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CHAPTER ONE.







Time passed.



Miranda woke up with a thumping headache and the inexplicable feeling that she was missing something.



“Handbag and purse,” she said, mentally counting her tangible assets on her fingers. “Shoes, two.” That was good. That meant that there was one for each foot. Besides, she’d borrowed the elegant sling backs from her sister Jayne, and there’d be the largest bill that Hell had ever presented to pay if anything happened to them.



Miranda bit her lip. That bill would probably arrive anyway, if Jayne ever found out about the ‘borrowing’. And, Miranda glanced around her, cat-like green eyes sparkling through the gloom, it looked as though she wasn’t going to make it home before her somewhat possessive older sister.



Automatically, the girl stared at the back of her left wrist, expecting her Rolex to confirm the impending disaster.



Strictly speaking, it wasn’t precisely her Rolex - the expensive timepiece actually belonged to her brother, Timothy. It was his name that appeared on the insurance documents. But, what the heck, he never wore it (well, hardly ever), and he surely wouldn’t begrudge his beloved little sister a loan, now would he?



“Bang on Mid-night,” Miranda hissed, softly. “And Cinderella is still no nearer to getting home from the Ball. Where on Earth is that taxi?”



Something still niggled at the back of her mind, but Miranda tossed her auburn curls and tried to ignore it. That taxi she’d ‘phoned ought to have arrived ages ago.



Miranda glared into the darkness, eyes taking a surprisingly long time to adjust to the light. Or, rather, the absence of light.



“Damn these kids,” she cursed, softly. Honestly, they couldn’t leave anything alone these days. One or two lamps she could understand, but a whole street full was something else. Surely someone must have noticed a gang of brats running riot and smashing all the globes?



Gingerly picking her way along the street, Miranda tried to keep an eye open (well, two eyes, actually. But is was just so dark) for bits of broken glass. It would be the end of a perfect evening if she got Jayne’s shoes scratched. She’d probably already snagged her tights.



“What a night,” Miranda sighed, trying to remember exactly when things had started to go wrong. She stood almost perfectly still for a moment, thinking.



Time passed.



“It was when I popped into the ladies’ room,” Miranda decided, her memory of the evening decidedly foggy. “I was dancing with that geek in the glasses - the one with all that fuzzy brown hair...”



Right. It was all coming back now. She’d have to keep a closer watch on those vodka and lemonades in the future. The problem wasn’t so much keeping her spirits up, as keeping them down.



So. She’d been having a good time, laughing and joking with her mates, downing a few drinks and bopping to the music. Enter what’s ‘is face, with the hair.



He’d seemed all right at first, Miranda mused, unaware of how fast time was passing. He’d been the perfect gentleman, even bought her a drink.



So, maybe his woolly brown suit had been a shade non-descript, not to say out of place on a hot dance floor. It had, Miranda recalled, with a shudder, been a bit scratchy against her skin, the wiry fibres seeming to push right through her satin dress.



Miranda smiled softly, sharp pointed little teeth gleaming wickedly between her crimson lips. A tiny tongue darted across them, flicking right and left in remembered pleasure, Jules had such good taste in clothes; she herself would never have been able to afford that gorgeous black creation - not even if she’d worked every Sunday for a month. And why should she, when she had a mate like Julie to cadge from? Miranda tossed her head. She’d lend her last penny (if she ever had one) to Julie, after all. That’s what friends were for.



She squinted at the watch face, beginning to get rather annoyed at her taxi-less state.



“That can’t be right,” she frowned. But there was no doubt about it. The watch still declared that it was precisely Mid-night - and Miranda knew only too well that time was marching on, no matter what her (or, rather, her brother’s) watch was telling her.



She held the watch up to her ear, took it off and shook it. The hands, dimly visible in the gloom, refused to budge.

	“That’s all I need,” Miranda sighed. “The damned thing’s broken.” She tried not to picture Tim’s reaction; his baby, mutilated? It didn’t bear thinking about. On the other hand, possibly the battery had run out, or maybe Tim had forgotten to wind the stupid thing. Miranda’s natural optimism stepped in with a few perfectly acceptable reasons of its own, refusing to let her remain downcast. Her taxi would probably be along any minute too.



Hell, it probably wasn’t all that late anyway. It’s amazing how slowly time moves when you’re waiting for something. Wasn’t there even a proverb about it?



