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'Sweet Child of Mine!' cursed Herman to himself in despair, as he considered his reflected image in the mirror of the hallway of his home. He hated wearing a suit and tie. It was bad enough having to cut his shaggy, long hair to a short back and sides. But today, he had to subject his stout, slightly overweight, and occasionally, lumbering frame, to walk the streets like a tailor’s dummy. It eroded his confidence to the core. It was only for one day, he hoped. He had never been used to formal dress. He was always more comfortable in jeans, trainers and T shirt.

In contrast, his wife Carmella could feel proud of the image of him that she had created for the day. With narrow, bronze fingers of hands which belonged to a nervously active, and much slimmer, body than her husband's, she completed the job of arranging his clothing. It was a job that he was incapable of doing himself so it was left to her to create a good, external image to the world in her husband for all to see. She was the manager of his appearance for any social event that might have some importance attached to it.

'Come on. Hurry up and get on with it,' thought Herman in the continuing frustration of his impatience. 'Finished with my woman 'cos she wouldn't let me dress myself...' he delved into the music inside his head. He wanted a different rhythm of life to the one he was painfully experiencing just now. The day couldn't finish soon enough for him.

Carmella, straightened the lapel of his suit and, with the back of her hand, brushed off a piece of dandruff, visible to her eyes only. Herman allowed her busy fingers to groom the material. ‘Everything has got to look right.’ She spoke with assertiveness and insistence. 'The men in my office look very handsome in suits, and there's no reason why you can't look as good as they do.’ She worked on the shop floor of a department store. He had worked at a sweet manufacturer’s until he had been made redundant last month. Out of work was out of depth for him and he had been looking for work ever since. Today could be the day when all that could change. Hence the suit and tie, and the carefully manicured image. 'You have to look your best for the interview.' It was at her insistence that he dressed like that. It was best to keep the peace with Carmella.

He had been invited to the Employment Centre for what he was convinced was a promising job offer, and he had been advised to come dressed up. It was a job in a model shop. He knew the shop quite well, as he had used it several times to buy parts for the 1/16 scale models, which were the love of his life. It would be a world apart from the noise of conveyor belts and the sticky sweet smell of sugar, which was all he had known for the whole of the fifteen years of his working life.

Carmella’s large, brown eyes frowned as they studied every detail of the dark, blue suit. A crease, a mark, a speck of dust, unseen by the rest of the world, were glaring and inexcusable faults of couture in her eyes. They were all given their marching orders by the nimble, light brown fingers of her slender hands. Herman remained rigidly still in order to allow her to finish. He knew what striving for perfection meant in his own, private world of getting things right, which didn’t include any kind of formal dress sense, and knew there was no chance of criticising the equally, well refined methods of her own regime.

Carmella paused, stood back, and frowned, ‘There’s something happening here.’ She was speaking out loud to herself.

‘But I'm not exactly sure what it is,’ sung Herman to himself in a mock tune, and then sighed.

Carmella stood slightly way from him, ignoring his comment and her eyes groomed his person. She repositioned the knot of his tie for him. It looked better that way, above the whiteness of the shirt that she had made sure he wore beneath. 'Got to be just right.' Her hand once more vigorously brushed away the invisible imperfections from every part of the suit and replaced any single hair on his head that had had the audacity to fall out of line. She spun him round and turned him like the workpiece of a lathe, changing its aspect to the dictate of the chisel held against it with the skill of the operator.

‘Now that should do I think,’ said Carmella with an air of confident satisfaction. She was pleased with her creation. She had dressed him up as well as she could.

'Clean handkerchief?'

'Mmm?' He wasn't sure. He never needed one. He was used to using the sleeve of his overalls. But today, he was wearing a suit.

'I'll get you one in a minute.'

His eyes obediently said, 'ok'.

Money for the bus?'

'Yes.'

'Mobile?'

'Yes.

'Charged up?'

'Yes.' If Carmella had asked, 'Have you got a traffic cone sat on top of your head?’ he would have said yes. It was always best to say yes, especially if he had a tune in his head and he hadn’t really heard what she was saying. She stood back once more to take stock of the perfect husband she had just created.

'I've checked the times of the buses,’ she informed him, as if she was just about to send him off to school. Someone who didn’t understand good dress sense would never be able to understand the times of the buses, in her opinion. ‘There's one that stops very near the Employment Centre, and then you've only a few minutes' walk,' she continued. Carmella had a different clock to Herman. It was always ten minute ahead of real time. It meant there was much less chance of being late for anything. Herman’s clock was usually ten minutes behind real time. He would have to rely on his talent for inventing excuses for being late for anything, if needed. ‘Right, I'll get you a clean handkerchief.' She disappeared for a moment a two. It gave Herman the moment he needed to reach into the glove drawer of the hat stand that stood by the front door. He pulled out his earphones just in case he needed to cut himself off from the real world around him with the music from his phone as he would make his uncertain way to his destination. He quickly stuffed them into his pocket, flattening the flap so Carmella wouldn't notice that anything had been disturbed upon his person.

'One more cup of coffee for the road.' Herman thrust his hips forward briefly to imitate the confidence that the new man in the mirror should be able to show, if indeed he could convince himself that it was him whom he was looking at.

Carmella returned and, passed him the clean handkerchief. He made a show of placing it carefully into his trouser pocket, and then opened the front door to make his way out.

'I'll see you later...and let you know how I get on,' he added as an afterthought, since all his energies were now focussed upon contending with the new man that he was presenting to the world today.

He walked out into the garden and then into the street beyond, closing the squeaky, wooden gate behind him. Carmella, his personal advisor, assured he had left the house and was turned in the right direction, and that not an item of clothing had come out of place, shut the front door behind her. She was satisfied that she had done her duty to society by exposing a reasonably presented person to the world, much as a window dresser might feel about the dummy created behind the large, glass window of a high street shop.

Groomed to perfection, Herman set off for the six or seven minute walk to the bus stop bur, before Carmella had time to reach the window to monitor his progress and chastise him with a wag of her finger if necesssary, he moved a re-cycle bin out of the way of the gate, making sure it fit inch perfect and exactly parallel to the front wall of the garden, which itself, on this cold, Autumn day, was now largely empty of the profusion of summer life.

The day was cool, and the sky was grey. To the east above the roofs and the phone masts, an impatient, dark cloud looked ready to empty itself out upon the district. Herman hoped he could get to the bus stop before it did so
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