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7. MAGIC MEMORIES

There was a particular day which Timothy Baker always remembered
whenever he thought back to his childhood. It was the air

tattoo at RAF Cottesmore when he'd been six years old. One of

the rare events that his parents actually attended together, which

to his young mind had made a perfect happy family outing. To

start with, at least.

The EuroAir Defence Force had assigned a good number of

both combat and transport aircraft to the open day, always eager
to show the bolshie English how worthwhile and relevant the
unified European squadrons were. It was also well attended by
international aerospace companies, aswell as senior air staff from
over thirty foreign air forces. Elaborate company pavilions lined
half of the taxiway, their tiered seating giving patrons and customers
an excellent view of the flying exhibition. While the static
displays of combat aircraft, transports, tankers, radar cars, and
missile batteries stretched along the entire three kilometres of the
parking apron.

Over ninety thousand people were expected during the weekend,
taxing Rutland's rural transport infrastructure to the limit. By
mid-morning on the Saturday Timothy was convinced that most

of them had turned up already; he'd never seen so many peoplein
one place before. He walked along between his parents, sometimes
managing to hold hands with both of them at once as they roamed
around the powerful, lethal hardware. It was atypical late-August

sky. The GM tuber grass was still green, if somewhat dry and wiry,
after seven straight weeks without rain.

The Baker family walked the entire length of the apron in the
morning; Timothy and Jeff, his father, stopped to admire most of
the aircraft along the way. Sue, his mother, tagged along gamely as
her two enthusi astic boys quizzed the smiling, polite aircrews for
facts and squadron stickers. Timothy managed to plead and entreat
his way into the cockpits of several helicopters.

They reached the end of the hot concrete apron and began the
long walk back, this time through the circus of commercial stalls
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and mobile shops which had set up camp behind the aircraft.
Timothy had spotted several ice-cream vans and doughnut sellers
earlier, and was already putting his case for visiting severa of them
to histolerant yet unmoved parents.

A middle-aged couple walked past, the squat man glancing at
the Bakers longer than was strictly polite.

'‘Now that,' the man said emphatically, 'isaViagrakid if ever |
saw one.' Hisvoicetrailed off into adirty chuckle when they were
several metres away. His wife gave him a sharp nudge.

Timothy twisted round to look at him, but the couple were
already vanishing into the crowd. He wasn't quite sure what a
Viagra kid was, although he'd heard the phrase a few times now.
It was always used in amocking way. And he was fairly sure it was
something to do with his parents. When he looked up at them for
reassurance, his mother was looking straight ahead, her blank
smile beaming bright; his father was frowning faintly. Timothy
knew his mother was utterly beautiful. When she'd been younger,
she had appeared on datasphere adverts, helping to sell perfume
and clothes; and her looks hadn't faded - after all she wasn't thirty
yet. His father, as he was now uncomfortably aware, was older.
Timothy wasn't sure how old exactly, but he had white hair and
skin that was wrinkled despite the genoprotein treatments he took
every few months.

Jeff caught his son staring up curiously, and smiled. 'Let's go
and get you that ice cream.'

2
Timothy was given a cash card for a hundred Euros, and shot
off to the nearest van.

'‘What's that? Sue asked suspiciously when he returned with a
triple cone dripping sticky brown and yellow blobs onto his hand.

‘Double chocolate chip with banana,’ Timothy said cheerfully.

'Only fifteen Euros.' He thrust it upwards. 'Want some?
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‘No, thank you, dear.'

Timothy couldn't see his mother's eyes behind her wide goldmirror
sunglasses, but he knew from her tone that she was

disappointed again. It was always so hard to please her. He licked
at the cone, delighted by the weird taste mix.

There was along row of hangars behind the stalls. Two distinct
types, providing a contrast which neatly illustrated the base's
history: modern stealth composite bubbles lurking between huge
1950s concrete and corrugated iron structures. The new dark grey
hemispheres, looking like lead mushrooms bursting out of the
grass, were sealed against curious eyes. They contained the latest
EuropeanA erospaceCorporation automated attack fighters, which
operated from Cottesmore. In contrast to the secrecy of the hemispheres,
the tall rusty panel doors on the older buildings were wide

open. Large banners outside advertised the service companies
which had taken over the hangars for the weekend. The Bakers
went into the first hangar. Few people were inside.

Timothy moved along the company stands. None of them
captured hisinterest. It was al test equipment and maintenance
tools. Dull stuff compared to what was outside. Not even the vast
array of intricate parts from a dismantled high-speed turbine held
his attention for more than a few seconds. Then the stand right at
the end made him come to a compl ete halt.

The company was actually promoting -its fuselage-vibrationanalysis
software, but it was using an 'eternal’ tap as part of its

advertising. Three slender nylon fishing lines had been tied to the
iron rafters of the hangar's gloomy roof high overhead, holding a
big old brass tap four metres off the floor. From that, afat column
of water splashed continually into abowl! on atable at the end of

yet the water splashing into it never stopped. And when he
squinted up at the tap he couldn't see any kind of pipe attached.
For amoment he thought the tiny nylon lines might be miniature
pipes, but there were only three of them, and they were way too
small to feed such a big tap. What he was seeing simply wasn't
possible. It was like some special effect from a cable show.

'Dad,l
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Jeff Baker looked up from the pieces of high-speed turbine he
was inspecting.

'‘Dad, how do they do this? Dad,’
'Do what?

‘Thig' Timothy pointed urgently at the tap and itsimpossible
flow of water. 'How, dad, how'

'Oh, that.' eff managed to sound completely uninterested. 'It's
magic, son. That's all.’

Timothy pulled an annoyed face. 'No it's not Do they teleport
the water, or something?

‘Teleport' Jeff shook his head in faint exasperation. 'Y ou watch
far too much cable, don't you?

‘Thisisan old hangar; the past is still alivein here. There are
lots of pockets of magic left over from olden times, scattered al
across the countw.' He gestured at the tap. 'And thisis one of
them. Right, dear?

Sue raised an eyebrow. 'l think it's lunchtime now.'

left was nonplussed by the reply. '‘Guess we'd better eat, then,’
he told Timothy. "What are you having, three puddings?

lYeahl

'‘No!" Sue said quicMy. 'Honestly, you're worse than heis!'

]eff pulled aface behind her back. Timothy giggled. He couldn't
resist one last look at the magic tap as they walked back out into
the scorching sunlight.

The Bakers headed for one of the biggest pavilions lining the

taxiway. They weren't on the admission list, but leff was insistent
with the uniformed steward on the gate. Timothy waited
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impatiently while a senior company otlacial was summoned from
the pavilion; aircraft were taking off from the runway, and the
pavilion blocked his view. When he arrived, the official was effusive
in his greeting. The company would be greatly honoured to have

the Bakers lunch with them, he said, his smile widening eagerly.

Timothy wound up eating with two members of the board in a
glassed-off enclosure at the end of the pavilion. Their table gave
him a grand view out across the airfield, and if he did miss any

of the exciting aircraft flashing past aprivate TV feed to a pair of
three-metre screens allowed him to see the planes twisting and
diving at al times. It was great; his mother even let him have more
ice cream for pudding, with strawberries.

A lot of visitors stopped by their table, corporate executives

from across Europe, all of whom were eagerly introduced to Jeff
Baker by the polite ever-smiling board members. Timothy didn't
pay much attention to the adults, he was captivated by the sleek
flying cruciforms which were the newly declassified AiF-080 USAF
pilotless interceptors. The machines were less than half the size of
the old Hurricanes flown by the European Silver Sky display team,
and alot more nimble.

Timothy asked to be excused while his parents were enjoying

coffee and liqueurs. It was very boring in the dining room,

although in truth he couldn't stop thinking about that strange

tap. The aircraft were only temporary distractions. He was overwhelmed
by the ideathat magic could still exist. Such arevelation

meant that anything was possible. Anything!

His mother checked that he was wearing his tracker bracel et
and let him down from the table. 'Y ou're not to go more than two
hundred metres,' she warned as he sped away.

As soon as he was outside, Timothy headed straight for the
hangar - it was only alittle more than two hundred metres away,
after all. Well ... sort of.

The tap Was still there. He stood in front of it, his head cocked
to one side as his stare followed the stream of falling water, his
brow all furrowed up in puzzlement. It couldn't bereal. Yet here
it was, happening right in front of him.
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Timothy glanced round. One of the saleswomen behind the
stall was smiling at him. 'Y es,' he said. Then, suddenly bold, he
asked: '"How did you know the magic was here?

'‘Magic? Her smile widened. 'l would have thought a clever boy
like you could have worked this out by now.'
'How? | don't know any spells.'

The woman laughed. 'Spells? Well, | don't know about that.
Wejust put alittle fountain pump below the bowl, and squirt a
jet into the tap. Takes an ageto set it up just right.’

Timothy stared resentfully at the treacherous fountain. He
couldn't even look at the woman - she must think him the
stupidest boy on the planet. Embarrassment gave way to anger and
sadness as he slunk away. His father had lied to him. Lied! There
wasn't any magic in the world.

There never had been.

2. BEYOND AVARICE

It's difficult for any child growing up to understand that their
father isfamous. For a start, he isjust your father, nothing else,
nothing exceptional. Tim was almost ten before he finally grasped
that his dad was a little different from everyone else's dad; that
people were interested in the old man - what he was doing, what
he said, and, most importantly, what he was thinking about. And
not just the villagers in Empingham where they lived, but people
on alot of sitesin the datasphere. In fact, when Tim, aged nine,
loaded 'Jeff Baker' in afindbot, he was rather surprised when it
listed two hundred and thirty-eight thousand primary references.

According to the first eight entries (all university libraries) Jeff
Baker had designed the molecular structure of solid-state crystal
memories, the ultimate el ectronic storage mechanism. It was the
single most important component around which the entire datasphere
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now revolved. All human information was stored in the

one specific type of lattice that his dad had worked out. His dad.
The man who wouldn't let him have a puppy, and who was
hopeless at playing football with him. His dad! The datasphere had
got to be kidding - like magic, Tim told himself sourly.

But the datasphere didn't lie. His dad was truly famous. Not

that fame was of much practical usein this case. Fame usually
came hand in hand with fabulous wealth. The Bakers were certainly
very comfortably off: they lived in a sprawling manor on the

edge of the village, with acres and acres of grounds, Tim went to

grandma was well taken care of in her nursing home. But it wasn't
an own-your-private-Caribbean-island style of wealth.

It could have been, Tim read with growing dismay. That was

the bigger part of Jeff Baker's fame. He could have had a fortune
that rivalled Bill Gates or Eleanor Pickard. Memory crystals were
universal: without them the entire world would crash to a halt;
there would be no information economy, no economy at all,

in fhet. The tiniest percentage royalty would have given him an
income of billions of Euros ayear from the uncountable numbers
of crystalsthat were grown to feed the voracious global electronics
industry.

Instead, in an act of benevolence and philanthropy which was
essentially without parallel, Jeff Baker had refused to patent the
crystal structure. Instead, he published it on a Rutnet website, and
told anyone who was interested to go right ahead and make it.
The Rutnet server crashed for ten days straight due to the millions
of attempted hits from across the planet.

Jeff Baker, Tim realized as he read his own family history,

didn't have fame so much as respect. A billion datahead nerds
regarded his dad as more important than God. Very nice - but
what actual use wasit? Tim would have much preferred him to be
acable star. At least that way they would have got a constant
stream of invitations to glamorous showbiz parties, and he could
have mixed with celebrities. That would have done wonders for
his kudos at schoal.

'Isit true? Tim asked that suppertime. 'Did you invent the
datasphere?
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'Not really,' Jeff said, smiling gently. 'But my crystal idea
certainly helped it to grow up from being the Internet.’

'Why didn't you make money from it?

'l did. I've got awhole load of non-executive directorships. And

my consultancy work pays for your schooling, as well as for your
mother's clothes. Just.'

Sue Baker narrowed her eyesto give him a cautionary look
over thetable.

"It sal(1 n me spnere mat you could nave been me richest man
in the world,' Tim said.

‘Trust me on this, Tim, being the richest man in the world isn't
necessarily a good thing.'

'But... you didn't get anything out of it. | don't understand.’

'l got peace of mind. And | got you." His smile became one of
admiration. "Y ou're more important than money.'

‘Thanks. | just don't think it's fair, that's al,' Tim protested.
‘The whole world depends on your idea. Y ou should be rewarded.'

Which was what happened. But not until eight years |ater.

3. PARTY ON DO WN

As teenage parties went, it was a standard parents’ nightmare.
Miranda and David Langley had gone away for the weekend,
leaving their six-bedroom house in the hands of their eighteen
year-old son, Simon, and his elder brother, Peter, who was back
from university for afew days. As soon as the senior Langleys had
|eft, their sons sent an avixt to all their friends. Those friends
avtxted their friends.

Half of Empingham's teenagers descended on the quaint stone
house for the evening, their numbers bolstered by contingents

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Peter%20F.%20Hamil ton%20-%20M i sspent%20youth.txt (8 of 376)16-2-2006 21:38:35



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Peter%20F.%20Hamil ton%20-%20Mi sspent%620youth. txt

from surrounding villages and senior boarders from Oakham
School like Zai Reynolds who had managed to get aleave-out
from their housemaster.

Tim had been going steady with Zai for four weeks, starting
aweek after his eighteenth birthday party. He was hopeful that
tonight, with all the drink available and the hot, exuberant party
atmosphere, they might be able to move along from groping and
heavy snogging to real actual sex. Simon's house had enough
bedrooms - there were bound to be some unused. So he thought
before he arrived.

Even hisimagination hadn't projected quite such a scene. There
were people in every room, crammed in so tight that nobody
could sit and dancing was near-impossible. Three sound systems
were blaring out three different tracks in three different rooms, all
of them merging together in the hall and on the landing to make

10

n incoherent wall of sound. Hardly any of the lights were on,
leaving the house seriously shadowy. The terracotta-tiled kitchen
floor was awash with fluid that was already turning tacky, and it
was only half past seven.

Tim and Zai both plunged in. Simon saw them and gave Tim a
big hug. He was aready drunk. The kiss he gave Zai was overeager;
she moved her head aside with an annoyed grimace.

"Your parents will kill you," Tim shouted above the din.

'No way," Simon shouted. 'We put anything breakable in the
barn this afternoon. The worst they'll find is a couple of strange
stains. Pete knows what he's doing. Y ou should hear about the
kind of parties he has at uni.’

‘Sounds good.' Tim held up the bag full of bottles and cans
that he'd brought. 'For your collection.’