“A watched kettle never boils!” Miranda yelled, triumphantly. Her words echoed oddly along the deserted street. But the taxi’s headlights still didn’t show up.



“I hope that Bryn fellow really did call me a cab,” Miranda fumed. She distinctly remembered his saying, “Okay, so you’re a cab.”



It had been a joke so much in keeping with the brown man’s chat up lines that she’d groaned aloud.



“Seriously.”



“Seriously?” Bryn had grinned, baring a set of yellow teeth. He looked as if he must be a forty a day man, by the state of those molars, but Miranda couldn’t recall seeing him light up a single cigarette all evening.



“Yes. Please.” And she’d fluttered her gold-flecked eyelashes at him, hoping that she looked engaging, knowing that any normal, red-blooded male would have been devastated. It had seemed to work.



“Okay. There’s a ‘phone in the lobby.” And off he’d trotted, presumably to do her bidding.



Miranda shivered. She had the uneasy feeling that Bryn had been expecting to share the taxi with her. Maybe it hadn’t been so very nice, giving him the slip like that, pretending to pay a visit to the ladies’ in order to climb out of the window and grab the cab for herself.



“Shucks,” she apologised to the vaguely stirring air. “I didn’t mean to be horrid. But Bryn hugged me so hard; I thought my bones would turn to dust. So, I was a little bit scared of him,” she admitted. Heck, a girl had to take care of herself, didn’t she?



Miranda gave herself a little shake. She’d been hoping that Bryn wouldn’t  realise that he’d been dumped, perhaps console himself with the idea that they’d only missed each other in the scramble for transport home.



If only time had been on her side, she could have pulled it off. She was sure of it.



Funny, though - Miranda couldn’t remember leaving the ladies’ room. Oh, the recollection of pointing at the door, miming towards Bryn - who had been, Miranda realised, standing at the telephone kiosk with the receiver held to his ear - was clear enough.



She’d even caught a whiff of the weird perfumey but acid stench that you get in a public rest room at the end of a long evening. The mixture of all the different perfumes and sprays used by a multitude of female gladiators in the arena of human enjoyment was not a happy one. Underlying it all was the gentle pong of stale sweat, urine and ‘fruit salad’ left behind by one young lady who had partaken rather too freely of the spirit of pleasure that had been flowing throughout the night.



Nevertheless, Miranda had pushed open the door and stepped through. And that, she thought, was all she could remember. Until she’d found herself here, waiting for a taxi that seemed to be taking its own sweet time in coming.



“Need to take more water with it,” she moaned, borrowing a phrase from her grandfather. He was absolutely bulging at the seams with wise old saws, and would surely never miss one.



Time continued to pass.



Ever practical, Miranda decided that she must have missed her taxi. Someone else had probably nicked it.



“I probably slipped on the way out of the window,” she reasoned. After all, she had been drinking, and it was simply too quiet for a street with a rage just winding to a close.



Gingerly, she felt her head, searching for any tell-tale bump. Although her head ached horribly, she couldn’t find anything. But that was what must have happened, all right. Just a hard enough bump to knock her out. Lying in a back alley,  no-one would have noticed her when they left the venue - not even if they’d been looking for her, she reasoned. And, naturally, her taxi would have pulled up at the front door.



Shit. Here she was, alone in the dark, not quite sure where she was, or what she was going to do about it. She hadn’t even got a clue about what time it was - three o’clock. Four? - and all that she was really sure of was that time was definitely passing. Soon, perhaps very soon, the sun would come up. Then she’d get her bearings.







	Miranda settled down to wait.



Time passed. Again.





















































CHAPTER TWO.









How long had she been sitting there, shivering in the dark? Miranda only knew that it felt like hours. So why wasn’t there a rosy glow in the eastern sky - all supposing Miranda had a clue as to which direction East was, which she didn’t, so that was all right then.



Wait a minute; that wasn’t all right at all. The sun should be coming up somewhere, even if she didn’t know where. The sky, however, remained obstinately dark.



Miranda was dimly aware that time must still be passing, for, in spite of what romantic novelists would have you believe, she was convinced that time never does actually stop - not even when Sven gazes adoringly into Sylvia’s baby blues and sighs, “I love you,” in an enchantingly foreign accent. Miranda was far too pragmatic to fall for that sort of guff.



