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CHAPTER ONE


Her name was Philippa Levens, fifth marchioness of Ipswich; and as she smiled at him, her eyes were as clear and bright and brown as they’d been on the day she died, wearing her fire like a bridal veil, on the seventeenth of June 1602. She knew him better than anyone, he was convinced of that, and if only he could reach out and pull her through the glass—


He felt the rope brush against his knee, and pulled himself together. A few millimetres further and he’d have set off the alarm, again; and after the last time, he didn’t want to do that. He took a long step back – it felt like a betrayal – and looked up at her again, but somehow the closeness between them had dissipated. She was disappointed in him.


(A middle-aged couple walked up behind him and stopped to look at the painting. He didn’t want to resent them, but he did. English people seem to have difficulty telling the difference between art galleries and zoos; they don’t often try to feed the pictures with bananas, but only because they know it wouldn’t be allowed. English people are only comfortable in the presence of unruly, uncivilised things like animals or art if they know there’s a sheet of toughened glass in the way, to stop the predators from getting out. The idea that they’re the ones in the cage, or the frame, doesn’t seem to have occurred to them yet.)


Ironically, it had been his mother (‘David, isn’t it about time you found yourself a nice girl . . . ?’) who’d introduced them, twenty-one years ago, on his twelfth birthday. That was his mother’s idea of a birthday treat; dragging round some dreary old art gallery, followed by tea and stale Black Forest gateau in the gallery café. They’d only stopped in front of Philippa because Mum wanted to get a bit of gravel out of her shoe.


‘That’s a nice one,’ he’d said.


‘What?’ Mum had looked up, a shoe in her hand. ‘Yes, dear. Willem de Stuivens, Dutch school. Quite derivative, of course.’


He’d neither known nor cared what she’d meant by that. He’d been too busy staring at the perfect heart-shaped face of the young girl in the picture. It wasn’t a very good painting; the enormous dress was flat and unconvincing, giving him the impression of one of those fairground stalls where you have your photograph taken sticking your head and hands through a big plywood cut-out of the Fat Lady. She – the girl – seemed to think so too, or at least her smile, or grin, or smirk, suggested that she knew perfectly well that her body had come out two-dimensional, and that the joke was on Willem de Whatsisname, not her.


And then she’d stuck her tongue out at him.


It had happened just as he was turning away, and he’d only caught a fleeting glimpse of it out of the corner of his eye. He’d frozen and burned with shame – he had, after all, only that day turned twelve and had just fallen in love for the first time – and he hadn’t dared look back; and then Mum had put her shoe back on and said they’d better be getting a move on, they still had rooms fifteen to twenty-six to do before lunch, and they’d been parted, before he’d even had a chance to look at the label on the wall and find out her name.


So, here he was again, twenty-one birthdays later, and here she still was. She was exactly the same, of course; he wasn’t. He was very self-conscious about that. It was his thirty-third birthday and already he had a bald spot on the top of his head and a little round tummy like a hobbit, and a quiet voice at the back of his mind was pointing out (sounding ever so faintly like his mother) that it wasn’t fair to expect her to wait for him for ever . . . His birthday, traditionally the point in the year when he should be taking stock of his life, considering the path he’d come by and the road ahead; also, by a coincidence so huge it blotted out the sun, the day when a lock of hair, reputed to be that of the notorious seventeenth-century witch Pippa Levens, was due to go under the hammer at Larraby’s, five hundred yards down the road from the gallery.


So: he took a step forward, as close to the rope and the invisible infra-red barrier as he dared to go, and looked her squarely in the eye.


‘Shall I?’ he asked.


She grinned at him. It’s well known that some paintings have eyes that follow you round the room. Pippa Levens had a grin that followed him everywhere, like a butcher’s dog, and it was never the same grin twice.


‘Well?’ he said, feeling just a little annoyed. The guard by the door turned her head and looked at him.


Of course, he should have known better than to expect a straight answer. He looked away and, as he did so, noticed something for the first time. It was curious, maybe just a trick of the light or a fluke of incidence and refraction, but the painting to the left of Pippa was clearly reflected in the glass of the big display cabinet in the middle of the room, and so was the big, heavy battle scene to her right. He could make out quite a lot of fine detail in both reflections – the horses and the cannon of the battle, the little squashed-looking bird on the hand of the chubby baroness – but Pippa wasn’t there, just her frame and a gleaming, smeary blue glow.