'In there." Simon pointed to the kitchen. His grin widened as

his girlfriend pushed her way towards them through the crowd,
drinks held high in both hands.
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Tim hoped he wasn't staring again. Not that he'd ever been

ableto help it asfar as Annabelle Goddard was concerned. He was
used to the savvy upper-middle-class girls who attended Oakham
School. Given that most of them were attractive, possessed of the
kind of impeccable style and extraordinary self-confidence that
only their family money could bestow, he was as accustomed to
hanging with delectable girls as best as any eighteen-year-old boy
could be. But Annabelle was something else again. Her face was
enchantingly beautiful, fine-boned, with a clear complexion and a
few clusters of freckles. To make matters worse she also had an
amazing figure, which was the subject of heavy discussion among
Tim and his same-gender friends. For the last six weeks, they had
all become seriously envious of Simon for managing to date her.
Add to that Simon's constant boasts of how much sex the two of
them kept having, and his socia status was rapidly approaching
divinity.

'Hi, Tim," Annabelle yelled cheerfully. She handed Simon a
drink and gave him aforceful kiss.

Tim was sure there were tongues involved. 'Hi," he said weakly.

a
ti1tID¢lle was wearing a shimmering purple miniskirt anaa
skimpy white T-shirt, thin enough to reveal the outline of her bra
underneath.

'Great party, huh?

"Yeah.' Tim grinned oafishly, hotly aware of the way Zai was
looking at him. 'Let's get started,’ he said to her.

Zai nodded curtly. 'Yes, let's.'

Tim shoved hisway into the kitchen. He knew he'd messed

up in front of Zai again. Strange how she was so different to
Annabelle: petite and intense, always managing to find fault with
him. Whereas Annabelle was so upfront and good-hearted he
could never imagine her being angry with anybody. So how was it

possible for him to be attracted to compl ete opposites at the same
time?
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He made up for his earlier lapse by being overwhelmingly
attentive to Zai for the next few hours. After he'd poured her a
Bacardi and lemon (heavy on the Bacardi), they danced in the
conservatory, swaying about as other couples barged into them. It
was hard to see in the dark.

They ran into Martin and Colin when they were taking a break

in the dining room. Martin greeted Tim with a straight-arm salute.
'‘Bonjour, Unionist Comrade. I'm amazed you were allowed out
tonight.’

'Why? Tim asked automatically, and cursed himself for not
thinking first.

'l saw the EuroGestapo round at your house the other day.
Installing all the State Security machines and Rottweilers, were
they?

'No,' Tim said, with alaboured sigh. He'd been getting alot of
this kind of joshing lately, not al of it good-humoured.

'‘Must be. It's only, what, a couple of weeks till they uncork
your old man, right?

Y oung man," Colin corrected. His beer bottle waved around as
he gestured, foam spilling from the neck.

'‘About that,’ Tim agreed.

12

ne tommlsslon must oe worrleo, taste J De a valuaoe pece 0
property. The Separatists are bound to try something.'

'Shut up, Martin,' Za said. 'Nobody's going to do anything to
Jeff Baker. Don't be so stupid.’

Martin laughed, taking another swig.

Za pulled Tim away, and they headed back to the kitchen.
'Y ou okay? she asked.
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'Sure. I'm used to it.’
‘That's not the point. Martin is such an arsehole.’

Peter Langley's friends from university had brought aload of
intubes with them, which they passed around freely. It was a hot
synth8, Tim decided as he sucked the atomized vapour down into
his lungs. Better than anything he and his friends ever scored from
Rutland's seedy replicators; this one had been engineered to slide
straight through his lung membranes direct into the blood with
zero resistance. A lot of design work must have goneinto its
constituent molecules. His head buzzed as the music echoed inside
his skull; and he felt so light that every movement was effortless.
Zai took a deep draw of her own, grinned up at him as it flooded
her bloodstream.

They talked to more friends. Danced again. Tried to eat cold

pizza slices. Snogged happily. Drank some more. Laughed as Tony
stripped off and ran round the garden waving his trousers round
his head before falling into the laurel hedge.

Later on - he didn't know what time - Tim hauled himself
upstairs. He'd been guzzling beer all evening, and now he badly
needed to pee. The downstairs cloakroom was disgusting

bowl clogged with paper, puke all over the floor. Several people
were sprawled around the landing, not saying much; two were
aready asleep. All the bedroom doors were closed. Tim made
his way down to the bathroom at the far end of the house. The
door was shut. He leaned on the side of it, just able to make out
soft chortling and voices that were almost whispers coming from
inside.

‘Just a sec.'

1
Oh, come on.’
Simon's voice, definitely- sly and insistent.

A third person laughed. Tim tried to shake off hislethargy. The

laugh had been amost malicious. He didn't know what the heck
was going on.
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Then Annabelle suddenly went: 'Ta-Raaaal' Whatever she'd
done was greeted by a chorus of raucous cheers. Severa people

clapped.

Tim knocked on the door. 'Hey, you finished in there yet? He
didn't know what elseto say.

Simon barked: 'Oh, fuck off, Tim. I'm taking acrap.' There was
alot of giggling and shuffling round accompanying the sharp
sound of zips being done up. The toilet was flushed, which
triggered off another round of giggling.

Simon pulled the bolt back and stepped out, grinning inanely.
Annabelle was pressed up behind him, her face all flushed, trying
hard not to laugh. It was quite obvious she wasn't wearing a bra
any more: her breasts were swinging about freely under the thin
T-shirt.

Asif that wasn't disconcerting enough, Tim really didn't know

what to do when Peter Langley and histall blonde girlfriend
followed them out. He was suddenly alone in alittle cocoon of

hot embarrassment, while the four of them stood round him

sharing exactly the same superior smile, asif he was some mediocre
zoo animal standing there for their amusement.

Simon's hand patted him on the shoulder. 'Finished. Y ou take
carein there, Tim.'

The otherslaughed at him again as his face simply screwed up
into more confusion. They made their way down the landing
without even looking back at him; it was asif he no longer existed
to them.

He went into the bathroom and locked the door. The air inside

was thick with the scent of syntti8. There was abralying on the
black and white marble floor next to the hand basin. Tim held it

up in front of hisface, feeling supremely jealous. The synth8 made

IS existence so pertectly clear to him. His problem was that he
would never be like them, never be so perfectly at ease, never
enjoy life so much. Y et that was exactly what he wanted. Right
then he would have given anything to have been a part of that
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devilsome group, to have joined in with hearty abandon, to be
their equal. Hislife completely lacked the kind of Bad Fun that
everyone else he knew of was having in abundance.

Tim slung the bra across the bathroom, suddenly furious. He
hated everything about himself. Most of all he hated the fact that
he was so pathetic that he was helpless to change what he was.

h
4. MORNING AFTER

That Monday morning, the Rutland Circuit bus dropped Tim off
outside Oakham market. A few cars slid along the High Street,
smooth and quiet, their power cells venting thin ribbons of
snow-white vapour from their rear grilles like some old-style
rocket letting off cryogenic gas. Most of the traffic was bicycles
and e-trikes, ridden by residents from the sprawling suburban
estates who were heading into the town centre for work. A steady
line of buses brought commuters in from the outlying villages.

Oakham's centre was a mixture of architectural stylesfrom

the mid-nineteenth century up to the late twentieth, by which
time the conservationists had finally stymied the developers and
planners. It had left the High Street dominated by shop fronts,
interspersed with the occasional monolithic stone bank. None of
them were particularly relevant to the modern age. The majority
of shops had closed as the larger retail groups went on-line, and
consumers sourced direct from the manufacturer. Now only small
specialist shops and caf6s remained, while the rest of the buildings
had been converted into offices and service centres wired into
the datasphere economy. Even those were beginning to thin out;
with the National Cable Initiative drawing towards completion,
companies were adopting decentralized domestic networks for
their employees. Several estate-agent To Let signswere sticking
out discreetly from various facades.

Tim crossed over the road and headed up to the Buttercross.

16
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of the quaint cobbled square. A horde of boisterous schoolkids
was crossing the square, funnelling into the school under its wide
iron-arch gateway. Y ounger ones were dressed in their smart
uniforms, while the seniors like Tim wore their own clothes. For
all the troubled nature of his relationship with his mother, Tim
was grateful for her fashion sense. She always managed to dress
him stylishly. Their money helped, of course, but then, everyone
at the private school had money; she made sure everything he
wore fitted and suited. It helped alot in keeping him in with his
friends.

As he walked through the neat little enclosed garden beside
the school's stone chapel, he caught sight of afamiliar figure
sitting on one of the wooden benches at the far end. Annabelle
was turned away from the rush of noisy kids, her head bowed,
shoulders slumped.

'What's up? Tim asked.

Annabelle stirred, brushing her mane of 1ong gold-chestnut
hair away from her face. Her eyes were red-rimmed, glistening
with moisture. Tim's immediate impulse was to throw his arms
around her - anything to help comfort her. A girl as beautiful as
Annabelle shouldn't be crying.

'Nothing,' she sniffed, and then smiled. '"Well ... | supposeit's
me and Simon. We argued after the party.'

'I'm sorry.'

‘The two of you are good friends, aren't you?

'Not particularly. We live in the same village, and we're the
same age. That means we hang out. That's all.’

'l don't think I'll be hanging out with him again, myself.’

'Really? Tim tried hard not to show how elated he was.
Annabelle was single again.

It'sjust ... he can take things too far, you know? she said.
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Her expression was anxious, needing him to agree.

Tim thought back to when he'd seen Annabelle with Simon at
the party, how much she'd belonged at the time. 'Completely. You
know he and Pete caught hell from their parents afterwards.’

17

Lizlll. 111a)fflle gave asmall, vaguely maleV Olent, grin.

'Look, there's a bunch of us catching the bus back to my house
this afternoon after school. We'll probably go for a swim or
something. Simon won't be one of them. Why don't you come
along? Be agood break for you. Enjoy yourself without him being
around.' The indoor pool at his house was one of Tim's biggest
social weapons. It didn't quite make him leader of the pack, but
along with hisfather's name it certainly helped make him one of
the right people to know.

Annabelle pondered the invitation for amoment. 'Sure. Y eah,
okay, I'd like that.'

'Great.' That just left him with inviting everyone el se back
home. Oh, and telling Zai.

Thefirst lesson that morning was French. Tim hated languages,

he was hopeless at them, but it was a compulsory subject at UE
level. When the interactive tutorial began he slipped on his
PCglasses, pushing the earplugs in and flipping down the tiny wire
mic. He murmured quietly into the mic, calling up afix routine

to deal with the French tutorial, convincing the teacher he was
hard at work. It left him free to compose avtxts. His finger skated
across the keyboard mat, selecting colourful little graphics from
the menu file that he began to mix into an invite. He had to keep
the audio segments muted - everyone he was sending them to

was also in school. The holographic display on his PCglasses
flashed replies at him for the remainder of the lesson. Most of

the boys who answered had included symbols that gyrated with
semi-obscene movements, which nearly made him laugh out loud.
When the tutorial ended, he'd collected about a dozen acceptances.

It was a good strategy, he congratulated himself; with so many
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other people included Annabelle wouldn't feel pressured at all. Thiswas nothing like asking her for a
date. Except that by midmorning

he still hadn't decided how he should go about cooling

things with Zai. It wasn't something he was accustomed to.

Normally girls finished with him; an inevitable conclusion to his

relationships, which he greeted with grudging acceptance. But he

18

and zal were actuany getung on pretty wen ngnt now. t the en,3
of Saturday's party, loaded on beer and synth8, they'd found a
bedroom together. Still no full sex, but it had got remarkably close.

Sunday morning had been spent avtxting long silly messagesto
each other before she caught the bus to Empingham and had
lunch at the Manor with him and his mother. Afternoon had been
alazy time round the swimming pool followed by watching some
prel0 movies on the five-metre wallscreen in the lounge.

To be honest, he'd never actually had a girlfriend as good as

Zai before. Everything was chugging along perfectly. His excitement
over Annabelle actually agreeing to tag along that afternoon

was subdued by his constant feeling of guilt. Zai didn't deserve

to be treated like this. He aways hated the break-ups, no matter

how bad things were at the time. To be given the elbow when

things were on the upswing must be terrible. It was the deliberate
infliction of pain. He could barely believe he could do such

athing. It was horrid, asif some part of Simon's character was
transfusing into him.

Tim sat with Martin and Colin at lunch. The three of them
wrapped up discussing their jet-ski project. It was an old machine
that they were renovating ready for summer in the hope of having
some serious fun with it in the local reservoir.

'So did you forget?

Zai's voice made Tim blush. He risked looking up to see her

standing at the side of histable, holding her lunch tray; her friends
Rachel and Sophie were beside her. Too late, Tim remembered
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he'd sent an avtxt invite to Sophie for this afternoon.
'Forget? he asked.

Your little swimming club.’

'‘Well, | just thought you'd be coming.'

'Y ou asked Annabelle, didn't you?

Tim glanced round. People were |looking at the scene, conversation
in the dining hall was drying up. 'What?

‘They haven't split up twenty-four hours and you ask her out.
Y ou piece of shit.'

19

'What did you think - having awhole load of people there doesn't make it a date?

Tim wouldn't have thought it possible for his face to get any
hotter, but it did. His skin must have been neon red.

Y ou didn't even have the courage to break up with me first.

Were you going to avtxt me? |s that how you tell peopleit's over?
'l was... this.... it's not--'

Zai sneered at him. 'l'd say go screw yourself. Except you can't,
can you? Midget dick!" She turned round and walked away. Rachel
and Sophie shot him scornful looks and followed after her.

There was alot of sniggering coming from the surrounding

tables. Tim wished she'd just tipped her tray of food over him
instead. It would have been less humiliating.

'Wow,' Martin exclaimed. 'Two-timing Tim. I'm impressed.’
'l wasn't ..." Tim began limply.

Colin gave Tim a hearty slap on his shoulder. Y ou are full of

surprises. Did you try and get the two of them into bed together?
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'No! Look, | wasn't doing anything wrong. Honest.'

'You sy old sod,' Martin said. 'Y ou just need a better date
organizer program, that's all. Keep them separated better.'

Tim groaned and gave up.

20

5. AN INSPECTOR CALLS

Sue Baker stood beside the bedroom's tall veranda window,
watching the Europol technical security team wandering across
the lawns. A gloomy February sky was drizzling solidly, the small
droplets as grey and depressing as the clouds from which they
came. In their navy-blue rain iackets, the police team seemed
almost immune to the conditions. They carried on positioning
slender high-technology poles around the edge of the garden,
heedless of the mud and water. Another team was doing the same
thing in the sloping paddock beyond; two of them with waders
were walking along the flooded stream that at present made up
one side of the field. She knew there was a third group out there
somewhere, sweeping through the woods on the far slope.

