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‘The gene that didn’t look after its own interests would not survive.’

Richard Dawkins
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Now get this. I’m out with my mum buying underpants yet again! Neither of us ever learns when it comes to my underpants. She never learns not to drag me along, and I never learn to scream loud enough to bust her eardrums.

‘Mother,’ I say, far too calmly, ‘I do not – repeat, not – need a constant supply of new pants. Remember your washing machine? What you do is, you open the door every month or so and pop my latest pair in, and next time you open it they’re as good as new. We do not – repeat again, do not – have to buy more pants every Saturday of my life.’

‘It’s your birthday in a couple of weeks, Jiggy,’ she replied.

‘Yes – so?’

‘You must have new pants for your birthday.’

‘Why, you’re not gonna make me strip down to them to blow my candles out, are you?’

But she’d stopped listening. She does that a lot, my mother. Switches off when I utter words. I might as well not be there half the time. A life-size Jiggy doll could stand in for me. It could just be sat in a chair, or slotted onto rollerblades to go shopping with her, and it would never answer back or express a personal opinion. She’d like that.

Towards the end of this pathetic excuse for a conversation we’d walked past the window of a shop in Britney Spears Arcade. I strolled on for a while until I realised I was alone. Then I considered making a break for it while I could, but (because I’m a good, kind, caring son) returned to the window to see if the old dear was still in this world or leaning against the glass because her spleen or whatever had packed up.

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘I have a life. Well, sort of. A life I don’t want to waste hour after hour of while you look in every window we pass on the way to the Oxfam pant shop.’

‘Look at this,’ she said, like I once again hadn’t spoken.

I looked in the shop window.

‘Terrific. Can we go now?’

‘No, look at this.’

I looked again, because I’m the good, kind, blah-blah son mentioned above. There wasn’t much in the window, just a big notice on an easel and a big shield like people used in olden times when riding horses and smiting one another with swords and stuff. I quite liked the look of the shield. It was red, with a black lion on it.

‘Cool,’ I said.

‘D’you think so?’ said Mum.

‘Mm.’ It sounded like it was what she wanted to hear.

‘You’re not just saying that?’

‘Well, yes, I am just saying it. That’s because I just said it. Now let’s be on our way, shall we? Urgent pants to buy before the weekend closes and I head schoolward with a heavy sigh yet again.’

‘But it does appeal to you?’ she said as we walked away.

I slapped my forehead. ‘It appeals to me. You want it written in blood? If so, let’s use yours.’

‘I was just thinking that it would make an unusual birthday present.’

‘For me?’ I said.

‘Of course for you. Would you like it?’

‘Well…yeah. I guess.’

I didn’t know what use a shield would be, couldn’t see myself carrying it on my arm around the estate, but I supposed it would look pretty fair on my bedroom wall. And a shield had to be better than most of the junk the Golden Oldies offload on me once a year – twice if you count Christmas.



My birthday eventually arrived, and for a change it wasn’t a school day. I would have stayed in bed longer for that very reason, but my mother likes to hoick me out of my pit by the hair around dawn on birthday morns because she can’t wait to give me the latest piece of rubbish she’s wasted the housekeeping on. I knew what to expect this time, though, so I put on my best Hey-can’t-wait-to-get-at-that-shield face for her benefit. The adult male in our house plays hardly any part in present-giving. Mum shops for all the pressies except her own (but sometimes for those too) and wraps them up and writes the sweet little kissy-kissy labels, and Dad stands around smiling in a faintly embarrassed nothing-to-do-with-me sort of way while the traditional giving/receiving/unwrapping/joyful-expression process occurs.

Because I was expecting a big lion-covered shield, the A4 envelope Mum handed over was a bit on the puzzling side. ‘Looked bigger in the window,’ I said.

‘That was just to draw people in,’ Mum said. ‘This is more detailed.’

‘More detailed?’

‘Open it.’

I noticed a word in the top left-hand corner of the envelope.

‘So that’s what you think of me,’ I said.

‘What do you mean?’ said Mum.