Nothing daunted, once the idea that waiting here was doing her no good at all, Miranda decided that maybe she’d better make some sort of move herself.



“Dad’ll  kill me if I’m not home and looking as if I’ve been in bed all night before he leaves for work,” she told herself, sternly. “No excuses, no alibis. So I’d best find some way of getting myself to where I’m supposed to be.”



She rose to her feet, leaning on the wall behind her for support. If she felt her way

along it, she’d be bound to come to a doorway or something. The ‘Doorway’ sounded okay, but Miranda wasn’t too sure about the ‘Or Something’. Still, there couldn’t be much in this universe that was worse than facing her father’s early morning wrath.



Her nails scraped along the wall, making a grating sound that jarred on Miranda’s nerves. Then she suddenly realised that, apart from her own voice, that was the first real sound she’d heard since.., since when? Since before she left the rave? Surely not.



But, no matter how much she thought about it, Miranda couldn’t remember hearing anything, not even distant, muffled rumbling, for quite some time. Even allowing for the fact that it was, presumably, still night, it didn’t seem quite natural. Where were the police klaxons, the ambulance sirens?



Miranda considered screaming, but dismissed the idea as just plain stupid. No maiden in her right mind would call attention to her plight, particularly not in the area she ought to be in, and more especially not if something weird was going on.



So, maybe a white knight on a steed would rush to her rescue. Miranda shrugged. With her luck, all the scum of the earth would crawl out of the woodwork, if there was any, and home in on her. That didn’t figure highly on her list of priorities.



Much more prudent to keep quiet, suss out the situation for herself. Heroes, to the best of her knowledge, tended to be rather few nowadays, and quite amazingly far between.



Anyway, even in the fairytales of her childhood, Miranda had noticed that even the most heroic of them rarely did anything without an ulterior motive.



“Save you from the dragon, Miss? Sure. Your Dad’s a King, right? Right. Wait a minute while I take a good look. Yep, you’re a beautiful  princess all right. Lots of money in the royal treasury, and a grateful parent. Fine. Bring on the dragon. I’m ready to risk life and limb in the fight against evil - for a share in the kingdom and a right good f... .you did say you were good in bed, didn’t you?”



It was astonishing that any of the lovely but somewhat dippy maidens had ever managed to get rescued, with that sort of negotiation going on. Probably the dragon just waited on the sidelines for the bargaining to finish; no sense in getting his scales dirty if the hero was only going to pass on in search of richer pickings, Miranda supposed.



Nothing was ever for nothing, not these days. And Miranda seriously doubted that it ever had been.



No such thing as a free lunch. Except, maybe, if you were the dragon.



Much better to keep things as much under her own control as possible, until she had a clearer picture of what was going on.



Just at that point, the wall disappeared. Well, it really more sort of dissolved under Miranda’s fingers. First, the tips of her fingers sank into its structure, then the rest of her hand. Now this was interesting! Perhaps this was the ‘Or Something’ she’d been looking for.



Tentatively at first, then with more confidence, Miranda followed her arm through the softening stone. It was like pushing her way through liquid cotton wool.  Unfortunately, it was also every bit as dark.



Miranda melted into the void, pressing forward almost eagerly. Time passed, thoughtfully. Then, after an imperceptible few seconds, began to pass in what was quite close to the usual fashion.



“Hello.”



Miranda thought that she could hear a voice. She moved cautiously in the general direction from which it came.



“Hello yourself. Where exactly are you? It would help if you would say something, so I can figure out which way to move.”



Someone chuckled, darkly. “Keep on the way you are going. You’re doing just fine, Miranda.”



Now there was something odd. Miranda was sure she’d never heard that voice before, yet, there it was, calling her by name.



She pondered. No. If she’d ever heard that strange, sibilant whisper before - more like the wind rummaging through withered leaves than a human voice - she could never have forgotten it. Miranda shivered, although she was not cold. All of a sudden, she wasn’t so very sure that she wanted to go on. Not if it meant getting closer to the owner of that voice   



“Don’t be such a goose,” she told herself, sternly, borrowing courage from somewhere. Miranda didn’t know who - or even what - she was borrowing the courage from, and, what’s more, she didn’t really care. Her immediate need was more important.