They'd arrived earlier that morning in asmall fleet of new
vehicles that were now parked on the gravel drive at the front of
the Manor. That aone told the locals that this was a Europol
contingent. Rutland's police only had about six carsto cover the

entire county, and most of them were over five years old.

'So what exactly are they doing out there? she asked.
'Establishing a sensor perimeter,' Lieutenant Krober said
politely. It was the third time he'd explained the team's function
today, sue knew he must think her an idiot,-but she'd never
understood technical matters. A wonderful irony for the assured,
courteous German officer to ponder: that the wife of left Baker
couldn't change her own light bulbs without puzzling over the

21
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nstructons. 3he was eternally gratetul that to(lays computers

were all voice-active - you could just tell them what to do and

they got on with it. Back in 2009 when she had started at secondary
school all the operating programs still used keyboards and mouse
pads; she'd never really got the hang of them. Not that it had
mattered: she'd left school behind at fourteen when the modelling
agency had signed her up. Y ou didn't need to be aqualified nerd

to look hot on the catwalk.

'We do have a security system,' she said. 'A very good one.'

From the outside, the Manor certainly looked asif it might have
been built in the eighteenth century, but the oldest thing in the
house was probably Jeff. It had been designed after the turn of
the millennium and incorporated every modern domestic device,
aswell as being energy-sufficient with its solar-panel roofing and
underground heat pumps.

'Y es, maam," Krober said. '‘But we are concerned about more

than just ordinary burglars. Y our husband's treatment will be

likely to attract interest from a number of groups, not least the
Separatists. Our system will alow usto spot any potential intruders
before they get near the house. We can respond more effectively
that way.'

'Yes, I'm sureyou're very effective.' Sue had already noticed
the shoulder holsters the Europol team wore under their tunics.
It wasn't the Separatists that bothered her: they were the almost
legal front for the English Independence Council paramilitaries.
And one of the EIC's loudest boasts was how they were far
more ruthless than the IRA ever had been. If they ever took an
interest...

‘Three of our officers will remain on duty at the house at all
times," Krober said. 'Our team has taken out rooms at the White
Horse on a permanent basis to act as our base station; that puts
the majority of usjust two minutes away in an emergency. And a
female officer will accompany you when you leave home.'

'No."' Sue turned from the veranda door to face Krober. He was
a handsome man, with dark brown hair cut in a severe, amost
military style. His age was probably late twenties, she thought,
22
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would have welcomed his presence at the Manor - flirting with
him would have been most enjoyable. He wasn't wearing a
wedding ring, she noticed, not that it would have bothered her.
'l don't want that.'

Despite his perfect English, Krober looked as if he hadn't
understood. 'The officers have already been given their assignments.
They are merely a precaution against any possible incident.’

'l don't want them.' The idea of being followed around twenty
four hours a day was awful. She would forfeit her privacy, her
secrets - her life would never be her own again. It wasn't as
though left didn't know of her lovers - after all, that had been
part of the arrangement - but she did at least keep them quiet and
discreet so that they could continue to present theillusion of a
stable family life for Tim and the local villagers.

'But they're here," Krober persisted like a stubborn child.

Sue wanted to call Jeff and complain. This had never been part

of their arrangement. But then, his treatment hadn't exactly been
part of the arrangement, either. This suffocating police protection
was ssimply the inevitable consequence. If she'd wanted to complain,
she should have done so right at the start. Thiswastoo far

down the line to back out.

‘They don't have to start today, surely. Jeff's not due back for
ten days yet.'

‘That's close enough for the Separatists to start taking an
interest,’ Lucy Duke said.

Sue hadn't seen her come in. She suspected Krober had called

for help as soon as she started being difficult. He was wearing

his PCglasses, as was Lucy Duke, though his lenses were clear.

'l can assure you the personal -protection teams are thoroughly
professional,’ Lucy said smoothly. "They neither restrict nor judge
their client's actions.'

‘Thank you for that," Sue said coldly to the young woman.
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There was an old joke she remembered - probably classed as
politically incorrect or racist or Separatist propaganda these days about
how heaven would be staffed by Europeans with a specific

23
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Germans the engineers, the French the cooks, and so on; then you
swapped them all round for hell, with the British as cooks, the
Germans as police ... Today, Sue thought, you'd have to redefine
the British job. Lucy Duke was a Eurohealth Council facilitator on
secondment from the Downing Street policy presentation unit. She
was dressed in a smart blue and grey Italian business suit, her hair
in aneat swept bob, she spoke in a classless accent, and had afile
of media contacts aslong as a prel0 novel. The British today
produced the best spin doctorsin the world.

‘They're very unobtrusive,' Lucy continued. 'And we wouldn't
appoint them if we didn't think they were absolutely necessary.
Thereisonly avery small threat of violence, admittedly, but do
you really want to take the risk?

'How long are they going to be with us?
'Difficult to say.'

Sue took alook around the bedroom. Like all the Manor's

rooms, it was large and luxurious. She'd supervised the interior
designer herself, remodelling the place twice since she and Jeff had
got married. Now it was perfect, representing just how good her
life had become. She would hate to leave it, not that Jeff would
ever make her, but Tim was past his eighteenth birthday now.

That was: Jeff before the treatment, she corrected herself. Her
whole damn world was changing, and doing so far too fast.

'Fine, then," Sue said airily. It was a capitulation, though she

couldn't really bring herself to care. Europol and the Duke cow
probably knew all about her sex life anyway. 'Wait aminute. If
you're giving me a bodyguard, what are you doing about Tim?

'Naturally we'll provide him with an equal level of coverage.
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We've already discussed placing arrangements with Oakham
School. They've been most accommodating. He's not the only
pupil there who needs a watchful eye.’

Sue laughed in Lucy Duke's face. 'Have you spoken to him
about all this?

'We were assuming you would explain this to him, your
example should help.’

24

You are)oKIng! ue Kept on laughing, Ine mougnt or

meekly allowing a Europol officer to trot along behind him was
hilarious. 'Y ou don't have children, do you?

'Not yet,' Lucy said.

'Well, just remember: babies are God's way of persuading
parents to have teenagers.’

Krober gave asmall smile. ‘Do you believe he will be unwilling
to cooperate?

'He might be.'

'‘Will you tell him that this development is unavoidable, try to
make him understand a bodyguard is necessary?

‘No.'

'Excuse me? Lucy Duke asked.

'I'm not saying a damn thing to him. We're not exactly on the
best of terms asit is. Y ou want to guard him, you tell him.’
'‘But he's your son.'

'Not through choice." Sue walked out of the bedroom, leaving
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the astonished spin doctor staring at her back.

The Europol team spent the rest of the day tramping through

the Manor and its grounds, bringing mud inside with them. Sue

did her best to ignore them by helping Mrs Mayberry, the housekeeper,
in the kitchen. Then she took lunch by herself in the

conservatory. In the afternoon she had another argument with
Lieutenant Krober about placing cameras inside the house. After a
heated twenty minutes during which Lucy had to intervene again

to cool tempers, they agreed that cameras could cover all the
entrances from the outside. After that they'd all wait until leffBaker
came back before any would be put inside, subject to his approval.
Sue conceded that the team could wire the Manor's existing security
network into their own secure datasphere port. A command post
was set up in the smallest of the five reception rooms downstairs.

Tim arrived back just after five o'clock. Fortunately most of

the installation was compl ete by then. He brought a group of his
friends with him, which stalled the inevitable Confrontation
between him and Lucy Duke. Mrs Mayberry busied herself cooking
pizzas for the teenagers as they descended on the swimming pool.

ever since Jet na¢l gone tor his treatment, nteen monms

ago, Sue had slowly relaxed her objectionsto Tim inviting his
dreadful friends round at all hours. The Manor was a huge place
for just two peopleto be living in by themselves, especially two
with a history of conflict like her and Tim. For al the qualities she
possessed which had convinced left to make his odd marriage
proposal, the natural mother's ability to bring up a child was
definitely nonexistent. Curiously enough, left's absence had
brought about a mild truce between them. There were none of the
tantrums and screaming sessions that had so occupied the pair of
them during the first half of Tim's teenage years. They hadn't
exactly become great pals, but they were certainly civil to each
other now.

Besides, it was actually rather nice to have the big place filled
with young people, she considered; all their brash laughter and
high spirits helped to banish the solemnity that had crept in over
the last few months. Not that - as she had made exceptionally
clear - she would ever consent to any kind of party like the one
that the poor Langleys had been lumbered with. She'd actually
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grinned, remembering her own teenage years, as Tim and Zai left
the house last Saturday evening. If only Tim had known how she
used to behave ...

From the lounge's huge bay windows she could see right into
the swimming pool The building was like an elaborate orangery
sprouting from the southern end of the Manor, with tall panes of
glass supported by arching white timber frames. The teenagers
were running round the edge of the pool, diving and jumping in
with excited whoops and yells. The inflatable floating furniture
was taking aterrible battering. Plumes of spray would shoot
upwards to splash the roof. The spiral slide was in constant use.

Sue had been rather surprised that Zai hadn't been in the group
when they'd barged through the front doors. Tim's expression
when he'd finally staggered home in the early hours of Sunday
morning had provided her with agreat deal of amusement. A cat
which had not only got the cream but had al'so managed to gobble
down the goldfish aswell. Now Zai was nowhere to be seen, and
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Tim was <eepng a ClVIi distance from AilnaDelle the wllole time.
Sue had almost laughed at how- careful he was being, desperately
not showing any favouritism, never singling her out to talk to,
making sure she was just one of the lads. He must fancy her
rotten. It looked mutual, too.

Sue peered through the bay windows, trying to see how the

pair of them were conducting themselvesin the pool. Annabelle
was amazingly pretty, possessing the kind of figure that any boy
would drool over. But then, Sue had caught herself looking

hard lately at most of the girlsin Tim's group of friends, giving
their bodies and complexions a professional assessment as she
ran comparisons with herself. She wasn't forty yet, and had
certainly managed to keep her own looks and figure despite nine
repellent months of pregnancy and then giving birth. Modern
genoprotein-based cosmetic treatments were an absolute boon in
that respect.

It wasn't just the straight medical pharmaceutical companies
which had benefited from the genome-decoding projects of the
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nineties and noughties. There had been along period of corporate
mergers and buyouts early in the new millennium, as pharmaceutical,
biochemical, and cosmetic companies fused into the

new-economy giants that they were today. Successful and worthy
genetic treatments, originally devised to counter and cure

appalling diseases by the use of powerful vectoring technology

to deliver improved genes directly to individual cells, had swiftly
been adapted to carry, genes that made more subtle cellular
Improvements.

Skin was the first areato come under scrutiny, of course.
Restoring its vitality and firmness, and the eradication of wrinkles
had been the goal of the cosmetics trade since human prehistory
asit attempted to infuse that elusive healthy glow so nonchalantly
possessed of adolescents. Now, for the first time, it was actually
possible atleast to slow down normal epidermal decay with a huge
array of new-genes-for-old elixirs that could target particular cells
and layers. The market for such products was astonishing - almost
as astounding as their cost.

27

le[[ nao always been concescencling when she usecl the clermal
genoprotein treatments, and he constantly grumbled about the
price of them. He claimed she was far too young to be using

the stuff. But not even the genoproteins could actually turn the
clock back. So the earlier she started using them, the easier it
would be for the treatments to maintain her youthful appearance.
Today her skin had the glossy vigour of a twenty-fiveyear-old's
precisely because she had begun using the genoprotein when she
was twenty-three. Two years apparent physical ageing in fifteen
chronological years. Oh yes, it was worth the money no matter
how much he grouched and cursed.

Treatments for skin and its texture, though, were merely the

first of the new products to emerge from the biogenetic laboratories.
Men might claim not to care quite so much about their

wrinkles and liver spots - though enough of them actually did but
when it came to receding hairlines male vanity knew no

bounds nor cost barrier. Follicle genoprotein sales levels were
second only to those of skin treatments.
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Sue used only the very best of both, along with similar treatments
for nails and teeth; and most definitely anti-cellulites,

targeting her hips and thighs. To be on the safe side she aso used
bone and muscle treatments, and a very specific group of geno
proteins to prevent her breast tissue from becoming flaccid (the
second most popular purchase for women after skin genoprotein)o
She'd never used the treatment to stimulate breast growth - there
was a suspected link to cancer blooms, although most women
ignored that - one of the reasons she'd never quite madeit to
supermodel status had been her generous bust size. Not that she
had ever considered the reduction treatment, either.

All of her treatments were supervised and administered by a

private hospital in Stamford devoted to bodyform courses. Asthey
were combined with a wholesome diet to which she stuck with

iron discipline, and a fitness regimen which even impressed the
gym staff, her appearance was locked permanently in her early
twenties. Despite every miserable day aone, emotiona and financial
let-downs, arguments with Tim and with Jeff, bad holidays,
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lovers, she could always ook at herself in the mirror and be utterly
satisfied with what she saw. Not only was she a match for any of
the girls currently cavorting round the swimming pool in their
skimpy costumes but, thanks to her modelling experience, she had
amuch better dress sense than the ot of them put together. Men
appreciated that.

Tim's friends leff around seven, catching the Rutland Circuit
bus back to Oakham. He simply grinned and nodded to Annabelle
as she and Sophie waved goodbye.

'So what happened to Zai? Sue asked affer the door closed
behind them.

'Oh, er, she couldn't makeit.'

Shetried not to smile: even after eighteen years of being
brought up by her and Jeff; he made abad liar. 'Okay, Tim.'

He gave her a curious look, then shrugged. '‘Got some coursework

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Peter%20F.%20Hamil ton%20-%20Mi sspent%20youth.txt (27 of 376)16-2-2006 21:38:35



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Peter%20F.%20Hamil ton%20-%20Mi sspent%620youth. txt

to finish. I'll be upstairs.'

Lucy Duke cleared her throat. Both Tim and Sue turned to
look at her as she stood at the bottom of the stairs.

'Hi there, Tim. I'm afraid | need to talk to you about security arrangements,’ Lucy said. Her carefully
casual attitude made her

sound incredibly patronizing.
'What about them?

Even Sue was impressed by how quickly he could slide from
reasonable human being to petulant teenage grouch.

'‘Well, as you know we've been installing several new systems
around the house in anticipation of your father's return. And there

are some further requirements we need to implement.'

Y eah?

'Yes. You seg, it's ot just his safety we need to consider. The
whole family isincluded.’