He turned round and looked at her one more time. Now her grin was mocking him, telling him that she’d known all along that he didn’t have the nerve for a stunt like this; that it was all right, she understood, because it’d be a pretty wild thing to do. Remarkable, this ability she had to burn him up with embarrassment and shame; maybe because, in all his thirty-three years, he’d never found such an accurate mirror as Pippa’s glass


He had, of course, made his decision.


Bloody nerve, he thought. Even if she is over four hundred years old, a witch and quite definitively dead, she’s got no right to go smirking at me like that, like I’m something small and wriggly she found in a rock-pool.


Now she was laughing at him for getting upset. That was the trouble with her knowing him so well: she could read him at a glance. The one thing he’d never been able to figure out, after all these years and all these visits, was whether she actually liked him.


There was only one way to find that out; and if he hung around here much longer, that one opportunity could easily be gone for ever. What if someone else got the lock of hair – some American, or a museum? Short of burglary (he wasn’t cut out for burglary) he’d never have this chance again. At the very least, he had to buy the hair; once he’d got it, safely and permanently his, he could make up his mind about the rest of it later.


He looked up at the painting. Just for once, was she actually smiling now, with approval? He couldn’t really see for looking. ‘Just stay there,’ he said, ‘I’ll be back.’ 


It cost him twelve thousand, seven hundred and fifty pounds, exclusive of buyer’s premium and VAT. Just as he’d feared, there had been an American, and a museum, and they’d clung on like piranhas. It was the first time he’d bought anything in an auction. Probably the worst two hours of his life.


It was just as well that he’d got the necessary money (plus buyer’s premium and VAT). Fortunately, one side effect of having fallen hopelessly in love with a dead witch at the age of twelve was that he’d never bothered with girls, parties, people his own age, a life or any of that stuff, which only left work and sleep. He’d got into computers simply because he seemed to have an affinity with bright things on the other side of a pane of glass, and now for the first time in his life he’d actually wanted something, and he’d been able to buy it. So that was all right.


Apparently, you couldn’t just pick up what you’d bought and go home with it. You had to wait till the whole auction was over, though you were allowed to leave before the end. The man who’d come over and taken his credit details told him they’d probably all be through by four; that left him with two hours to kill. For some reason he didn’t feel like going back to the gallery. He knew he’d feel embarrassed facing her. She’d grin at him (‘You spent fifteen thousand pounds on a few bits of old hair? You must be . . .’) and he couldn’t bear the thought of that. Crazy as a barrelful of ferrets, he muttered to himself, and went for a beer.


The nearest pub to Larraby’s was the Blue Boar in New Row. He sat down at a table under the window; through the glass he could see the back door of Larraby’s in one direction, and the roof of the building two doors down from the gallery in the other. The beer was authentic, had a silly name, and tasted as if something leprous had died in it several years earlier. He looked at his watch.


‘Excuse me.’ He lifted his head. A man had slid into the seat opposite, and was looking at him. It was an odd way of looking, inquiring but familiar; as if he was an exhibit of some kind.


‘Excuse me,’ the man repeated, ‘but I believe you were at the sale just now. You were bidding on that lock of hair.’


The man was in his mid-fifties, very dark, with a big nose and a pointed chin; David had an idea that he looked Russian, though he’d never met a Russian in his life. The most noticeable thing about him was the big, ugly scar where his left eye should have been. It was the kind of disfigurement you couldn’t help staring at, however hard you tried. These days, of course, there was no excuse for leaving messes like that lying about where they might disturb sensitive people. The man’s hair was unconventionally long, and there was a light dusting of dandruff on the collar of his suit jacket; but the suit itself looked very new and extremely expensive. David wasn’t terribly good at accents, so he couldn’t place this one. It was very faint, in any event. If forced to hazard a guess, David would have said it was either Turkish, Portuguese, Australian or Newcastle.


David really didn’t want to talk to this person, but he couldn’t see how he could avoid it; the strange man was looking straight at him and smiling pleasantly. They were the only two people in the bar.


‘Um,’ David said. ‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘Did you get it? I had to leave halfway through.’


David nodded.


‘Ah, well done. I saw that Dr Weiss was bidding against you, and I noticed Neil Kovacs from the Sluys Collection had the lot highlighted and ringed in green in his catalogue, so I guess he was after it too. Did they give you a hard time?’


David shrugged. ‘Par for the course, I expect,’ he said. ‘I don’t go to auctions, you see.’


