say things to please people.’


‘To keep the client sweet?’


‘I guess.’


Honesty always disarmed them. Some might have

thought that it was mere professionalism, a ploy in its

own right, almost a slightly dishonest one, that

deliberate frankness was a form of deceit. And maybe

sometimes it was, but not today.


Mrs Davey smiled. She seemed to understand and

not to resent him for his plain speaking. He didn’t

know quite why he was being so confidential today.

Maybe he was tired, maybe he was sad, maybe it was

the atmosphere of her safe, quiet home, which made

him long for such a place – such a mother – for himself.


‘We have milk, squash, orange juice, cola or . . .’


She looked shy again.


Or what? Tarrin wondered and waited to see what it would be. She reached into the fridge and took out

a glass jug, covered with a cloth.


Here it came. Like always.


‘There’s some home-made lemonade . . .?’


Tarrin would have chosen it even if he didn’t have

to. So it was neither effort nor sacrifice to smile and

look pleased, almost excited, and say, ‘The lemonade,

please . . . Mum.’


For a moment she turned away and her hand

reached to her face and her eyes. Then she pulled a

piece of tissue from the kitchen roll and blew her

nose and threw the paper into the bin and then she

washed her hands. By the time she turned round to

face him again, she was back in control, and her

cheeks were dry, and he would never have known –

if he hadn’t had the experience of being in this same

situation so many times before – that for a second

there, she had been crying.


‘Lemonade it is then. I’ll have some too.’


She poured it into tall, plastic glasses, decorated

with cartoon figures. Tarrin watched her. The

tumblers were childish. They were new. She had

bought them in anticipation of his visit. She had

bought them for him. And maybe, when he had gone,

she would take the one he had drunk from, and

would put it away somewhere safe, and some time in

the future, when she was alone in the house, she

would take it out and hold it in her hands and press

its rim against her face.


‘Then maybe we can go out into the garden.’


‘That would be great.’


‘There’s lots of space – and trees – and a swing –

and a bicycle – and a skateboard – and a basketball hoop on the garage wall. I know what you boys are

like.’


‘I know what you boys are like.’


If only you did, ma’am, Tarrin thought. If only you

did. If only it were all that straightforward and

simple, and it could all be cured by a basketball hoop

and a skateboard and a swing. If only. Only. Only.


But he didn’t say, or even let his expression convey,

any of that. No, ma’am. No sir. He just smiled his

professional smile and nodded and said, ‘That’s right,

Mum. That’s right.’


Then he sipped at his home-made lemonade and

said how good it was – and it was good too, he

wasn’t shamming – and then he followed her out to

the garden, and as they went out he glanced up at the

kitchen clock, and he saw that she, for her part, had

glanced at her wristwatch. For a whole ten minutes

had already gone. Ten minutes of her precious,

expensive hour. Ten minutes of their time together.

Ten minutes of their afternoon.


The garden was like the kitchen, like her, like the

house. It was ordered and calm and cared for. There

were an old oak and some sycamores growing, and

the oak’s trunk divided into branches quite low down

near to the earth, so it was perfect for climbing.

There were some rustic garden benches and there was

a table with an umbrella in the middle to shade out

the sun, and the umbrella was weighted down, being

set into a heavy oval of concrete so that no sudden

breeze could blow it away like a kite. There was a

swing seat too, facing the sun. That was where she

headed for and she invited him to join her.


‘Shall we sit on the swing? We can sit for a while, and then you can play . . . and maybe I can watch.

Will you mind if I watch you play?’


‘No . . . not at all . . . Mum.’


So they sat on the swing seat and sipped their

lemonade. She set the swing in motion with the tips

of her feet against the ground, and every now and

then she would kick against the ground again, to

make it swing some more.
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