Perhaps, had she realised that the owner of the courage she had borrowed - and without so much as a please or thank you - was likely to send someone looking for her to get it back, Miranda would have been less cavalier in her attitude. Maybe, had she realised how deeply upset that wronged individual would prove to be, our Miranda might even have thought again. However, blissfully unaware of these minor details, our heroine pushed on through the rapidly thinning barrier.



Almost without warning, she was through and into the light! After a few moments, Miranda’s eyes, suddenly narrowed into gleaming emerald slits after being so long in the dark, adjusted to the brightness, and she realised that it wasn’t so very bright after all.



“Somebody around here uses pearl bulbs,” she found herself nodding, sagely, as if

making an important discovery. There was no harshness, such as might be cast by a clear globe, in the light that gently caressed her. “And only running at forty watts at that,” Miranda amended her first thought.



Her feet were only just visible in the hazy glow. It was as if they were sinking into something soft, something misty .  With a slight start, Miranda realised that she actually was sinking. Soon, her ankles would be out of sight.



“I suggest,” whispered the rustly voice, “that you keep on moving, my dear. It’s quite definitely safer.”



“Yuk! What is this stuff?” Miranda demanded, drawing her left foot out of the candyfloss with a slurping thunk.



“Only the fabric of time, my dear,” soothed the whisper, now slightly further away. “Hurry up. It’s very difficult to make up for lost time, you know. You really ought not to get left behind.”



Miranda opened her mouth to argue, then decided against it. That gooey mush was making a real mess of Jaynie’s shoes. “I just hope it washes off,” she muttered, darkly, hurrying to catch up with the voice. To her surprise, she found that she could skim quite easily over the field of fluff, even if it did have a disturbing tendency to trail out behind her feet like ribbons of melted cheese, snapping with a nerve jangling twang.



“The fabric of time does have to be a shade on the elastic side, occasionally,” explained the Voice. “Perhaps,” it chuckled, “this is going to be one of those very occasions.” Miranda could see the owner of the voice now. Well, she had a reasonable view of his rear end, which appeared to be enveloped in a cloud of translucent fabric. As she speeded up and drew closer, the voluminous folds separated into drapes of what Miranda could only  describe as a full length old fashioned night gown.



Under the night gown, she spied a pair of well-defined feet, naked and - apparently -adorned with four tiny wings, two to each ankle. These feet, she noted, irritably, were not in any way encumbered by clinging strands of the fabric of time, as were her own. It simply wasn’t fair.



Above the night gown was a shiny bald head, one lock of snowy white hair tumbling into a ringlet until it finally terminated somewhere below where one might expect to find a waist.



“Old Father Time,” Miranda hissed, borrowing a memory from a child-hood picture book. She paused long enough for the greedy fabric of time to start sucking at her feet again.



“That’s Old Father Tyme,” corrected the Voice, not unkindly. “Hurry along, Miranda. Tyme and Tyde wait for no man, you know. Nor,” he anticipated the remark that was springing to Miranda’s lips,” for any woman either. Do please get a move on. Mustn’t let Tyme slip away from you, you know.”



“Er,  no. Of course not.”



Miranda extricated her right foot from the gloop, and ran. Or, rather, she did the closest approximation of running that she could in five- inch heels and a skin-tight sheath dress. Her breasts bounced merrily, placing an almost impossible strain on the fine stitching of her (or, to be more truthful, Julie’s) bodice. For a moment, it was touch and go, but the thread held firm. Maybe not precisely firm, but something fairly close to that.



“Wait for me,” she panted, placing even further strain on the already protesting seams. They continued to hold.



Old Father Tyme chuckled, but he did slow down a little. “It might be easier if you took hold of my arm, my dear. Easier for us to chat, I mean.”



Miranda shrugged. “If you say so.” Tyme seemed a harmless old fellow, for the moment at least. Besides, everyone knows that the young have Tyme on their side. She took hold of one boney elbow.



As she drew level, she could see that the single, flowing lock of hair originated on the elderly man’s forehead. It seemed, somehow, quite appropriate.



“I bumped my head when I jumped out of that window,” Miranda volunteered.



“Indeed you did,” Tyme chuckled, raspily.



“Probably hit it quite hard.”



Tyme nodded, wisely.