I showed her the word. GIT.

She laughed. ‘No, no, that’s the firm that does all this.’

‘All what?’

‘Open the envelope and you’ll see.’

There was a white folder in the envelope, and inside the folder a few sheets of printed paper.

‘What’s this? An invitation from the shop to go pick it up in person?’

‘Pick what up in person?’ Mum said brightly.

‘The shield, what else?’

Her brightness dimmed a tad. ‘Shield?’

‘Just read it and get it over with, Jig,’ said Dad wearily.

‘Read it?’ I said. ‘Father. Birthdays are for putting the birthday feet up and being waited on by doting parents, not reading – ’cept comics and annuals maybe.’

But I pasted the McCue eyeballs to the top sheet of paper like the dutiful son I was trying so hard to be because this was a Special Day. Here’s what was printed on the sheet.



Think you’re unique? Think again! The very latest genealogical research shows that each of us shares entire swathes of genes with some of our ancestors, which means that you’re not the first to have those eyes, that hair, that attitude. Now GIT can track your genetic fingerprints back through the years and reveal the person you could have been in a previous age!



‘What does GIT stand for?’ I asked.

‘Genetic Investigations in Time,’ said Mum.

‘And “reveal the person you could have been in a previous age” means…?’

‘It’s explained in more detail in the documentation, but I asked the people in the shop to talk me through it so we’d know what we were paying for. They told me that science is now able to identify ancestors who share one’s DNA almost to the last freckle, and all it takes is a little saliva.’

‘Saliva? Whose?’

‘In this case, yours. Be little point in giving them a sample of a neighbour’s to identify your ancestors, would there?’

‘So I have to go to the shop and hurl into something?’

‘No, no, all they needed was a swab, and they had that ten days ago. Their first results should be in this folder.’

‘I haven’t given anyone a swab of saliva.’

‘No. I did. I took it one night when you were asleep with your mouth open.’

My mouth fell open again, but not to give spit. ‘Are you telling me that you snuck into my room and took the juice of my gob without permission?’

‘I had to, or this wouldn’t have been such a surprise.’

‘Surprise or no surprise, it’s a bit of a liberty.’

‘But worth it, I’m sure. The GIT computers immediately started tracking back through the years trying to pinpoint similar DNA patterns to yours. You have thousands of ancestors, of course, and share genes with all of them, but only a select few will have had precisely the same arrangement as you.’

‘You’re not telling me they were exactly like me,’ I said uneasily.

‘According to GIT,’ said Mum, ‘they would have been as like you as identical twins, in looks, personality, the way they approached situations, virtually everything.’

‘Gawd ’elp us,’ Dad muttered from the sidelines. ‘Other Jiggys all through history. Doesn’t bear thinking about.’

‘At least they’re unlikely to be football fanatics like this one’s father,’ Mum said sharply.

‘Speaking of which, I’d better get ready,’ he said. ‘They’re kicking off early today. One of my team’s getting married on the pitch afterwards to the last winner of Anyone With Big Boobs Can Sing.’

‘Mel, it’s your son’s birthday. Football can wait.’

He gasped. ‘Football can wait? Oh, if only other members of my family shared my planet! Happy birthday, Jig.’

‘Let me get this straight,’ I said to my mother while Dad went to fetch his scarf and rattle. ‘These GITs are searching the past for reverse clones of me? Of me?’

‘That’s the idea,’ she said. ‘The science isn’t yet sufficiently advanced for them to identify Jiggy types in chronological order, they say, but they guarantee to locate one a month from some point in history for the duration of our direct debit payments.’

‘And how long’s that?’

‘We’ve signed their minimum contract for three monthly payments, but if the results are satisfactory we can extend them until they can find no more Jiggys.’

Other Jiggys before me? I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. I’d always thought of myself as a total original. Mum must have noticed that I’d started to tap my feet and flap my elbows, the way I do when I’m on edge, because her happy smile got a bit crimped round the edges.

‘You read the ad in the window telling us all about it,’ she said. ‘You seemed keen at the time.’