‘Very wise.’ The man’s smile widened. He had very white teeth, rather crooked. ‘I’m glad you got it, anyway. Or at least, I’m glad Weiss didn’t; he belongs to the Alcatraz school of art appreciation – lock it away in a dark place and throw away the key. I’m not sure I follow the logic behind that; presumably it’s to teach all those pesky paintings a lesson they won’t forget in a hurry. The Sluys Collection isn’t quite so bad; at least it’s an open prison. Actually, I’m not sure that’s any better, but then, I don’t really like museums. They always make me think of old-fashioned lunatic asylums, where people could pay to go in and look at the freaks. So; you collect seventeenth-century memorabilia?’


‘No,’ David said.


‘Oh. Well, presumably you collect something, or you wouldn’t have outbid Barracuda Weiss for a few strands of hair. So what’s your speciality? I imagine there’s a theme to your collection, rather than just a magpie’s fondness for shiny objects. Curiosities of Old Suffolk? Sorceriana? Bits of dead people?’


There was an intensity in the strange man’s one eye that David didn’t like one bit; but he was still smiling in a thoroughly pleasant, friendly way. Despite David’s rapidly growing panic, he couldn’t help thinking that the stranger reminded him of someone.


‘I’m sorry,’ the man said, leaning back, ‘I’m being most offensively nosy. It’s a fault of mine. My name’s Dean, by the way. Oliver Dean.’


David smiled feebly. ‘David Perkins,’ he replied. Looking at the man from a very slightly different angle (as he leaned back, the light from the window changed its emphasis just a little) he realised that he instinctively knew two things. One, Oliver Dean wasn’t the man’s real name. Two, the someone the stranger reminded him of – the resemblance was actually little short of startling – was Pippa Levens. The same chin, the same delicacy about the tapering at the bridge of the nose; the stranger could quite easily have been her father. No, belay that, obviously. The man could quite easily have been her thirteen-greats-grandson, except that she’d died childless – without siblings, too. Aristocracy, David said to himself; all those aristocratic families were related to each other, so it’s quite possible that this bloke really could be a distant relative. (Only someone with blue blood sloshing up and down his veins would dare to act so weird in public, so that fitted, too.) Not that that gave him the right to go around terrifying innocent people in pubs; but it might explain why he was so interested in the hair. Maybe the strange man wanted it because of some family connection, and was going to try and buy it from him. He sincerely hoped not; David hated saying ‘No’ to people, not because he was unusually compassionate or soft-hearted but because it was so embarrassing, especially if they got upset. Fortunately, there had been very few occasions in his life where he’d had anything anybody could conceivably want.


‘Maybe you noticed,’ the man went on. ‘There’s a family resemblance, isn’t there?’


David thought before answering. ‘Sorry?’


And the man had her smile. One of her smiles, anyway. ‘Between me and Marchioness Levens,’ he said. ‘Not surprising – we’re related. Distantly. In the past.’ He twitched his nose, like a rabbit. ‘Actually,’ he went on, ‘I think I’ve seen you in the gallery, looking at her picture. Is that it?’


David said nothing. For some reason he was feeling profoundly guilty, as if this man had just caught him with his teenage daughter behind the blackberry bushes.


‘It’s an absolutely fascinating painting, of course,’ the man went on, leaning back slightly. (Letting him off the hook? No, not really; just playing out the line a little.) ‘And with a quite remarkable history. Did you know it’s been stolen no less than thirteen times?’


No, David hadn’t known that.


‘And the really curious part is,’ the man went on, ‘every time it’s been returned, a few months or a year later. No attempt to sell it, no ransom demand, no explanation, even: it’s just turned up on the doorstep of the place it was stolen from, intact and undamaged. Except for the last time but one, of course; in 1977, I think it was. That time, when it came back, the painting was untouched, as usual, but someone had nailed bars across the frame.’


David breathed in slowly. ‘Really,’ he said.


‘The police reckoned it was something to do with how they planned to smuggle it out of the country; built into something, like a pallet or a crate. Well, it was the only rational explanation anybody could come up with. And Philippa herself,’ the man went on. ‘Such an amazing career.’


‘Is that right?’


‘Astonishing,’ the man said, ‘especially when you bear in mind that she was only nineteen when she died. Hardly more than a child. Except,’ he added, producing a small cigar and lighting it, ‘that now she’s been nineteen for nearly four hundred years. Personally, I’d have hated that. Twelve months of being nineteen nearly finished me off. Mind you, I’ve heard it said that some people just sort of stick at a certain age – mentally, I mean, like a default setting. Excuse me, I’m rambling. Can I buy you a drink?’