“I expect,” Miranda said, “that I’m probably still lying on the pavement, unconscious and having a weird dream.”



Tyme grinned, teeth suddenly looming rather large. “That sounds like a very reasonable explanation, my dear,” he agreed, patting her hand amicably. “Does it make you feel any better to think of it in that way?”



Miranda took a deep breath. Something smelled musty, like a room which hasn’t been aired for years. Or the pages of an ancient book. Or the trunk full of dressing up clothes she’d used to borrow from her Grandma when she was a little girl. Or - her mind stopped searching for inspiration. Something, quite simply, smelled old.



“I’m not sure,” she said, trying to remember if people were supposed to dream smells. Her feet were moving more easily over the candyfloss surface now, aided perhaps, by Tyme’s own momentum. Maybe it was only because they now appeared to be moving faster.



“So, if I’m not dreaming,” Miranda asked, “what exactly am I doing here?”



Tyme patted her hand. “All in good time, my dear. We’ll be coming to that.” He sighed, a deep soul-trembling sigh. “But first, I think we ought to get a little better acquainted.”



Tyme bowed, a surprisingly deep movement for a man who was still rapidly moving forwards as he spoke.



“I, of course, am Tyme. My proper name is actually Tempus, but most people refer to me as Old Father Tyme. I have,” he coughed, “even been referred to as a bald sexton. Cheeky young fellow, that Will Shakespeare. These play actors think a lot of themselves, I believe. Wrote a bit too, as I  recall.” Tyme frowned. “Poems?”



Miranda smiled. “Plays,” she said. “We got them rammed down our throats at school. My English teacher called him the Immortal Bard.”



Tyme shook his head. “No, no, my dear. He was never that. His time ran out quite some time ago, I fear. Ah, they don’t write like he did, not nowadays.”



“You knew Shakespeare!”



“Well,” Tyme stroked his chin. “Only to see, I’m afraid. His performances were always worth a glimpse, in passing.”



“Oh.” Miranda felt quite deflated. It would have been interesting to talk to someone who knew a real celebrity - even a dead one, like Shakespeare. “I remember reading - it was in a book I borrowed, I think - that he’d left his second best bed to his wife. It was in his last will and testament.”



Tyme glanced at her, one eyebrow raised.



“By the way,” Miranda said, staring at the watch on her wrist, which was still showing Midnight. “If you really are Time, you ought to be able to help me. My watch seems to have stopped.” She held it to her ear and shook her wrist. “The hands are stuck at twelve o’clock.” Tyme nodded, sagely. “Quite correct.”



“You mean, it is twelve o’clock?”



“Just so, my dear.”



“But it’s been twelve o’clock for, well, hours now!”



The old man laughed. “Naturally. Somewhere on the Earth, it is always precisely twelve o’clock. As the planet turns, Day and Night follow each other across the globe. Day chases Night, Night runs after Day. But they never, ever catch up with each other. That is how it is meant to be.” Tyme coughed, modestly. “That is part of my job, to make sure that the hours pass in an orderly fashion, ensuring that each and every city, town, village, hamlet and country cottage gets its fair share of each and every second to which it is entitled.”



“But. ..my watch still says twelve o’clock,” Miranda exclaimed, exasperated.



Tyme sadly shook his head. “I thought I’d just explained all that.” He waved a gnarled hand indiscriminately around. “This IS twelve o’clock. We are proceeding with it around the world, making sure that everyone, from King to crook, from Prince to pauper, experiences it once - and only once - in each twenty four hour period.”



To Miranda, this all seemed to be making sense. Horrible, ridiculous and completely irrational, yet it felt right, somehow.



“Right,” she agreed. “So, right where we are, it is always twelve o’clock, and my watch is at the correct time without ever moving?”



“WE are moving, so the hands on your watch don’t have to. Everything is safely within the hands of Tyme; no need to worry.”



“Right.”





Tyme chuckled.



“There truly is no need to worry, Miranda. I am fully in control. I should be. I’ve been doing this job since I - Tyme - began. Day in, Day out, Year after Year, Decade after Decade, Century after weary Century, Millennium after ....Oh, well, that’s enough of that. You’re an intelligent girl. Work it out for yourself.”



Awed in spite of herself, Miranda gasped. “Forever and ever?” Tyme nodded, his eyes twinkling.