‘I was looking at the shield,’ I explained. ‘Thought you were too.’

Her jaw sagged like an empty jockstrap.

‘The shield? Not the big notice announcing research that can identify other versions of a person?’

She sounded so close to distress that she’d got it wrong that Good, Kind, Caring Jiggy tore off his shirt and bared his mighty Superkid of the Day chest.

‘Only kidding,’ the soft nit chirruped moronically. ‘The shield was cool, but this is what I really wanted. Didn’t think I’d get it, is all.’

The aged parent’s face brightened. ‘Really?’

‘Really. Fantastic. Wow. What a birthday present.’

She looked relieved as she rummaged through the folder. ‘Let’s see who the computers have found among your ancestors for our first payment, shall we?’

She started reading another sheet of paper – silently, to herself, like I wasn’t in the room. As she read, her eyes widened.

‘Yes?’ I said.

‘They’ve found someone who matches your genetic pattern in the 15th century!’

I goggled. ‘The 15th? Someone like me in the 15th century? Is there a photo?’

She looked up. ‘A photo? Of a 15th-century Jiggy?’

‘All right then, what did he do?’

She read some more, just as silently. ‘Golly,’ she said.

‘Golly what?’

‘He seems to have been attached to some noble knight.’

‘Knight? As in armour?’

‘Seems so, yes. Isn’t that something?’

She handed over the paper. It was made up to look like an ancient scroll, with olde-worlde writing and all. I read it, all the way to the bottom, even though it was my birthday. There was a lot of waffle but next to nothing about what this 15th-century version of me did, only that he probably looked like me. Guess you were expected to fill in the gaps with your imagination. Bit of a cop-out, I thought, though I didn’t say so out loud. I also didn’t say that I had better ways of wasting my time than wondering about a person who lived six centuries before my own. He could tell his own story.

Or keep it to himself. Up to him.
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Well, here I am, up to my armpits in mud and rust, talking to myself once again. I talk to myself because mine are the only ears that listen to me. No one else’s listen because I’m just another peasant kid. I’m not even a squire yet, even if I do serve a knight with a full suit of armour. My knight is Sir Bozo de Beurk, and his armour isn’t much better than scrap metal, but that’s not the point. A knight’s a knight and armour’s armour if you close your eyes. Sir Bozo isn’t the brightest light in the knight sky, but at least his wife isn’t about any more. His wife was called Ratface. Well, that’s what I called her. Lady Ratface thought she was really something. Always trying to make out that her origins weren’t almost as humble as mine. ‘Ow! So-nace-to-mate-yer,’ she’d coo when she was introduced to people she wanted to impress. Didn’t impress me one bit. Not that she tried. Just shouted orders at me the whole time and called me names. I wasn’t fond of her.

As well as a wife, Sir Bozo had a castle once. Crumbling old place, very draughty, left to him by some distant cousin who’d run out of other surviving relatives. Rubbish as it was, Bozo was quite fond of the castle, probably because he’d never had one of his own before. When Lady Ratface decided she could do better than Bozo in the knight department she hired this dodgy legal wizard, Spivvel Merlin, who had a rep for getting good deals for greedy wives. Sir Bozo wasn’t hugely rich, though, so all Merlin got for Lady R was the lousy castle, which she immediately put up for sale. There were no takers, but then Merlin himself made an offer for it, and she accepted, so it was his now, which really choked Sir B because him and Merlin had been mortal enemies since they were at school together.

After the divorce, the only possessions Sir Bozo was left with were his horse, a shed on boggy ground, an allotment, and an old sword he won at school way back. The boggy shed was where we lived and the allotment was where most of our food came from. Sometimes he sent me to the nearby river to catch fish. I wasn’t great at that, so fish was off the menu more often than on it. Because he missed castle life, Sir Bozo spent the last of his loot on wooden battlements for the shed and a drawbridge for the moat we didn’t have. He tried to get a moat going by peeing from the battlements, and gave me instructions to do likewise. The flies were quite thick round Castle-de-Beurk-on-the-Allotment.
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