Y ou mean me?

‘Absolutely. I'm afraid the Separatists aren't particularly pleasant,
nor choosy about the people they target.'

Tim slouched and sneered at the same time. 'l know. | subscribe
to their newstxt.'

29
little more involved than a few student revolutionary slogans.'
Y ou got something against students?

'Not at all. But the people that Lieutenant Krober and histeam
are concerned about can be a serious problem.’
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'Only to foreigners who steal our taxes and oppress us.'
‘Tim, we're assigning you a bodyguard.'
'‘Don't want one.’

'I appreciate thisis difficult." Lucy Duke smiled bravely. '‘And it
won't be very, um, cool, for this to happen at school, will it? I'm
sorry about that, but we wouldn't do it unless we thought it was

essential. Your mother's having one as well.'
'So?

Lucy Duke's humour was fading. 'Tim, these people are evil

and violent. Y ou need protection from them. The Europol officers
won't interfere with your life.’

Y ou mean they'll help me score my synth8?7

Sue almost laughed out loud at the appalled expression on the
spin doctor's face.

'Do you know how much your father's treatment has cost the
government? Lucy Duke asked curtly.

'I'm not sure. How about: the price of the Prime Minister
getting elected President of Europe?

‘That has absolutely nothing to do with this,' the now-furious
young woman said.

‘Then why are you here?

'Look. All right. | know you don't want me or any of us here,

but we are here and we're staying. And that's because of your
father's treatment. Please don't pretend you didn't want him to be
treated. Just think of us as the price you have to pay for getting
him back.'

'Fine. Move in here with us, then - | don't care. I'm not having
abodyguard.' He dlithered past her and took the stairstwo at a
time.

"You are,’ Lucy said firmly. "They will be with you when you
|eave the house tomorrow morning.'
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111"1 nngnt nave grumel areply- 1t was olInCUIt to tell. He
stalked off along the landing. His door slammed shut.
‘Told you so,' Sue murmured dryly.

'‘Oh my God," Lucy exclaimed. 'l wasn't briefed on this situation.
Is he like that all the time?

'Not at all. Sometimes he can be areal paininthe arse.’

1
6.
THE JET-SKI CONSPIRACY

The jet ski was a twenty-year-old Karuda, sleek silver and purple
bodywork wrapped round a powerful marine combustion engine.
Quite why hisfather had ever bought it, Tim never knew. He
certainly couldn't remember the machine ever being used. His
mother hadn't been able to shed any light on the mystery other
than saying: 'Probably a mid-life crisis.’

It had spent most of those two decades stored in a polythene
bubble in one of the Manor's many fusty outhouses. Then Tim
and his friends had decided to resurrect it for some fun when the
warm weather arrived in April. They had carried it over to the
stable, which had been converted into aworkshop for the gardener,
and stripped the protective polythene off. The bodywork had lost
its lustre over the intervening years, but the engine had been well
oiled before it was cocooned. Now the streamlined machine was
clamped on top of along carpentry bench with a crude wooden
frame. Body panels had been removed, exposing the framework,
and various dismantled parts were lying around it. The engine
was held upright in its own clamp, allowing them to strip it down
as best they could.

On the Saturday morning they all gathered round to do a
couple of hours work on it before going out. A big old flat
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cathode screen was fixed to the plain brick wall behind the
bench, displaying the engine's service manual. Tim and Martin
were looking at it, trying to match the neat drawings with the
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ily metal components they were attempting to reassemble on the
block.

'I'm surprised they're not in here with you now," Simon said. He
was sitting on a battered old sofa at the other end of the workshop,
drinking teafrom amug. 'Then they can make sure we're
conforming to Brussels working-practice directives.’

'Piss off," Tim snapped. Europol had been guarding him for a
week now. Thefirst few days had been fun when he'd been eluding
the bodyguards. Martin and Colin had helped out quite a bit. He'd
sent encrypted avtxts to all his friends, formulating elaborate plans.
On thefirst day he started off walking to the bus stop as usual,
then Simon had zoomed by on his e-trike and Tim hopped onto
the back. The Europol officer had yelled frantically into the mic

on his PCglasses, and the surveillance team's car had pulled out of
the White Horse pub's car park within thirty seconds. But Simon
drove off down the old Exton road, which Rutland Council had
classified as D-status and no longer had atarmac surface. The
Europol car couldn't cope with the narrow limestone-and-moss
track, and had to abandon pursuit.

They were waiting stony-faced for him when he walked into his
first lesson. Surrounded by laughing friends, Tim just waved
impudently. When he got home that evening, Lucy Duke was
waiting with alecture about ingratitude. He listened for afew
seconds, then asked her to order a Chinese takeaway for him.
"You're a public servant, aren't you? So serve.' The contortions on
her face as she struggled to keep her temper were hysterical.

On the second day a four-wheel-drive Range Rover-AT was
parked conspicuously in front of the pub. It followed the bus
closely. Tim waited until they reached Whitwell, then baled out
of the bus's rear emergency exit. Colin was waiting by the church
with histrail bike. They raced off down the nature-route footpath
and through the wood, where the Range Rover couldn't
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follow.

A Europol captain was sent out from the Nottingham office to
give the protection team a dressing down about being outwitted
by ateenage boy. The captain and Lucy Duke then spent afruitless

0
half-hour pleading with Sue Baker. The whole Europol team hated
Tim after that, and didn't bother to hide the fact.

Tim hadn't tried to give them the dlip for severa days, although
there were quite afew strategies he hadn't used yet. It was just that
actually doing it took such alot of effort. In any case, Natalie
Cherbun had been reassigned from his mother to his day-guard
duty: atwenty-five-year-old French officer. Not that Tim liked her,
of course, but she was rather easy to look at.

‘They're going to be a problem when we take this thing out,’
Colin declared as he threaded the new clutch cable through the
handlebars.

'‘No,' Tim said irritably. "They won't be.’

‘The reservoir doesn't allow any sort of powered boat, let alone
ajet ski. Your Gestapo mates will never just stand by when we
sneak it down to the shoreline. They'll stop us.’

‘They're not my mates, and they won't be standing around. We
just wheel it down to Simon's house once we've got it working.
Y ou guys take it down to the water while | give the Gestapo the
dlip again. We know how easy that is.'

'‘God, Tim, they're just trouble,’ Simon said.

Tim clamped his teeth together, and pretended to study the
diagram on the big screen for amoment. There had been alot
of verbal tension between him and Simon since the party. 'l can
handle them. Can't you?

'l shouldn't have to handle them, that's the thing.'

Tim turned to face him. Simon was still sprawled on the
ramshackle sofa. Asusual. He never did much actual work on
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the jet ski, just hung around while everyone else got their hands
dirty. "Y ou got something else on your mind?
'Like what?

'l dunno. Me and Annabelle? It had been going quite well
between them during the last week, despite the clinging presence
of Tim's bodyguards. At school, they sat with each other at meals
now, and spent alot of time together in the afternoons. On
Thursday she'd come back to the Manor with him, so they could
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spend the evening studying. Tonight she was coming along with
Tim and hisfriends to Stamford. Most Saturdays - excepting those
when there were parties at someone's house - a group of them
would tour the town's clubs and then grab a kebab before the last
bus home at one-thirty.

‘That doesn't bother me in the dlightest." Simon gave Tim a

defiant smile. 'I'm on to flesh pastures now.'
'Who? Martin challenged.
'‘Rachel, if you must know.'

'‘Bollocks. She's going out with Nigel.'

'‘Not any more. She's coming to Stamford with us tonight. And
we're going to the summer ball together.'

‘Jesus.’ Colin looked up from the jet ski's body panel he was working on, trying not to seem worried.
*You've got a date for
that already?

'Durr. It's only the biggest event we've got left at Oakham.
And it'sonly six weeks away. Only total-wanker losers don't have
anyone to go with. Haven't you asked Vanessa yet?

Colin and Tim swapped a mildly apprehensive glance.

'l was going to ask Danielle, actually,’ Colin said.
'‘Buzzt. Wrong answer. Philip's taking her.’
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'Shit! You're kidding.'

Always happy to supply bad news, Simon grinned broadly. 'He
said he was asking her, he told me. If you're desperate you could
always ask Sophie - after al, she's not likely to have a male date,

and we're supposed to take a member of the opposite sex. How's
that for political incorrectness?

Tim ignored the jibe about Sophie - it wasn't the first time

he'd heard that rumour. He was wondering if it was too early to
ask Annabelleif she'd go to the Ball with him. It was the senior
year's last big event before their final exams. That put alot of
pressure on people to take part, and to do that you had to be a
couple. Tim had two friends who'd made pacts with girls almost
ayear ago to go together; they weren't dating or involved, they
were just making sure they got in.
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'‘Maybe | should ask Vanessa,' Colin muttered.

Y ou're dumping her because she's got tiny tits, aren't you?
Martin said. 'l know you.'

'So? She's till agood laugh. | like her.!
'l thought you two were getting on all right, Tim said.

'‘We are. It'sjust | didn't know Danielle was going with
someone else.’

'‘Well, Zai's certainly free these days,' Simon said. "Try asking
her.'

Colin pulled aface. 'l don't think she likes me.’
'She never said that,' Tim assured him.
'‘And she's certainly got bigger tits than Vanessa,' Martin said.

'Will you pack that in!" Colin said. 'l don't just go for their
tits.'
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‘Course not. There's legs to consider aswell.'

'Fuck off. Hey, Tim, have they told you when your dad's out
yet?

'‘Oh my,' Simon called out. 'Did someone change the subject?
It was all done so smoothly | can't tell.’

'Four days,' Tim said. Lucy Duke had told them last night. It

was the first time he'd spoken to her for more than thirty seconds,
but he was desperate for every detail. The prospect of hisfather's
return left him elated and apprehensive at the same time. 'We've
got to take the Eurostar train over to Brussels on Tuesday. There's
going to be abig press briefing. The Prime Minister and the
President will be there and everything.'

'Bloody hell!* Martin exclaimed. "Y ou're going to meet them?
'‘Suppose so.'

'Well, make sure you tell them what we all think of them.'
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7. AUNTIE

Tim had been given the Honda e-trike for his sixteenth birthday.
It was powered by athree-cell sealed-circuit regenerator module,
which gave it atop speed of eighty kilometres per hour; on afull
tank of recombined electrolyte its range was six hundred and fifty
kilometres. The Manor's garage, with its solar-panel roof and
domestic regenerator module buried under the concrete floor,
was capable of supplying enough electricity to keep three big cars
running all year round. An e-trike barely registered on the supply
monitor. Not that Tim used it much during the winter months;
riding in theicy insistent rain was difficult and dangerous. Now
that April was here, ending the succession of miserable damp
days that comprised England's new wintertime, he was taking it
out again.

It took him barely ten minutes to ride over to Manton on the
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Sunday morning, and that was using the shabby D-class roads

linking the villages around the vast reservoir. The Europol team
followed a constant hundred metres behind in their Range Rover.
Manton was perched on the brow of the slope above Rutland

Water's eastern shore; what used to be a small, principally agricultura
village had been bolstered over the last four decades by a

spraw! of large houses that all looked out over the water. It was
primarily aretirement estate, closed off and protected from the

rest of the world, built on a solid foundation of wealth, with every
domestic and health requirement taken care of.
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Tim's Aunt Alison lived there. She'd bought a two-bedroomed
bungalow, one of the smallest homes on the estate but with

the best view across to the reservoir's peninsula. Tim braked the
e-trike beside the wide gates that guarded the entrance to the

estate and flashed hisidentity smart card at the sensor post. They
swung open slowly, and he drove in past the sign warning that
Livewire Security guarded the estate with an armed-response team.
The Range Rover dlid in behind him.

Every house aong the avenue had an immacul ate garden, as

iIf that was a clause of occupancy. This season's daffodils and
tulips werein full flower, carpeting the borders between perfectly
geometrical GM conifers that came in an astonishing variety of
colours, let-black hemispherical mower robots grazed slowly on
the lawns, the only source of activity while the residents sat round
on their patios, warding off the sunlight with big canvas parasols.
They were al over fifty, their skin and hair looking asif they
belonged to someone twenty years younger. It was their movements,
methodical and considered, that gave away their age. That

and what Tim regarded as atruly awful dress sense - circa 1950s
golfers - which seemed to afflict the whole community.

There was asmall BMW parked on Aunt Alison'sdrive. Tim

pulled up behind it, and locked the e-trike. He had his helmet
under his arm as he rang the doorbell.
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‘Tim!" his aunt exclaimed as she swung the door back. Her

eyes narrowed as she saw the Europol team in their Range Rover.
'Why didn't you tell me you were coming? Oh!" A palm slapped
theatrically against her forehead. 'Y ou did. Didn't you? Comeiin,
darling. Sorry about the mess. Do the police have to come in with
you?

'No,' Tim said firmly.

Aunt Alison was his father's sister, ten years younger than leff

and, as far as Tim was concerned, alot more lively. She had the
huskiest voice he'd ever heard: a gin-and-forty-cigarettes-a-day
voice, his mother called it. Her whole easy-going attitude, her
casual old-fashioned dress sense (infinitely superior though it was
to that of her neighbours), and complete lack of domesticity, made

38

it plain to Tim that she'd had one hell of agood time when she
was younger - and not so younger, aswell. Heredly liked Aunt
Alison - they'd aways got on well together. Mainly because she
always seemed to treat him as an equal. The one time he'd run
away from the Manor, aged thirteen and after a particularly bad
fight with his mother, this was where he'd instinctively headed.

CArewe going out for lunch? Alison asked as she led him

through the chaos that was her lounge. Every wall was covered in
big stainless-steel poster frames, holding blow-ups of the covers of
the fantasy books she used to write. Nubile women in brass bikinis
(or less) clung to bronzed muscle-bound men as they fought off
,/rms and goblin hordes with magic glowing swords; gloomy
forests and dark castles tended to feature heavily in the background.
The scenes had aways inspired Tim when he was younger.

He'd even loyally read a couple of Alison's books, though he
preferred straight science fiction himself.

'No. | was just coming to see you about dad and next Tuesday.'
Oh, right." Alison went out onto the patio. Y ou remember

Graham, don't you, Tim?
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Sure.'

Graham Joyce was sitting in one of the sunloungers. He leaned
forward and gave Tim afirm handshake. Tim, greetings and
salutations.' For aman in his eighties he retained a remarkably
vigorous air, possessing a gaunt face that genoprotein treatments
had never quite managed to soften and a shock of unruly snow
white hair. His voice was like a forceful foghorn.