“All through history? Every moment?” Tyme nodded again, a twitch at the corner of his mouth.



“Every single second?” “Every one.~~ Miranda paused. “What, without a holiday?”



“Without so much as a Day off,” Tyme agreed, pleasantly.



“But....”



“I know, my dear. Believe me, I know. Oh, I can - and have - stopped time, put it on hold, so to speak.” The old man smiled. “Well, everyone is entitled to a tea-break. Unfortunately, when I stop, so does everything else.”



“Everything?”



“Indeed, my dear. The bird stops, mid-chirp. The rain stops, mid-drop. Everything pauses until I move again.”



“So no one even notices, because it all restarts precisely where it left off?”



	 Tyme beamed. “I told you that you were an intelligent girl, Miranda.”  Miranda glowed, feeling rather pleased with herself. “So, when Tyme takes a holiday,  so does everyone else.”



“Precisely so. It’s not much fun going on holiday when you can’t do anything. All the rides at the funfair are, so to speak, switched off.”



“That must be awful,” Miranda said, thinking about all the holiday activities she enjoyed most. Imagine not being able to buy a drink, watch a film or get off with the local talent. She giggles a little. You’d be able to look (and that, she reflected, still thinking about the gorgeous foreign hunks on the beach, might be fun) and you might be able to touch (and that idea had distinct possibilities) but you wouldn’t be able to do much about it. No point in going back to his place if he was left behind like a frozen pizza with an attitude problem.



“Oh, it is awful,” Tyme agreed. “And, after all these years, I do so need a proper holiday. Just once. Just to see what it’s like.”



“But you can’t,” Miranda said, sympathetically.



“Not unless I can get someone else to do my job for a day or two,” the old man agreed, pleasantly. “A locum, so to speak.”



Suspiciously, Miranda shot a glance at him from beneath fast beetling auburn brows. “Nobody can take the place of Tyme, surely. I mean, it would be impossible, wouldn’t it?”



“Perhaps. Perhaps not. If a person with the correct attributes were to happen along.”



By this time, Miranda was growing bolder, drawing on her borrowed courage. The old gent didn’t seem to be such a bad sort, after all, and she herself was feeling particularly confident. Not even the peculiar circumstances of her situation were able to put a damper on her spirits.



“The right attributes,” she mused aloud, as if pondering what they might be. “You’d need someone honest, someone reliable. Probably with a massive IQ and heaps of qualifications, huh?” Stood to reason, didn’t it? A person couldn’t get a job nowadays without those all-important pieces of paper. Christmas Pudding, you needed a degree in sociology just to work as a part-time school cleaner. And that was only if you were born under a lucky star.



“The right qualifications, certainly,” Tyme grinned from ear to ear. The effect was distinctly odd.



“All I’ve got is two G. C. E.’s, one in computing and one in home economics,” Miranda volunteered, wryly. “I can bake a mean macaroni cheese pie, tell you all about its nutritional value and compute how much it would cost, per portion, to make. Pretty useful, huh?”



“No doubt that information will be of great comfort to the neighbour from whom you will doubtless borrow the flour, my dear,” Tyme soothed, gently patting Miranda’s hand. “Besides, without home-making skills, the world would grind to a halt - with or without my assistance. Never underestimate the importance of domestic management and good food.”



A vision of the despair caused by a heap of unpaid bills, swiftly followed by another featuring large-eyed waifs holding out empty food bowls rose, then just as swiftly faded, before Miranda’s eyes.



“Suicide, starvation, misery - I see them all the time. Don’t belittle your skills, Miranda. Everyone has a contribution to make; the horrors of your world are caused mainly because people do not place enough importance on the skills of others. Or even on their own,” he added, sadly.



“Yeh. Right.”



Tyme smiled. “You’re young, Miranda. But you’re not stupid, and I believe you’ll learn. With a little help from Tyme, of course.”



“Dad always says ‘You’ll understand when you’re older, my girl’,” Miranda sighed, picturing her father’s wagging finger and flushed, angry face. “Usually when he’s giving me bell for something.”



“We fathers worry.”



“I’d forgotten that you were called Father Tyme,” Miranda admitted. “Where are your children? Can’t one of them keep the family business going while you take a holiday?”