‘No, thanks,’ David said, very quickly. ‘I’m, um, driving.’


‘Ah. Very sensible attitude. Heaven knows, there’s enough mind-freezingly terrible danger in the world without going out and actively looking for it. Could you tell me the time, please?’


David remembered that there was a clock on the bar directly behind him, plainly visible from where the man was sitting. ‘Certainly,’ he said, glancing at his watch. ‘It’s a quarter to five.’


(Was it? Watch must be wrong; it’d been just after two when he came in here.)


‘Thanks. I’d better be going. I’m supposed to be retired, you know, but it feels like I’m busier than ever. So nice to have met you. Goodbye.’


The man breathed out a thick cloud of cigar smoke as he stood up; by the time it had cleared, he’d gone. Once he was sure of that, David spun round and looked at the clock on the bar. It said a quarter to five.


Doesn’t time fly when you’re having fun?


He picked up his glass and put it down again. Maybe, he thought, I should take this as a timely warning; I’m not cut out for weird stuff, I can’t handle it, so maybe it wouldn’t be entirely sensible of me to go out looking for it. Maybe I’d be better off going home and doing some work for a change.


He remembered something else about the strange man. He’d lit a cigar and drawn on it a few times, enough to produce an awful lot of smoke; but there was no ash in the ashtray, or on the table or the floor, and the damn thing hadn’t got any shorter.


Weird indeed. What kind of god talks to you from out of a burning cigar? An unhealthy one, presumably, you’d recognise him instantly when he spoke to you on the road to Damascus because he’d be coughing all the time. More important, why should he choose to talk to me?


David sighed and stood up. He’d been around computers long enough to realise that there are a great many strange, terrible, inexplicable forces loose in the world, and not all of them (the vast majority, yes, but not all) come from the Microsoft corporation. But he’d found that if you ignored them and replaced the motherboard once they’d gone, they tended not to leave behind any lasting, damaging traces; they peered at you through the glass, grinned scornfully, and went away to pick on someone their own size. That was one of the advantages of being very small and insignificant – they only trod on you by accident, not on purpose.


Once he was outside the pub, away from the cigar smoke and the general ambience of weirdness, he felt much better. He checked the time once more by a clock in a shop window – it really was a quarter to five; maybe he’d fallen asleep in there, and the strange man had been a dream – and walked round to Larraby’s to pick up his lock of hair.


They were impressively efficient and polite about it, and fairly soon afterwards he was sitting in a Tube train heading west. He was being hustled towards a decision; he could stay on the train till it reached Ealing Broadway, where he’d get off and go home and promise to be good for ever after, or he could jump the train at Ravenscourt Park and go in search of destiny, darkness and danger (assuming he could find it, with only the directions he’d been given over the phone to guide him).


Another coincidence; that, two days after he’d seen the short paragraph in the newspaper about the lock of hair coming up for auction, he’d been coming home from town on the Underground and had been struck down by a desperate need for a pee, in the long, slow haul through the desert between Hammersmith and Acton Town. If he’d caught the Piccadilly rather than the District Line, of course, none of this would have happened, since the Piccadilly didn’t stop at the funny little stations in between, he’d have had to dig deep into his inner reservoir of stoicism and held his water as far as Acton. But it hadn’t panned out that way; instead, he’d bounded off the train at Ravenscourt Park (wonderfully evocative name, that; until you’ve actually been there, you can’t help conjuring up mental images of Gothic castles, forked lightning and gargoyles) and sprinted painfully out of the station in search of a public bog or a shady, unfrequented section of wall.


Successive governments have ignored the aspirations of Ravenscourt Parkers in the area of communal widdling; as David found on that memorable occasion, there aren’t any public bogs within awkward hobbling distance of the railhead. But there are walls and corners and nooks where the wild flowers grow, and it was after he’d found one of these and was beginning to feel a whole lot better that he saw the sign. It was quite some way away in the distance and he couldn’t really spare a hand to fish his glasses out of his top pocket; but what he’d thought it said was: 




[HONEST JOHN’S HOUSE OF CLONES]





– except that it couldn’t really say that, what it probably said was ‘clowns’ or ‘cones’ (Honest John’s House of Crones? A cosy cottage built by the Three Little Pigs, using the latest in geodetic technology?) or something equally prosaic and mundane. Not clones, though. Surely not.