Tim smiled. Hiya.' The old novelist was one of hisfavourite
adults, even more disreputable than Alison if such athing were
possible. Graham had won the last Booker Prize, back in 2012,
while the publishing houses were collapsing in tandem with the
copyright laws. That didn't make him as famous as Jeff Baker;
these daysnovelists belonged to the same chunk of history as
Hollywood and Rock and Roll, but Tim had plenty of respect for
Graham. It was more than just the elder statesman thing, he always
spoke with such passion that it was impossible to doubt what he
said.
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'‘What are you two cooking up? Tim asked.

'Revolution! Martyrdom!" Graham chuckled, a sound like an
aggressive avalanche. 'Going to join us?

'I'll giveit amiss, thanks. I'm seeing my girlfriend later.’
'How is Zai? Alison asked.
Tim winced. 'Annabelle.’

'‘God, you're as bad as your father,' Alison said. She settled

back into her own sunlounger and picked up atall glass of gin
and tonic. 'l remember what he was like back in the seventies and
eighties. Not that the nineties were much better. | had to be very
careful about introducing him to my girlfriends in those days. He
tried to get most of them into bed.'

Tim was fascinated by this sudden revelation of parental behav
iour. 'Really?

'Pay no heed, Tim," Graham commanded. 'Alison’s so-called
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history isall feminist revisionism. Y our father was a fine bloke.
I'll overlook the fact that he annihilated my world and cast al us
delicate, sensitive artistic typesinto eternal purgatory. Sowho is
Annabelle?

‘She's afriend. Lives over in Uppingham. | redlly like her.'
‘Good for you.'

Tim looked round the patio. The wisteria creepers that twined
round the awning poles werein full flower. Alison's garden was
shaggier than those of her neighbours, but it was just as attractive.
And the view across the water as the sun shone on the ripples was
fabulous. 'Do you redlly think you're in purgatory?

'‘Come on, you know we were the lucky ones, Tim," Alison said.
‘The only reason | can afford to live in this dreadful ghetto is
because | made a mint writing ... what do you call it. Prel0. Yes,
prel0 console games.'

'Right.' Tim gave amildly awkward grin. He'd grown up

with every byte in the datasphere being flee: that was the natural

way of things - instant unlimited access to al files was a fundamental
human right. Restriction was the enemy. Evil. Governments
restricted information, starving the media and the public

of their true behaviour and tyranny, although enough of it leaked
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ut anyway. He'd never really thought of the economic fallout

from the macro storage-capability delivered by crystal memories.
The concept was simple enough: everything that could be digitized
could be stored and distributed across the datasphere, every

file could be copied amillion - abillion - times over. Once it

was released into the public domain, it could never be recalled,
providing a universal open-source community.

After the turn of the century, as slow phone-line connections were
replaced by ultra-high-speed cables into every home, and Jeff
Baker's memory crystalstook over from sorely limited hard drives
and writable CDs, so more and more information was liberated
fromitsorigina and singular owner. The music industry, always
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in the forefront of the battle against open access, was the first

to crumble. Albums and individual tracks were already available
in a dozen different electronic formats, ready to be traded and
swapped. Building up total catalogue availability took hardly any
timeat all.

As ultra-high-definition screens hit the market, so paper books
were scanned in or had their e-book versions encryptions hacked.
Films were downloaded as soon as the first rental rel ease appeared
- sometimes even before, and on afew celebrated occasions
actually prior to their cinema premiere.

All of these media were provided free from distributed-source
networks established by anonymous enthusiasts and fanatics,

and even afew dedicated anti-capitalists determined to burn Big
Business and stop them making 'excessive profits. Lawyers and
service providerstried to stamp it out. At first they tried very hard.
But there was no longer a single source site to quash, no one
person to threaten with fines and prison. Information evolution
meant that the files were delivered from innumerable computers
that ssmply shared their own specialist-subject architecture software.
The Internet had long ago destroyed geography; the data

sphere removed traceable identity from the electronic universe

- and, with it, responsibility.
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0
xcessive profits took the nosedive that every open-source

idealist, Marxist, and crusty wanted. Anybody who'd ever walked
into a shop and grumbled about the price of aDVD or aCD

finally defeated the rip-off retailer and producer, and started
accessing whatever they wanted for free. Record companies, film
studios and print publishers saw their income crash dramatically.
By 2009 band managers could no longer afford to pay for recording
time, session musicians, promotional videos and tours. There

was no money coming in from the current blockbusters to invest

in the next generation, and certainly no money for art films.
Writers could still write their books, but they'd never be paid for
them - the datasphere snatched them away the instant the first

proof review copy was sent out. New games were hacked and sent
flooding through the datasphere like electronic tsunami for everyone
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to ride and enjoy. Even the BBC and other public-service
television companies were hit as their output was channelled
directly into the datasphere; nobody bothered to pay their licence
fee any more. Why should they?

After 2010, the nature of entertainment changed irrevocably,
conforming to the datasphere’'s dominance. New songs were
written and performed by amateurs. Professional writers either
wrote scripts for commercial cable television or went back to their
day jobs and released their creative work for free; while nonprofessional
writers finally got to expose their rejected manuscripts

to the world, which seemed as unappreciative as editors had been.
Games were put together by mutual interest teams, more often
than not modifying and remixing prelO originals. Hollywood
burned. With the big time over, studios diverted their dwindling
resources into cable shows, soaps, and series; they didn't even get
syndication and Saturday morning reruns any more, let alone
DVD rental fees and sales. Everything was a one-off, released
globally and sponsored by commercias and product placement.

It was a heritage Tim had never considered in any detail before. Then, a couple of years back, he'd
watched Dark Sister, an

adaptation of one of Graham's novels. The prelO film had been

spooky and surprisingly suspenseful, and he'd made the error of

E

telling Graham he'd quite liked it. The novelist's response wasn't
what he expected. Graham held his hand out and said: "That'll be
five Euros, please.

'‘What? a perplexed Tim asked. He wanted to laugh, but
Graham looked fearsomely serious.

'Five Euros - | think that's a reasonable fee, don't you?
'For what?

'l wrote the book, | even wrote some of the screenplay. Don't
| deserve to be paid for my time and my craft?

‘But it'sin the datasphere. It has been for decades.’

'l didn't put it there.'
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Tim wasn't sure what to say; he even felt dightly guilty. After

al, he'd once complained to Dad about not raking in royalties
from crystal memories. But that was different, he told himself:
crystal memories were physical, Dark Sister was data, pure binary
information.

'Fear not, Tim,' Graham said. 'It's an old war now, and we

were beaten. Lost causes are the worst kind to fight. | just enjoy a
bit of agitation now and then. At my age there's not much fun left
inlife.

Tim didn't believe that at all.

'Do you want adrink, Tim? Mison asked.
'No, thanks.' Tim held his helmet up. 'I'm on my e-trike.'

'‘Good man, Tim,' Graham said. '‘Don't touch drink, and don't
smoke, either.' He pulled a cigarette out of a packet and lit up.

'Are you coming to Brussels on Tuesday? Tim asked. 'Y ou
haven't answered any of Lucy Duke's txts about it.'

'I certainly haven't. Arrogant little woman. Did you see any of
them?

'Er, no.'
‘Someone should teach her to say please.’
'Y eah, | know what you mean. So are you coming?

Alison sighed, and swirled the ice cubes round her glass. 'No,
Tim, I'm not. I'm sorry, | don't think | can cope with that damn
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circus.' She gave him along glance. 'You do redlize it'll be acircus,
don't you? The politicians will hijack every news stream to make
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capital from this!'

'l know.'

'‘Well, then. Besides, | don't think I'll be much of apriority for
my big brother. He'll want to see you more than anything. And
your mother.'

Y ou sure?

'Yes. I'll watch the news streams from here.'

'‘Okay. But mum's having a Welcome Home party for him on
Saturday evening - she says she'd like you to come to that.'

TII be there. | do want to see him, Tim, just not under the
spotlight.'

'| understand. | wish | didn't have to do it, elither.'

Y ou're not worried about meeting him again, are you? Alison
asked gently.

'Well. You know. No.'

‘Tim. He's going to be delighted to see you. Redlly. You've
handled yourself perfectly these last eighteen months. Anybody
would be proud to have you as their son. Hell, I'm proud just to
have you as a nephew.'

Tim chewed on his lower lip, hating to show any vulnerability.
Y ou think?

'‘God, yes.'

'l really missed him, you know. | mean, not that we did much
together, no football and stuff. He was a bit old for that, even with
the genoprotein treatments. But he was always there, you know,
he'd listen and try to help. | don't suppose | told him how much

| appreciated that. Not very often, anyway.'

'I'd hope not! You're ateenager. Y ou're supposed to spent the
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entireerain abad sulk.'
'‘No way!"

Graham and Alison burst out laughing. Tim blushed, trying
not to smile.

Alison patted his knee. 'It'll al work out fine. You'll see.’
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8. DREAM ON

It was awarm, hazy summer day with a strange orange-tinted sky
- asif twilight had started at lunch. They were on one of the
Manor's big lawns, just Timmy and himself. Kicking afootball
about. Swesaters on the grass marked the goal posts. Timmy was
about ten years old, skinny legs sticking out of baggy blue shorts.
He ran back and forth, nudging the ball with his toe, swerving
round imaginary opponents.

Jeff wanted to run after him. Tackle him. Loose the ball back
again. Asit should be between father and son. But al he could do
was stand in the goal, his joints aching from arthritis, too ancient
and wizened to move.

Timmy ran towards him, feet pounding on the ground, the

ball bouncing along in front. He took a mighty kick, and the ball
sailed past Jeff as his feeble claw hands waved about uselessly in
theair.

'‘Gooooal!" Timmy shrieked. He danced about on the spot, his
arms raised high.

Jeff clapped delightedly. 'Well done, son.. lolly well done.'

'Let's play again. Play with me thistime, dad, please, | want us
to play together.'

'l can't, son.' The tears were rolling down Jeff's cheeks. 'l can't.
I'm sorry.'
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'‘Why, dad, why?

And all Jeff could do was stand there, just as he always did at
45

this moment, hands reaching out while Timmy frowned and
sulked. Every time the same. Every time he failed his son.

‘Jeff? It was afemale voice, disembodied. 'Jeff, can you hear
me?

Jeff moaned as the Manor and its grounds wavered and

darkened. Thiswasn't part of the dream. Never before, anyway.
"Jeff?

There was only the darkness of afoggy moonless night. And
pain. An all-over sharp prickling that grew and grew, asif hisskin

was igniting. A thin wail escaped from his mouth. He could barely
hear it.

‘That's it, Jeff- focus now, please. Focus on me.’

The darkness was fading out, as swirls of bright light emerged
from all around. Jeff blinked furiously. He'd been dreaming,

so this must be waking, he realized. Damn, it hurt. His skin was
still inflamed, and now he could feel a deeper achein every limb
warning him not to move any muscle.

'What? he gasped feebly.

His one simple word was greeted by alot of people cheering.
Idiots - couldn't they see he needed help?

‘Jeff, don't try and move. Just keep calm. You'refine. The
suppressants are going to take a while to wear off.’

Soft tissues dabbed at his eyes, soaking up the moisture. The
world resolved around him. Unsurprisingly, he was in some kind
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of hospital room, with abank of equipment at one side of his
bed. Two people dressed in medical smocks were bending over
him, instrumentsin their hands. More people stood at the end of
the bed. He frowned, and concentrated on one of them.

‘Timmy? For some reason his gorgeous son was different.
Older. His face taut with nervous apprehension.

Memories began to seep into Jeff's sluggish thoughts.
'Hiya, dad.' Tim's voice was choked up with emotion.
'Hello, Jeff, Sue said politely. She was standing next to Tim.

'Uh ... what happened? He worried that he'd had some kind
of accident.

'‘Can you tell us? one of the medical people asked; hisvoice
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had a German accent. 'Do you remember the treatment you were
scheduled?

The memories were welling up faster now. The meetings, endlessly
sitting round conference tables with oh-so-serious doctors and
geneticists. The agonizing week they gave him to make up his mind,
the indecision and fear. He found some of them frightening. Back

in the public eye again after so long in modest obscurity, reporters
j:rom every news stream pounding incessant questions at him. Politi

cians, hordes of the bastards wanting to be associated with the project.
Slick spin doctors. He wanted to stop remembering, to keep the
bright images and sounds sealed away, but the torrent had begun

now.

‘Jesus wept," he moaned. His hands were shaking uncontrollably
as realization swept him aong. Judging from Timmy's age,

he must have been out for months, more than ayear. That must
mean it was over, compl ete.

'It's okay, dad,' Tim promised anxioudly. 'It worked. Y ou're
fine. You look great.'
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Jeff tried to raise his head. Both the medical staff pressed him
down again.

'‘Mirror," Jeff said. 'l want amirror.'

Sue nodded at Tim, who moved closer. He held up amirror.

The Eurohealth Council originally began the research project

back in 2023, dispensing grants to universities right across the
Continent, and then tying in various corporate laboratories as

well. It was exactly the kind of forward-thinking, benefits-the
people endeavour which Europe's ruling political classes were keen
to pursue. Officially, the Eurohealth Council called the project
'multilevel synchronous replacement vectoring'. To the news
streams if was simply rejuvenation. The concept-took genoprotein
treatments several stages past organ enhancement and cosmetic
improvement. Researchers were aiming for the ability to vector
new and complete DNA strands into every component of the
human body. It was DNA copied from the patient, then engineered

a7

back to the state of |ate adolescence, before it began losing
telomeres and suffering replication errors. Young DNA.

In theory, the next generation of cells reproduced within the

body would be those of an adolescent. The patient's entire body
would grow progressively younger. But there were billions upon
billions of cellsin the human body. To produce anew, and perfect,
genefor every single one and insert it correctly was immensely
difficult - and fabulously expensive. By 2036 when the project
leaders announced it had reached fruition and they were ready

for thelir first human subject, the dedicated Eurohealth Council
budget for rejuvenation was larger than that of the European
Space Agency. With such generous resources distributed among
seventy universities and over nine thousand biomedical subcontractor
companies, it was possible for the project to rejuvenate one
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European citizen every eighteen months.