Tyme slowed down, suddenly thoughtful. “My children are the passing Years, Miranda. They do their duty, and are gone forever. Do my job? Perhaps. But then, who would do theirs?” He shrugged, expressively. “So, here we are, back at the beginning; what qualifications would a holiday replacement need to have?”



“A bloody cheek for a start,” laughed Miranda. To her surprise, Tyme appeared to give that idea serious thought.



“Possibly. You’re not lacking in that department yourself, are you Miranda?”



“Who, me?” Miranda was so startled that she forgot to hold on to Tyme’s hand. As they were moving so slowly, she began to sink once again into the fabric of time.



“Of course, my dear. Why else do you suppose I invited you along to this interview? In fact, I do believe that I am going to offer you the job.”























































CHAPTER THREE.









	“What?” Miranda squeaked. “Offer me the job - but I didn’t even know I’d applied for it.” Tyme gazed at her, quizzically. “I assure you, my dear, that you did. My secretary was most explicit about it. Even wrote it down, for Posterity. Nice fellow, Posterity. A bit vague sometimes, but what do you expect of someone who spends his life delving among records?”



“Records?” scoffed Miranda. “I always use a CD player myself.”



For a second or two, Tyme looked blank. Then he laughed, a rumbling, tumbling kind of laugh.



“Not that sort of records, my dear. Posterity is more a sort of librarian-cum-historian. He keeps a copy of what is being said and done NOW, so that, in the FUTURE, there will be a clear record of what has happened in the PAST to refer to.”



“Right. I knew that. Doesn’t everybody?”



“Well, you know now, and that’s the main thing.”



“And this Posterity says I applied for a job as your.. Locum, does he?”



Tyme coughed, discreetly. He was moving faster again, carrying Miranda along with him.



“My secretary does. Not a bad chap for his kind, Bryn. Says you made it quite clear to him.”



“Bryn? The guy from the nightclub!”



With a slight frown, Tyme agreed. “Indeed. NIGHTCLIJB~ Strange word. I remember when young folk danced to music. Now they club each other. Ah well. Time changes everything. And I should know.”



“Look, I don’t recall this Bryn ever asking me if I fancied a job as Tyme’s stand-in,” Miranda began to protest. “I wasn’t that drunk; I’d’ve remembered a thing like that.”



But something was niggling at the back of her mind. She did vaguely recall mentioning that she was unemployed, and moaning about how hard it was to get a job. Not just the right kind of employment, but any work at all.



“How would you like a responsible position, no hard physical labour and everyone obeying your orders?” Bryn had asked, yellow teeth bared in a twisted grin.



“With good pay and fantastic holiday entitlements? Would I ever!” And Miranda had laughed, taking it all in good part as the joke she had thought it was. Only now she wasn’t nearly so sure.



“So,” she said to Tyme, stalling. “Your secretary, Bryn; likes a good knees up, does he? I mean, does he knock off work to go partying often?”



Tyme shrugged. “Young Bryn is a bit of a roarer, I believe.”



Miranda giggled. “I think you mean a bit of a raver,” she said.



Tyme considered, his head to one side. “Perhaps I do,” he said, at last. But he didn’t sound terribly convinced. “He’s better than my last secretary anyway, by all accounts. Keeps Posterity up to date without making too much of a song and dance about it. And my appointments are always clearly marked in the diary.”



“Your appointments?





“Certainly. How else do you suppose I was waiting for you when you arrived at the correct time? Bryn had it plainly marked in the old desk diary.”



“This interview?” Miranda asked, her voice rising a little more than was warranted by an ordinary question.



“Certainly. I’ll let you into a little secret, my dear. I get very nervous about interviews. Don’t conduct them often in person. I,” Tyme took a deep breath, “delegate.”



“April does a good interview. She took on Sunday. One of my best days, Sunday. Unfortunately, he’s getting more and more like the other days of the week with every year that passes.” Tyme sighed, a deep, long-suffering seemingly endless sigh.



“He used to be so sober, so respectable. Not like Friday, always out for a bit of fun, forever on the look out for the next party. Still, at least Sunday has the good grace to feel guilty about his pleasures. Sometimes, anyway,” Tyme added, darkly.



“It sounds as if you have rather a lot of employees,” Miranda remarked, surprised. “I hadn’t realised that there was so much to do, just to keep time on its tracks.”