Once he’d done up his zip and made sure nobody had been watching, he snuck across the road and took a closer look: 




[HONEST JOHN’S HOUSE OF CLONES]





– just as he’d thought; and under the big block letters, in fancy italic signwriting, 




[Because everybody needs somebody]





– and a phone number. The building itself didn’t look all that promising: a tatty timber-frame lock-up with the paint peeling off in leaf-sized flakes, the double doors padlocked, a pool of oil soaked away into dust and grime out front. Back when David had owned a car, he’d been to quite a few backstreet garages that looked just like this.


Just then, for some reason, he thought about the lock of hair.


Absolute nonsense, of course. For a start, cloning people was pure science fiction – all right, they could do sheep, but people weren’t a bit like sheep (except once every five years or so) and the technology simply didn’t exist. And if it had existed, it would have needed to be a huge multibillion-dollar laboratory, and even if it would-n’t have, there’d have been all sorts of laws against it. And even if there hadn’t been, even if you could have just strolled into some private establishment and said, ‘I’d like half a dozen Mrs Williamsons, please, and can you have them ready by Friday?’, nobody in his right mind would have given his custom to an outfit calling itself Honest John’s.


And then the little voice spoke to him; not the one that sounded just like his mother, the other one, the quiet, sweet one that he’d suspected for a long, long time belonged to Pippa Levens. Fair enough, the little voice had said to him, somewhere inside his ears, if it’s all nonsense and completely impossible, what harm would it do, just writing down the phone number? Just writing it down, you wouldn’t actually have to call it. But you’d know it was there.


He’d looked up. And the writing on the door still said: 




[HONEST JOHN’S HOUSE OF CLONES]





– just like it had when he first saw it. But this time he had a pencil in his hand, and the back of an envelope.


And sure, simply having the phone number in his possession didn’t mean that he was ever going to use it. He’d put the envelope down beside the telephone in the hall. Next time he tidied up (he liked everything nice and neat, because clutter grew in the dark like mushrooms, and next thing you knew you had to climb up on the kitchen table to reach the sink) he’d have forgotten what it signified and he’d throw it away. Nothing was going to happen. It’d all be all right.


Three whole days had passed, and every time he’d passed the phone he’d picked up the envelope and stared at the number, as if hoping it’d mysteriously vanished since the last time he’d looked. On the fourth day he must have been thinking about something else, because by the time he realised what he was doing, he’d already dialled the number.


‘Honest John’s,’ said a voice at the other end of the line.


Even then, he could have slammed the phone down and left the country for a week or so. But he hadn’t; contact had been established, and it was rude to put the phone down on people (said the little his-mother’svoice). So he’d coughed, and said, ‘Honest John’s House of, um, Clones?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Ah.’ He hadn’t got the faintest idea what to say next.


‘Can I help you?’ The voice at the other end sounded bored, mostly, as if it had had conversations like this before. That only increased the embarrassment, which in turn increased the pressure on him to say something. Anything . . .


‘Do you, er, clone things?’ he’d asked.


‘Yes, that’s right,’ said the voice; and he could imagine the man at the other end of the wire, slumping his shoulders, thinking, Oh great, another bloody time-waster. ‘You want something cloned, then, do you?’


The correct answer, of course, would have been ‘No’. ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘So you can do that, can you?’


‘Depends,’ the voice had replied, ‘on what it is.’


‘Ah. Right.’


‘What was it,’ the voice asked patiently, ‘you had in mind?’


(Bizarre, he’d thought; here I am, talking to a self-proclaimed clone artist called Honest John, and I’m the one feeling embarrassed because I’m afraid I’m sounding like a fruitcake.)


‘I’ve got this lock of hair,’ he’d heard himself say. ‘Well, I haven’t got it yet, actually, but I might be getting it quite soon. Fairly soon. Nothing definite,’ he’d added, ‘but it’s a possibility.’


‘I see. Human hair, is this?’


‘No. Well, yes.’


Short, excruciating pause. (What’s he up to? Is he calling the police on the other line?)


‘Are we talking fresh,’ the voice said, ‘or frozen?’


‘Neither.’ It occurred to David that he might just possibly get out of this in one piece if the project turned out to be too difficult; if Honest John said, Sorry, no, can’t help you there, try NASA or someone like that. ‘Actually, it’s very old.’


‘Right.’ Another pause. ‘How old, roughly?’