Before Jeff went into the suspension womb, the Brussels University
Medical Centre stopped him from taking the genoprotein
treatments which kept his bones reasonably thick and strong, and
maintained his smooth skin; they also extracted his ceramic teeth,
withdrew his retinal implants, and cancelled the vectors which

hel ped sustain his major organs. This cold turkey process purged
his body of the alien biochemicals and aptamers which had kept
him fit and active. His true seventy-seven years of age had crept

up on himin less than afortnight. Terrifying in its humbling. He
had come to know the wintertime grip of wheezy asthmatic lungs,
stiff painful joints, laboured arthritic movements, the degradation
of soiled pants and misty vision. He had watched his skin dry and
shrivel, hisveins protrude, liver spots bloom like invading bacterial
cultures; seen virile silver hair fade to grey and fall as dead and
desiccated as autumn pine needles, to sully his collar.

Jeff had discovered then exactly how much he hated age. It
frightened him badly. The incontinence, the weakness, the frailty
reminding him he was mortal, areality which a great many of his
generation had successfully hidden themselves away from.

He could quite clearly remember the last sight of hiswrinkled,
decrepit face before he went into the suspension womb. But he
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had to swim back through decades of compacted and jumbled
memories to reach the face he saw now in the mirror, and even
that didn't fit perfectly. When he had been twenty, his mouse
brown hair had reached fashionably down to his shoulders. Now
he looked at this foreign youth's firm jaw, small pale lips, shocked
grey eyes, baby-smooth skin, downy stubble, and a short punky
fuzz of hair.

Nonetheless, this face belonged to him.
He was afraid to reach up and paw at the mirror in case its
mirage shattered; it seemed fairground trickery. Rejuvenation

treatment was a modern alchemy: close your eyes, along blank
second while the wizard waves his staff, open your eyes, and
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you've been reborn.

Then his personality began to pull together, skittish thoughts
calming. Thisyoung face, he noted, had slightly thinner cheeks
than he recalled himself having fifty-eight years ago. That must be
due to diet - the suspension womb would have fed him a perfectly
balanced nutrient supply rather than the junk food and bar snacks
he'd lived off during his student days.

leff Baker grinned at himself, revealing teeth that were perfectly
straight and white. He started to laugh, despite the pain.

49

GENES AND CIRCUSES

The European Commission's central briefing theatre was a semicircular

chamber with seating for over four hundred people. Like

most European government facilities it was grandiose and expensively

furnished. Projection and display equipment was state of the art, capable of providing absolute proof that
policies and edicts

were working well and that tax money was being well spent. It

needed to be: the hardened Brussels political press corps still

hadn't been tamed into the meek complicity which the EMPs and

Commissioners would have preferred.

For once, though, the press corps actually possessed an expectant
buzz as they filed into the theatre. This afternoon, in the same

place, they would be covering a policy launch initiative to tackle
small-town transport-infrastructure decay in the Group3 northeastern
countries. Tomorrow there would be two presentations,

one on sustainable energy, and yet another on agriculture. Y esterday
Brussels had been dominated by the auditors refusing to

sign off the Commission accounts for the fifteenth year in arow.

But this was different: this was a human story, this was the official
discovery of the fountain of youth.

A long table had been set up on the raised stage, complete with

the traditional glasses of water and silver microphones. Behind it,
a huge screen was displaying a colourful double helix that writhed
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and twisted like atormented serpent. The senior press officer
|looked across the audience of familiar cynical faces, took a deep

50

reath to calm his chuntering nerves, and announced they were
ready to begin. President Jean Brégque walked onto the stage first.
The press corps stood up politely. Rob Lacey, the British Prime
Minister, was next, producing his standard lopsided smile for the
datasphere feed cameras.

Jeff Baker appeared. The theatre was silent for amoment. Then

the press broke into thunderous applause. It took a moment, but

then the politicians too started clapping. Jeff was slightly taken

aback by the response, but recovered to give a quick wave before

sitting down. His family followed him in. Sue, of course, looked
beautiful; she was dressed stylishly in aginger-pink silk suit with a

high collar. Cameras zoomed in eagerly. Tim didn't quite slouch,

but he did give the theatre a sullen glance. He was wearing avivid

higlo Union Jack T-shirt. The British reporters chuckled at that,

while the German, French, and Benelux journos scowled disapprovingly.

President Brque leaned forward to the microphone, smiling

broadly. 'Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to
what | consider one of the most momentous conferences of my
tenure. Asyou can see, Jeff Baker isalive, well, and looking in very
good shape. Very young shape, | should say.'

The press applauded again. Jeff gave them a thumbs-up.

‘There have been many critics of our rguvenation project,’ the
President continued. 'Both inside our community, and especially
abroad. Today, | consider our persistence to be utterly vindicated.
Dr Sperber, who heads the proiect, tells me that Dr Baker has an
effective physiological age of ayouth in his early twenties. We have been extraordinarily successful. As
aresult, only Europeisina

position to provide this treatment for its citizens. Americawith its
increasingly isolationist foreign policy and Religious Right cultural
dominanceisalong way behind usin thisfield. Our unquestioned
|eadership here can only be seen as an endorsement of our social
inclusiveness. oursisthe culture in which the promotion of human
life can flourish to its full potential.' He inclined his head graciously.
'‘But enough of my dull old speechifying. It ismy pleasure
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and privilege to introduce left Baker, father of the datasphere.’

b

Jeff grinned round, mildly embarrassed, but unable to hide his
sense of wonder. In twenty-four hours he'd managed to walk in a
reasonabl e fashion, though his muscles were still woefully weak.
But getting used to what he looked like - what he was, now- that
was difficult, verging on impossible. He was beginning to think
the human brain was fundamentally incapable of understanding
the transformation.

'Dr Baker, congratulations on your successful treatment, and
welcome back,’ the Berlin Stream news reporter said.

‘Thanks." Jeff knew these were going to be desperately dull and
sanitized questions. He'd even been shown them in advance so he
could prepare answers; Lucy Duke had sat with him, making
suggestions. It didn't particularly bother him; the kind of tough
interrogation the old newspaper reporters back home - and thirty
years ago - used to dish out had been a hell of an ordeal. He
wouldn't be able to face that kind of session right now.

'l know thiswill appear somewhat trite,' the Berlin Stream man
went on, 'but could you please tell us how you feel?

'Easy enough: | feel asif I've been caught up by amiracle. Even
when | was going into the suspension womb there was some little
part of me that refused to believe this would work. I'm rather
glad to be proved wrong. But, trust me, it still takes some getting
used to. And, on apersonal note, I'd just like to express my
public appreciation to Dr Sperber and his team at the university
for both their dedication and professionalism.’

'Dr Baker, what will you do first, now your treatment is
complete? the woman from Monde asked.

'I'm going to take things easy for awhile, build my strength

back up - just like the doctors tell me to. | might have new
muscles, but they're not used to doing any work right now. Same
with my stomach, unfortunately. Before | went into the treatment
| made along list of fabulous meals | was going to eat when |
came out. That'll have to wait afew days aswell now; I'm on
simple stuff to start with, nursery food basically. But most of all
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I'm just looking forward to being home with my family.' He put
one arm round Tim's shoulder, and smiled warmly at Sue. She
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eplied with afond look. 'This has |left me pretty disorientated - |
just need to get my feet back on solid ground.'

'Sue, can you tell us how you feel about having your husband
back like this?

'It's hard to describe, really. Like every dream |'ve ever had
coming true al at once. Now | just want him home where he

belongs, and we can have our life back.'
'‘How about you, Tim?
'It's good.'

Jeff laughed lightly. ‘That'sit? he joshed.

'Well..." Tim glanced suspiciously round the theatre. 'He's my

dad, you know. Course | want him back. | really missed him badly.
Andthis... | just... He looks pretty amazing, that's all. It's going

to be great.’

This time Jeff gave him a strong hug. Tim turned bright red
and managed alimp smile for his father.

'Dr Baker, we're al very impressed with your physical appearance,’
the Line Telegraph reporter said. 'But it has cost an awful lot

of money to give one person something the majority will never
have. Do you redlly think it's justified?

Jeff kept smiling; he didn't remember this question being on

the list. From the corner of his eye, he caught Lucy Duke frowning.
Y ou're asking the wrong person for an objective opinion, I'm
afraid.’

'‘But rejuvenation is never going to be available to everybody, is
it? Don't you think this project is raising false hopes?

The President leaned forward, giving the reporter an angry
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glare. '‘Absolutely not.'

'If I could answer this," Jeff said. 'The most obvious parallel is
penicillin. When it was first developed during World War Two,
there was so little of it to start with that the doctors wouldn't

have been able to treat both Churchill and Roosevelt had they
needed it at the same time. Today there's so much penicillin

and antibiotics that superbug resistance is areal problem for the
doctors. Of course, my treatment cost alot. I'm thefirst - thereis
no production line. And | don't suppose it will ever be easy, or get
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;
to the point where it's refined down to asimple pill. But thanks to
today's pioneers across Europe and the support we give them, it
will gradually become more available and cheaper. And | haven't
even mentioned the hundreds of spin-off techniques that are
benefiting the biogenetics industries. All in al, I'm afraid you
asked a bit of a pointless question. People have aright to hope,
and this project is certainly justified in giving them that hope.'

There was some scattered applause, led by the President and
the Prime Minister.

'Have you met Dr Schrober? the Polish Star asked.

'No,' left said. He was struggling to recall his quick briefing

with Lucy Duke. Dr Katerina Schrober was the next rejuvenation
subject. She was some kind of molecular biologist, a Nobel
laureate. He tried not to smirk at how obligatory the choice was:
female and German. So politically correct it was almost a parody.
'But | certainly wish her well. | hope her treatment goes as
smoothly as mine.'

The Lisbon Web reporter asked: '"How is your menta state, Dr
Baker? Do you believe you are up to the job you were given this
rejuvenation for?

'‘Good question,’ left said earnestly. 'I'll be undergoing memory

assessment for the next few days. | can certainly remember most
of my life, as much as any seventy-eight-year-old can. There will
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be sections missing, that's inevitable. It's also essential, because |
now have another half-century of lifeto fill those new neurones
with. | need the room! Asto my intellect and rationality, that
seems to be working, although I'll also be undergoing evaluation
tests to map my cognitive processes. Once I've settled back in with
my family, I'm convinced I'll be able to do the job. lust don't ask
me specifics on superconductivity at the moment - I'll need to
bring myself up to speed on current research.’

'So you think we should soon have high-temperature superconductors?

'l think it'salittle unfair to ask Dr Baker about deadlines,’
Rob Lacey said. 'We all know he was chosen for this because of
his unrivalled knowledge and expertise in solid-state physics. The
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esearch effort to produce a room-temperature superconductor
will be pan-European, much the same as rejuvenation.’

‘That's right,’ Jeff said. 'It won't be one person that brings
about acommercia superconductor; thisis about ateam effort.
I'm not even the team leader, I'll ssimply be one of athousand
people contributing.'

‘A contribution we shall all value, Dr Baker,' the President
interjected. 'A room-temperature superconductor will be of enormous
advantage to every European, indeed to everyone on this

planet. And its effects will be felt immediately. Ecologically and
economically, each one of uswill benefit. Less power will be lost
through transmission cables; it will be possible to build more
efficient generators and motors.'

'Better than that,' Jeff said. 'It's a superb way of exploiting
geothermal power. Superconductors stay at the same temperature
along their whole length. If you put one end of a cable into hot
rock, the other end will be able to feed directly into a heat
exchanger. There are athousand and one uses for the stuff. It's
another reason why | couldn't turn down the offer of rejuvenation.’
His arms spread wide, and he grinned enthusiastically. 'The
superconductor project isn't quite as good as getting your youth
back, but it certainly registers high up there on the worthiness
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table. The world needs new energy and new ways of handling
that most precious resource. And thisis the most promising
method of all.'

'High-temperature superconductors have been agoal of the
physics community for over fifty years, Dr Baker,' the New
European Scientist reporter said. 'Don't you think that if it was
possible we'd have it by now?

'Practical rejuvenation has been a goal ever since Crick, Watson
and Wilkins discovered the DNA molecule. It took usthislong to
get it right. And there's alot of time, effort, and money being
channelled into the problem right across the world not just in
Europe. America was doing some superb work on nanonics before
| went into treatment; I'm very keen to see where that's leading
and how much is applicable to our own effort.’
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;
'l don't know about anyone else,' Rob Lacey said cheerfully.

‘But I'm confident that having Dr Baker here on our team will
give usin Europe a hell of an advantage. And as Prime Minister
I'm proud that it is one of our citizens, aman whose fame is based
on his notorious generosity, who will be providing our premier
technological project with the impetus it needs for success. We
are at the core of Europe, and I hope we can now become

its powerhouse.' He looked round contentedly at the reporters,
searching out their approval, while somehow managing to avoid
the eye of the President whose tight smile was frozen on his face.
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10. IN-HOUSE PARTY

The avtxt was clever, with green devil icons performing amildly
obscene cheerleader act, spelling out the words to the invitation.
Annabelle had laughed when she received it, sending back a swarm
of saucy angels to chant an RSVP. It wasn't quite what she would
have chosen to go to, a cocktail party to welcome Jeff Baker home.
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But Tim had been sure to invite severa of their friends, so she
wouldn't feel left out. As usual, she thought. Tim was always very
careful in his approach, always making sure that everything they
went to was on a just-good-friends basis. So careful, in fact, she
wouldn't even say they qualified as a couple yet. A small part of
her was quite irked by that.

She had to admit, though, the party wasn't as awful as she
expected. It was ninety per cent adults, and most of them were
over fifty. But the Manor's large reception rooms were wonderfully
elegant, and Sue Baker had hired a very upmarket catering

team for the event. Waiters and waitresses circulated with

glasses of champagne and mounds of delectable canapes on silver
trays. The men were mostly in suits, while the women wore
expensive dresses. Shame so many of them lacked any sort of
elementary fashion sense, Annabelle thought. She'd given alot

of consideration to what she ought to be wearing hesalf, settling
for a simple orange summer dress with quite a short skirt. It
earned her alot of looks from the men, of all ages. There was also
the prospect of actually meeting Jeff Baker. The fact that he was

=Y

Tim's father was something she hadn't quite accustomed herself
to yet.

Annabelle had arrived quite early in the evening, calmly tolerating
Tim's puppyish enthusiasm. His gaze kept switching between

her legs and her chest, with arest between so that he could blush,
hoping she hadn't noticed. At least that aspect of their relationship
was predictable: boys around her always acted asif they'd had a
lobotomy. He'd introduced her to his aunt Alison, who clearly
didn't give a damn about appearance, and was actually alot of fun.
Annabelle chatted to her for awhile before the other girls arrived.
After that Tim got dragged away by his mother, so she stayed with
Rachel, Lorraine, and Danielle; the three of them clustered in a
corner, warding off wishful glances from the older men.