“It’s like a well-oiled machine, really, Miranda. There’s no need for you to worry. My secretary can tell you all you need to know, and, with a good staff, the work almost does itself.”



“A good staff,” Miranda mused. “So, you’re more a sort of supervisor, then?” she asked, thinking about the implications. She, Miranda Hyndes, in charge of a large staff - and her with hardly a qualification to her name, and precious little experience either! This job was beginning to sound better with every passing minute.



Tyme puffed out his chest. “I supervise the supervisors, young lady. The Years all make an annual report, directly to me, I’ll have you know. Decades and Centuries, of course present their credentials every ten or hundred years, as appropriate.”



“And the months?” Miranda queried, trying to look and sound intelligent. “There would, naturally, be twelve of those.”



With a smile, Tyme agreed. “Now there are. At one time, I had to manage with ten. September, October, November and December mean the seventh, eighth, ninth and tenth month, respectively. I bet,” he added, triumphantly, “that you didn’t know that.”



“I do now,” Miranda agreed.



“New Year used to begin in March. There was a bit of a mix-up when we had the change over. But, I must say, January and February are pretty good sorts. They fitted right in.”



“So, who do they report to?”



Tyme patted her shoulder. “You won’t have to worry about any of them, my dear. They work under the supervision of their Year. And I’ll be back from my holiday long before the Old Year checks out and the New Year checks in.”



What, exactly, would I have to do then?”



A beaming smile lit up the old gentleman’s face, smoothing his wrinkles. “Merely keep the wheel turning in the right direction, my dear. That’s all. There’s nothing to it; you can’t possibly go wrong.”



There seemed to be all sorts of other questions that Miranda ought to be asking, but they all flew out of her head. Perhaps that was because she still wasn’t entirely convinced that she wasn’t dreaming, or possibly it was because she was dazzled at the prospect of controlling time.



	“But, why me?” she asked, sneaking a glance at the Rolex; it still read Mid-night. Tyme shrugged. “Who better? You, Miranda, are the perfect candidate for living on borrowed time. It’s not a permanent position. I’d only be sort of lending it to you, until I’ve had a holiday.”



Miranda tried to conjure up a picture of Old Father Tyme soaking up the sun or surfing (catching a wave) or chatting up the girls in a beach-front bar. None of these images seemed quite right somehow.



“And this secretary of yours - Bryn - would be available.”



“Permanently at your side,” Tyme promised. “He knows the ropes; there’s almost no emergency that he couldn’t cope with. Not,” he added, quickly, “that there will be any emergencies while I’m gone. Heavens, it will only be for a week, maybe two.”



They walked on together in silence for a few moments.



“And precisely when would you want me to start?” Miranda asked, trying to work out when would be convenient for her. Well, she did have Jules’ party next week, and Tim’s mate Johnnie had promised to treat both girls to a night at the flicks. When was that new Brad Pitt film on?



Tyme grabbed her, taking both of her hands in his, pumping them up and down. “Then you’ll do it? Wonderful. I’m all packed. Bryn! Bryn!”



And Tyme disappeared, winking out as if he had never been. Before he finally faded away, Miranda had just a fraction of a second to register the two, shiny suitcases, one clutched in each hand.



“Just keep moving forwards, Miranda. Never go back” The words drifted into her head from far away. “Don’t forget.”



“I won’t,” Miranda shouted, a reflex action, for she hadn’t had time to think about what she was doing.



At her elbow, a shape was forming.





[Far below, on the surface of the Earth, an elderly gentleman was arriving at a railway station, luggage carefully stowed beneath each arm.



“King’s Cross,” he murmured, reading the board. “King’s Cross. “All around him, people were hurrying and scurrying about their business. No-one gave the old man in the flowing night gown a second glance. One motherly, middle-aged woman actually mistook him for a member of some obscure religious sect, collecting for charity, and gave him a fairly hefty donation.



“Bless you, “she said, with a sneeze, before racing down the platform to catch her train.



Tyme turned the coins over in his hand, then headed towards a near-by burger bar from which was emanating the most delicious aroma off freshly brewing coffee. He grinned widely as he ordered, licking his lips in anticipation. Well, he was a stranger in town, and you must remember that he’d never gone to a railway concession stand for a cup of muddy brown liquid before. ]