'Colin's asked me to the Ball,' Danielle gushed. She couldn't
keep the smile off her face. 'God, I'm just so much relieved

somebody has. Finally! | wasworried I'd have to go with Philip.’
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'l thought Colin was going with Vanessa,' Rachel said.
‘No. Me!'

'Does Vanessa know? Lorraine murmured.

Annabelle took a sip of her Bacardi and lime to cover the fact

she couldn't summon up any zeal for Danielle's success. Tim still
hadn't asked her. There was such athing as playing it too cool, as
he was about to find out if he didn't ask pretty damn soon. She
listened to Danielle bubbling on about what she was going to wear.
The fact that she was going with Colin didn't surprise Annabelle:
all Colin's girlfriends tended to follow a pattern, and Danielle with
her wasp waist and heavy chest filled it perfectly.

'I've heard Martin and Sophie are going together,' Lorraine
said.

'Heavens, you have got to be joking,' Rachel said. 'My God,
Sophieis so much alesbian.’

'She's not," Annabelle said. Sophie was a good friend of hers
and she felt someone should be defending her.

'Really? The last time we came up here for a swim, she was all
over me in the changing room. | was scraping off eye tracks for a
week after.’
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You'reimagining it.'
'It's her imagination I'm worried about.'
The girlsall giggled. Annabelle managed aweak smile.

'By the way, hope you don't mind,' Rachel said dyly. 'But
Simon's asked me to go.'

'"Why should | mind? Annabelle asked. 'We finished weeks

ago.' Shetried to think of something to say that would imply
strength of character. 'If you want him, have him." A line she was
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sure she'd heard on a prelO movie.

'Oh, I will.!

'‘Always keep them dangling,’ Danielle warned.

'I'll do more than that to him.'

'What are you going to wear? Lorraine asked.

'Oh, | got my dress weeks ago. Haven't you seen it?
‘No!"

Must be the only one, Annabelle thought sharply; there were
porn soaps that had fewer viewers than that dress.

'It's purple satin. Classic strapless from Demon6. With this so
much gorgeous lace edging. That's antique, you know. Daddy had
afit when he found out how much it was, but | had to haveit. It's
just me.'

'Wow,' Lorraine breathed.
'I've seen it,' Danielle said brightly. 'It's lovely.'

‘Thank you,"' Rachel said. 'What about you, Annabelle? Have
you bought a dress yet?

Annabelle finished her Bacardi Breezer in asingle long swallow.
'l haven't decided what I'm wearing.' Rachel knew damn well
Annabelle hadn't got anyone to go with. That one and Simon were
going to be well suited, she decided. 'I'm going to get another
drink." She walked away, her empty glass held casualy low, asif
she hadn't a care in the world.

God damn Tim for not asking her yet!

It must be asign of true old age to think parties were apain, to be
avoided at all costs. Long before this one started, Jeff had decided
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there was no way he was going to spend more than an hour
pasting on afalse smile and saying 'Really, how interesting' to
people he didn't like, didn't know, and considered utterly boring.
And thiswas a party in his honour. Age - or grumpiness? he
wondered.

However, once it got started he found himself mellowing. For

one thing, he could actually enjoy the champagne. Drinking too
much in the early evening before he had the regeneration treatment
used to mean getting up to pee all bloody night long. No

damn genoprotein cure for that! And back then he was sure his
taste buds had decayed, while now he found the vintage Veuve
Clicquot to be perfectly crisp and light. He'd also got the most
awful headaches, which Neurofen could never cushion. Well ...
he'd just take his chances on the hangover front tomorrow
morning.

As ever at these things that Sue organized, left didn't know half
the people who were enjoying his own home. Or maybe that was:
didn't remember. The two sessions in Brussels he'd undergone to
check out his memory retention hadn't been as reassuring as he
had expected. About half of his life seemed to have vanished. Old
pictures, even videos of himself with other people that they'd
shown him to try and stimul ate association had done nothing.
They really did belong to someone else'slife.

Typically, one thing he hadn't lost was Tracy, hisfirst wife.
Those painful details still burned hot and bright in his memory.
Trust that bloody harpy to cling to him no matter what.

But he'd remembered the one thing that was truly important

to him, though. Tim had sat opposite him during the whole
Eurostar train trip back to Peterborough. The two of them were
nervous and awkward to begin with, as if they were meeting for
the first time, but his urgency to find out what his son had been
doing for the last eighteen months pushed him past that initial
hesitancy. Mutual delight at being in each other's company soon
had Tim emerging from his shell. Listening to his son babble

on about school grades, and friends, and socia events, left could
scarcely believe that this young adult was the same gawky lad he'd
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aid goodbye to ayear and a half earlier. It was asif he'd expected
the world to go into stasis and wait for him. Sue, of course, hadn't
changed in any respect, which helped spin out that particular
illusion.

The other person he'd been delighted to see was hislittle sister.
Alison had arrived at the Manor for his party, and the two of them
had looked at each other for along emotional moment. Then she
parted her lipsin a soft indulgent smile as they finally embraced.

'It really isyou,' she whispered, sniffing hard and blinking
moisture away from her eyes. 'Oh God, Jeff.'

‘There, there.' He patted her gently as she cried. 'I'm okay.
Everything worked.'

"You're just how | remember. | was at school when you were

like this before. Y ou helped me with my homework.'

'l remember.’

She leaned back to study her brother's youthful face. "We had

to write it down in exercise books and on sheets of A4. There were
no computersin those days, no dot matrix printers and laser jets.
Just pens and calculators.'

'l must have got my Sinclair Spectrum around then. The hours

| spent using it! But | don't suppose it was much use for your
homework.'

'We aways used to do it on the kitchen table.’

'‘And mum would be fussing round with the ironing, getting
supper ready.'

'‘Waiting for dad to get home.'

'While Ruffles got in the way.'
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'‘Damn stupid dog." She wiped a hand across her eyes, looking
annoyed when she saw the streak of tears on her skin. 'l haven't

thought about Rufflesin years.'
'‘Decades.’
'Y es, decades. And you've got those decades again, haven't you?

He held her chinin his hand, making her ook at him. 'Are you
jealous?

'‘God, yes! But I'm glad it was you they chose. | mean that, Jeff.’
‘Thanks.' He kissed her brow.

S
'For God's sake," Alison grunted in mock anger. 'Y ou look so
damn good, you're making me self-conscious. I'm going to have

to start using those ridicul ous cosmetic treatments. | swore | never
would.'

"You look great asyou are.’

'Oh please! Do you think genoproteins can get me to match up

to Sue?

'No problem.’

'Hal 1'd need two of your treatments before | stood a chance to

get equal to her. How isyour dear wife taking all this, by the way?
Jeff grinned at the lack of enthusiasm. Alison had never

approved of Sue, though she adored Tim. He waved a hand at the
line of waiters hovering with their laden trays. 'In her element.’
Alison grunted, and handed her coat to one of the eager young
men. She took a flute of Veuve Clicquot and sniffed at it sus- .’

picioudly. 'Huh. Gnat's piss lite. Give me a decent gin and tonic
every time." i!
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After that Alan and James arrived, and the three of them "

greeted each other with childish whoops in the hallway. Alan was
seventy-two, aretired aerospace engineer who lived over in Stamford.
Taller than Jeff, he didn't spend much of his pension on

cosmetic genoproteins, preferring to buy treatments that kept his
joints and muscles in shape. By doing so, he was still able to play

golf three times a week and keep anine handicap. It was his only

real remaining interest now his old company had quietly dropped

him from even token consultancy work. In contrast, James was

only sixty-eight, and still working at the finance and asset management
company he'd set up nearly forty years beforein the first

dotcom boom. Unlike most of the companies from that era, his

had survived. Not that he put in many hours aweek now he was
anon-executive director. But his salary allowed him to buy the

full range of male cosmetic genoproteins. He'd kept his apparent
agein hislate forties, with athick shock of ebony hair, and a skin
that was suspiciously permatanned. Unfortunately, not even his
treatments could do much about his weight; forty years of expense
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account meals had bloated him into a man who waddled rather
than walked.

The two of them were among Jeff's closest friends. Out of those
that were still alive, Jeff thought sourly. But it was still good to see
them.

'Definitely some features | recognize on this appalling teenage
youth," James boomed as his meaty hand enveloped Jeff's. 'lesus
Chrigt, isit really you?

'So they tell me,' Jeff said, with a shrug.

'How the hell can you know? Alan asked. He was giving the
young man a strange look. 'l mean, damn, man, where's the evidence?

'l remember being me.'
'Y eah, but, like, proveit.'

'Give the guy a break," James protested.
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Y ou can run a DNA fingerprint if you're that worried," Jeff
said.

'l have to concede, it gives the lawyers something to argue
about,' lames said. 'It's like Tim's found a long-lost older brother.
And dear old Jeff wouldn't wear anything like this." Thick fingers
stroked the lapel of Jeff's grey-green jacket. ‘New, aren't they?

'‘My clothes? Jeff queried. 'Yes, well, even geniuses can't think

of everything.' It was only after he got home that they realized
none of hisold clothes would fit; until then he'd been wearing
loose shirts and trousers supplied by the medical facility. Sue had
spent an urgent fifty minutes accessing the menswear departments
at Lewis's and Selfridges; then they'd all waited anxioudly for the
Community Supply Service van to make its afternoon delivery

with the first items of his new wardrobe.
"Y our wife choose them, then?
'"Yes.

'Not bad,’ Alan said. 'Kind of retro eighties. If you pushed the
sleeves up you could be like Tubbs from Miami Vice.'

'‘Crocket," James corrected immediately. 'Tubbs was the black
guy. And you'd need athinner tie.'
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'He'sright," Jeff said, glancing down quizzically at his maroon
tie. 'Don Johnson was Crocket.'

James lifted a flute from a passing waiter. 'Ah, Don Johnson.
Never better than in Hot Spot, hisfinest hour.'

'Of courseit was,' Jeff said. 'Dennis Hopper directed it. And it
was The Hot Spot.'

'He was much better in Tin Cup, playing that golf pro," Alan
said. 'The one up against Kevin Costner in the US Masters.'

‘Trust you to think afilm about golf was better than one of
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Dennis Hopper's thrillers. Y ou've obviously forgotten Hot Spot had Jennifer Connelly init. That makes
it tops with or without
Dennis Hopper.'

'VirginiaMadsen was in The Hot Spot, too,' left offered. He

was starting to relax. Now this was a genuine welcome home.
They'd barely been in the Manor two minutes, and already they'd
fallen back into their usual routine. Sue never had understood the
way they talked utter triviafor hours on end. At their age, it was
awonderful substitute for male machismo - who knew the most
uselessfact of al. 'A maor babein her day, our Virginia.'

'What else did she ever do? James asked.

'‘She was in a Star Trek VVoyager episode, | think," Jeff said.
'‘Guest-star appearance.’

'No. It was Highlander Two," Alan said gleefully. 'She was the
ecoterrorist.’

‘Are you sure?

'Y eah.’

'‘God, that was an awful film.'

'Her brother was in Species Two - that was even worse.’

'‘Never watched it. | saw the preview at the cinema once and
lost the will to live.'

'‘Good job Jeff didn't,’ James said, laughing at his own joke.
'Oh, tasteful - thanks.'

'‘Ah." James brightened suddenly. ‘Let's give your memory
another little test, shall we? He started to beckon urgently across
the lounge.

Jeff watched with mild interest as an attractive young woman
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n alittle black cocktail dress smiled at James and came over to
them. She had the kind of slow walk which drew male attention
her way. When she reached them, left noticed the dress wasn't
actually that small after all; it was just the way it was cut which
made it appear that way to his mind.

‘Thisis Nicole," James said. 'Nicole, I'm sure you remember Dr
Baker.'

'Hi,' she said, with a playful smile. 'Nice to see you again,
especially with you looking like this. Congratulations.'

‘Thanks. | have to admit my memory hasn't come through this
in a perfect state. Did we know each other before?

]ames patted Nicole's bare shoulder. ‘My granddaughter. She
used to come and swim in your pool in the holidays.'

'‘Oh right!" left suddenly had the image of aten-year-old kid in

adayglo pink swimming costume running round on the lawn,

shrieking and giggling as she chased after a huge inflatable beach

ball. That must have been twenty years ago, which put Nicole in her early thirties. Looking at her
closely, he suspected some

genoprotein treatments: her hair was honey blonde and stylishly

cut, while her skin was smooth and healthy, lightly tanned as

opposed to her grandfather's oven-roasted tone. 'So what are you

doing these days?

'Helping the family business stay afloat.'
‘Taking it over,' James muttered.

‘Grandpa!* she chided in mock anger. 'Only the Southern
Europe sector. It's still your company.'

'Not really,' he sighed. 'I'm going in less and less. Dempsey

doesn't like the way | do things, says I'm too ol d-fashioned.

| depress office morale, and they're frightened of getting sued.
Bugger it, when | see something that needs doing, then | bloody
well say so. It's called management. But oh no, |'ve got to be more
sensitive to their needs and working environment.-L oad of Brussels
bollocks - that's the attitude that got us into the shitS-awful mess

file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/Peter%20F.%20Hamil ton%20-%20Mi sspent%20youth.txt (65 of 376)16-2-2006 21:38:35



file://1J)/sci-fi/Nieuwe¥20map/ Peter%20F.%20Hamil ton%20-%20Mi sspent%620youth. txt
we'rein today. | say what | think, not what others want me to
say.'
‘That's not why you're going in less." Nicole looked straight at

65

i

Jeff. 'Honestly, we just run a smaller office these days. Everyone
works from home on a distributed network. Another five years
and we won't even have an office.'

Y ou've got to have an office,' James complained. 'No matter
how networked we get, the human contact is essential at the top
level. Money is about trust: our clients have aright to meet us so

they can see for themselves what kind of people we are.'
'Y es, grandpa.’
'Oh, bloody hell. This dinosaur needs another drink.’

Jeff shook his head as James wandered off. ‘Can't you just give
him his gold watch and a pension?

‘James won't retire,’ she said. 'The boredom would first drive
him crazy, then kill him. Besides, you're afine one to talk about
pensions. I'm curious - what has your personal finance company

said about paying you?
'I'm not sure.

'If they ever do make this rejuvenation lark cheap enough for

the masses, stakeholder investments are going to take adive. We
can't afford to pay out for a hundred years. Funds are designed to
last for twenty at the most.'

‘Bankersin pain,' Alan said. ‘Now there's a happy thought.’
‘Uncle Alan, don't be so cruel. We make the world go round.’
‘That is one argument against rejuvenation,’ Jeffsaid thoughtfully.
'What? Nicole asked. 'We can't afford it?
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'No. If you double your lifespan, you double the number of
years you have to work. Isit really worth it?

‘Let us know when you find out." She took a sip from her flute.
'Did you really forget me?

'‘Befair - | haven't seen you for ages.'

'‘We could remedy that. | don't normally tout for business

among family friends. But maybe you should get a professional
review of your finances now your. circumstances have changed so
much.’

"Tell me more,' Jeff sad.
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Sue and her friends Jane, Pamela, and Lynda had taken to calling
themsel ves the Rutland non-working mothers' club. It had started
off as alaugh one evening round at Lynda's house, when they'd all
been drinking vodka and both of Lynda's young kids had started
crying upstairs.

'Oh, leave them to it, Lynda had grumped. 'They'll cry themselves
out eventually.' The nanny was out for the evening, and she
was too sloshed to move from her huge armchair.

The name had stuck. And they introduced entry requirements:

Have you left your sick child in bed so you can go and have
sex with your lover? If so, how high was the child's temperature?

How much of your Eurosocial child allowance do you spend
on sleazy silk underwear that you only wear for your lovers, not
your husband?

Have you refused to let the nanny/au pair go out for the night,
then left them alone in the house while you seduce their boyfriend?

Have you notched up a speeding fine in your husband's car
when you're on your way to see your lover in a hotel ?
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Sue had an impressively high score for most of them. She

enjoyed the company of her fellow club members while she was
staying at the Manor. They all shared the same circumstances:

young, attractive, married, wealthy, living out in the countryside -
bored out of their skulls. Of course, most of her London friends,

the set she mixed with while she was staying at the Knightsbridge
flat, would have an even higher percentage. But that was metropolitan
life for you.

After the welcome-home party had begun, the four of them

wound up lurking in the kitchen together. To their exotic tastes,
the party was pretty dull, and the kitchen was where they could
talk freely. It was a'so where they could eye up the waiters, all lads
in their early twenties from the university in Peterborough. They
didn't care what they said in front of the hired staff; shocking

them was part of the game.

'l could be named in the divorce papers,' Pamelatold the others
breathlessly as soon as they'd gathered.

'‘My God,' Lynda drawled. 'Does Ken know?

67

'No. It'sonly athreat, so far. The bitch's solicitor isjust trying

it on. Besides, if | don't admit to it, and lohan doesn't, there's
bugger-all they can do about it.'

Annabelle followed one of the waitersin, hunting for her fresh
drink. Her gaze flicked over the four expensively dressed women,

and she hesitated.

'‘Annabelle,' Sue called. 'Don't be frightened, darling, we don't
bite. Girls, thisis Annabelle, my son's girlfriend.’

A couple of half-hearted smiles were thrown Annabelle's way.

'‘But Ken will know, even if they can't stand up in court and
say you're the irreconcilable difference,’ Jane said.

'So? Pamela said. 'It's not like he behaves himself. Besides,
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we've got a pre-nup.’

'‘Ah, God's little gift to decent women everywhere,' Lynda said;
sheraised her voice. 'Annabelle, if you ever get hitched, make sure
you've got a pre-nup. Take the advice of those who know athing
or two.'

Annabelle gave them aforced smile. One of the waitresses took
mercy on her and asked what she wanted.

'l saw you'd brought Patrick along this evening,' Jane said to
Sue. She kept one eye on Annabelle. 'Have you introduced him
to Jeff yet?

'No." Sue knew she should stop her friend from being this

much of a bitch in front of the girl, but she'd had vodka shots in
her Veuve Clicquot. 'l didn't think it would be appropriate. Why
rock the boat now?

'Are you going to have sex with him? Lynda asked.
‘That's what he's here for.'
'l meant with left.'

'Hadn't really thought about it," Sue said, which wasn't entirely
true. In fact, it had been bothering her ever since he'd emerged
from that suspension-womb machine. Who would have thought
he'd turn out to be so damn good-looking when he wasin his
twenties? But when she looked at him she just kept seeing an
image of the old Jeff. As a contraceptive, it was one hundred per
cent effective.
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'Lying tart,’ Pamela squawked. 'He's fucking gorgeous. 1'd shag
him.'

'Hands off,’ Sue said, alittle too curtly.

Pamela chortled. 'So you have been thinking about it. | suppose
there's got to be afirst time for everything.’

Y ou could have a honeymoon,' Jane said. 'Seeif it works out.'
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'It'sworked for eighteen yearstheway it is. If it ain't broke,
don't try and fix it.'

'He's been fixed, and fixed very well indeed. The best body

money can buy. | wonder if they can give men abigger cock in
the suspension womb? They always say there's no real genoprotein
treatment for that.'

'‘Oh, come on Sue,' Lyndaimplored. 'Y ou've got to try it. This
islike the first foot on the moon, or climbing Everest. Thefirst

person to have sex with the first rguvenated man. Thisis history.
Sue grinned, shaking her head. 'It's not going to happen.’

The waitress finished filling Annabell€'s glass. Annabelle | eft
quickly. The non-working mothers' club regarded her through the
closing door.

'How old is she? Jane asked after a moment.

'Seventeen, | think.'

'Shit. Seventeen years old. Melons growing out of her chest,

and no visible arse whatsoever; | mean, forget visible panty lines,
she ssmply doesn't have a bum. Little cow!"

Lyndalicked her lips. '‘But no money, either. And no style. Did
you see that dress? If that'swhat it was.'

The others smiled.

‘Ladies,' Pamelaraised her glass. 'A toast.'

‘A toast,' they agreed.

'Expensive shopping, older champagne, and younger men.'
The club drank to that.
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Jeff had dutifully met the two local MEPs, the Westminster MP,
and his regional-parliament representatives, as well as a pack of
local county councillors and some of the more wealthy members
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of Sue's socia circle, even afew supposed celebritieswho lived in
the county. It wasn't quite guilt which made him keep going.

He ssmply felt obliged to make sure he got round and said hello

to everyone. Certainly, everybody there was very eager to see him.
The worst thing wasn't having to feign amusement at the same
jokes everyone made about time warps and seventies fashion sense.
He'd played the elder statesman at enough corporate and academic
functions now to fly on autopilot through the small talk. No, what
annoyed him was genuinely not knowing a good half of the people.
Sue should have been at his side to introduce him, or whisper
names just before he said hello. But she'd vanished along with her
demon friends, leaving him to fend for himself. It was her bloody
job to help out. It wasn't asif she had anything else to do.

The party had been going for a while when he met Patrick.

It was purely by chance: Patrick was leaving the lounge when Jeff
came through the door from the other side. Jeff automatically
stuck his hand out and bashfully admitted he couldn't recall the
other's name.

'How did we know each other? he asked.

'I'm efraid we didn't,’ Patrick admitted.

'Oh? Jeff didn't quite understand; the man must have beenin
his |ate twenties, handsome - if you liked chiselled chins - with
thick long hair swept back and highlighted. For some reason he
seemed alittle perturbed by the meeting, almost asif he wasn't
expecting Jeff to be at the party.

'l run the Magpie Gallery over in Uppingham. Y our wife and
severa of her friends are valuable patrons.’

'‘Ah, social obligation, then? Jeff said, sympathizing.
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''naway, yes. But it's still a pleasure to meet you. My
congratulations. Y ou look splendid.’

‘Thanks.'

Patrick nodded politely and moved off.

Jeff gave him a dlightly bewildered frown, then saw Mison and
gave her afrantic wave.

'How are you doing? His sister had found herself agin and
TO

tonic. The long cigarette smouldering away in her fingers was
earning her disapproving stares from most of the partygoers.

'‘Badly,' he grunted. 'l s that bloke one of your friends, too? He's
an arty type.’

Alison took a drag and squinted where Jeff was pointing. She
gave him a strange look. 'No. That's Sue's friend.’

'Y eah. He said.’

'Sue's special friend,’ Alison said emphatically.

'Oh." Jeff just managed to stop himself from doing a double
take. He'd never actually met one before. The arrangement was
that they didn't come to the Manor. He couldn't understand what
Sue was playing at. They were going to have to have a serious talk
about obligations tonight.

'‘Are you okay? Alison asked.

'What? Oh - yeah. Just a bit tired, that's all.’

'Hmm. Y ou shouldn't be doing stuff like this so soon.'

'Still looking out for me, little sister?
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She grinned up at him. 'Mways have done.' Her expression
became devious. 'Ah, it looks like Tim's wound up his courage.
Now remember, show no disapproval at all; no matter what you

think of her.'
'What?

'l believe your son has someone he wants to introduce you to.'
With alast evil wink, she slipped free and disappeared back amid
the guests.

Jeff didn't have a clue what she was talking about. Then

he caught sight of Tim making his way determinedly across the
lounge. There was a girl with him, their hands clasped tightly
together. That was when he registered Tim's anxious yet proud
expression, and understanding dawned. Little Timmy had a girlfriend.
Jeff felt horribly out of his depth. This simply wasn't fair:

fathers normally had months of early warning to prepare for this
moment. A year and a half earlier, Tim had been araging knot of
hormones and suppressed anger. Y our standard teenage nightmare,
repellent to anyone but his own kind. Now, by the ook of
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things, he was growing up. For an instant Jeff felt angry at missing
out on another part of his son'slife.

'Dad, um, I'd like you to meet Annabelle, she's an, urn, friend
of mine.'

The desperation in his son's voice was almost painful to hear. Show no disapproval was running like a
mantra through Jeff's

head. In akind of semi-panic he did what he aways did, and

fell back on the excessive formality he'd learned at his public
school. Td be delighted.' He made a small bow. It was only as
he straightened up again that he actually realized: Annabelle was
utterly gorgeous. His gaze moved slowly up long legs, shown off
by the shortish skirt of aflattering rust-coloured dress, and took
in avery generous cleavage. When he finally dragged his stare
away from her bust he found she had rich brown-gold hair
brushing her bare shoulders, and a delicate face - on which there
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was a quizzical, dightly annoyed expression as she looked closely
at him.

Jeff recovered; knowing he would be blushing, he took her
hand and kissed her knuckles. 'An absolute pleasure. Tim's kept
very quiet about you. I'll have to have atalk with him about
that.'

‘Thank you, Dr Baker." Annabelle managed to recover her
hand.

'Oh, please: Jeff.'

‘Jeff,' she agreed.

'So do you live locally?

'Yes, in Uppingham. | live there with my father.'

'l see!

'‘Mum works in Brussels. But not in the university; she didn't
have anything to do with your regjuvenation project. She's one

of the environment agency's management directors.’ Annabelle
wasn't sure why she was talking, so much. Probably to try and
cover over hisweird behaviour. The way he was looking at her
was exactly the same way Tim had done when she arrived at

the party. It made her realize just how similar they looked; like
brothers, with Jeff only afew years older. Which sort of stalled the
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guestion she'd been planning to ask Tim, about whether he'd been
adopted.

‘Sounds like agood job," Jeff said.

tis.

"‘What subjects are you taking at school ?

'Dad!" Tim said, hotly.
'What? I'm just being polite.’
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Y eah, but school! That droops.'

Jeff turned to Annabelle, spreading hisarms wide in appeal. 'All
right. So how long have you two been together?

She smiled before she looked firmly at the floor.

'Dadt.’

‘Sorry, Timmy, | guess| can't be trusted out in public. But look
on the good side: | didn't launch into telling Annabelle about how
cute you were when you were younger.'

'Was he? Annabelle asked. It was hard for her not to laugh, Tim was squirming so. In away Jeff Baker
was almost worse than

hiswife and her friends. A lot more interesting, though.
'‘Absolutely. When he's not around, I'll dig out some of the old
family videos. Y ou can see him running round in his shorts when
he was seven.’

TII look forward to that.'

Tim groaned in dismay.

'It's aconspiracy, Timmy," Jeff said. 'The whole world exists
simply to make life hell for you.'

'Nice meeting you,' Annabelle said. She squeezed Tim's hand,
and they walked away together.

‘That was a big mistake,' Tim moaned. He snatched another
champagne flute from a passing waiter.

'l expect he needs time to find his feet. This must be very
strange for him."' She looked over her shoulder to see Jeff standing
alone, holding hisflute up asif unsure he should be drinking.

'Y eah, maybe,' Tim said. 'l guess thiswasn't the right time to
introduce you.'

‘Thank you, anyway." She moved a fraction closer. 'It was nice
of you to invite mein thefirst place.’
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Tim's face turned a deeper shade of red. 'Um, about invitations.

| don't know if anyone's asked you or anything, or if you've
already got someone to go with, but if you haven't, and you'd like
to, | wondered if you'd like to go to the ball together. That is, with
me. If you were going. | booked some tickets, that's all. And quite

alot of my friends are going.'
'‘Course I'll go with you.'
'Y eah? Tim's whole face radiated happiness.

"Yeah.' She poked him in the chest. "'Took you long enough to
ask.'

'Sorry. | didn't know if you wanted to.'

'Oh yeah.' Their faces were centimetres apart. 'l wanted to.'

They kissed, lust ateasing toying sort of way, to see how far

the other would push it. There was a whoop from across the
lounge. Annabelle pulled away, grinning, to see Martin and Colin
at their most oafish, making big-time gestures at them. She sneered
back at them, and started kissing a delighted Tim again.

It wasn't half past nine when left wearily climbed the stairs.
Downstairs the party was over, with the catering crew and Mrs
Mayberry cleaning up while the Europol team ate the leftover
canap6s and finished off the open bottles of champagne. Tim and
his friends had all gone to catch the businto Stamford. When left
had asked what they were doing, Tim had said: ‘Couple of clubs,
that's all.' There had been a pause. 'All right? He sounded asif he

wasn't sure he should be asking permission or not.
They had so many boundaries to work ou.

'Sure," Jeff had said. 'Have fun.' He didn't believe the teenagers
could possibly possess so much energy. It was al he could do to
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get to the top of the stairs without pausing for breath.

'I'm going now, Dr Baker.'

That was Lucy Duke. Jeff half turned on the top stair. She

was standing in the hallway, buttoning her coat. 'Okay, then." Jeff
hadn't made up his mind about Ms Duke. He imagined it wouldn't
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be too difficult to dislike someone who tried so hard to be

reasonable at all times.

'Have a good weekend, sir. I'll see you on Monday morning.
There are several interviews scheduled, mostly foreign press.'

He resisted the impulse to say anything about Continentals
being foreign. ‘Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight. It was an excellent party, by the way.'

The door to Sue's bedroom was open as Jeff walked down the
landing. He saw her inside, and rapped lightly on the door flame.
They'd had separate bedrooms right from the start, although they
were adjacent. She