‘Centuries,’ David said, with a touch of desperation. ‘Four hundred years. At least.’


‘Mphm.’


‘That’s much too old,’ he said hopefully. ‘Isn’t it?’


‘Not necessarily,’ the voice replied. ‘I mean, there’s your second-hand old, your antique old and your Jurassic Park old, if you get my meaning. It all depends on the linear degradation.’


‘Ah.’


‘I mean,’ the voice continued, ‘they done all sorts of old things, they done simple mosses from the Late Cretaceous, they done mammoths. Mind you,’ the voice added, ‘that was the Yanks, they’ll do any bloody thing. And the Russians – well, you haven’t got a clue what they were up to, towards the end. And, ’course, the mammoths were frozen.’


‘Well, quite,’ David said crazily. ‘They would be, wouldn’t they?’


‘Four hundred years,’ the voice went on, ‘look at it one way, that’s practically yesterday. Or it might be completely fucked, you just don’t know.’


‘Because of the linear degradation?’


‘There’s that, and other stuff. Not cheap, either,’ the voice went on. ‘Not dear, the way these things go, but not cheap, if you know what I mean.’


‘Oh, quite,’ David said. ‘Sort of how much . . .?’


(He had no idea what had possessed him to ask that. It just seemed called for, by the shape and general drift of the conversation.)


‘Well,’ replied the voice, ‘now you’re asking me something. Like, it all depends. Don’t even know if we can do the job, let alone give you a firm quote.’


‘Ah, right. I quite understand—’


‘Definitely not more than fifty, though. Seventy-five, top whack.’


‘Seventy-five?’


‘At the most. And then there’s your vat, of course.’


‘VAT?’


‘No,’ replied the voice wearily, ‘your vat. That’s another fifteen on top. Not going to see much change out of a hundred, anyway.’


‘I see,’ David said. ‘A hundred thousand pounds.’


This time, the voice sounded bewildered. ‘No,’ it had said, ‘a hundred quid. And there’s your gel, of course, call that another ten. Soon mounts up, doesn’t it?’


‘A hundred and ten pounds? For a clone?’


From the other end of the line, a sigh. ‘Bloody dreadful, isn’t it? And that’s shaving my margins right back, I got to make a living too. No wonder this business is dead on its feet.’


‘Thank you,’ David had said, in a little, lost voice. ‘I’ll think about it and get back to you.’


– And now here he was, with his small, crisp curl of hair in its plastic envelope in his pocket, lurching towards Ravenscourt Park to be born. I don’t have to do this, he muttered to himself, like a mantra; but the soft, sweet voice was drowning him out, saying, A hundred and ten pounds, it’s an absolute bargain. You couldn’t buy a decent suit for that. For some reason, he found that argument quite irresistible.


The doors slid open. Through them (as if through the frame of a picture) he saw the words Ravenscourt Park. You Are Here, he thought, and stood up.


There was a very real possibility, so real that with encouragement, support and some Lottery funding it could easily morph into a virtual certainty, that Honest John’s wouldn’t be there any more. After all, the banshee wailed for perfectly legitimate, straightforward, socially useful businesses every day; strolling through the local industrial estate was like a tour of a utilitarian version of the Valley of the Kings, surrounded on all sides by gauntly looming mausolea of dead enterprises. A backstreet clone shop in the Ravenscourt Park badlands – something like that would probably come and go so fast that it wouldn’t even show up in stop-motion photography. In which case, he could forget all about the idea and go home.


Honest John’s was still there.


Ah yes, but that didn’t necessarily mean it was still in business; and even if it was, the odds against anybody being there and willing to talk to him were comfortingly long. The last time he’d been here, hadn’t it been all padlocked up and dark?


Even as the thought crossed his mind, the doors opened. Well, he was still a free man. He could carry on walking past, as if he had nothing more extreme on his mind than whether or not to have curry sauce on his saveloy and chips.


‘Evening,’ said the man in the doorway.


‘Hello,’ David replied (and compared to him, one of Pavlov’s dogs was an anarchist). ‘Are you Honest John?’


The man looked at him with a cold, searching eye. The right one, its counterpart being distressingly conspicuous by its absence. ‘That’s me,’ he said. ‘Do something for you?’


David yelped out loud and took a step back. As well as the gruesomely missing left eye, the other points of resemblance between this character and the loony who’d cornered him in the pub were: hair length and colour, nose shape, the Levens chin. This one was scruffier, wearing an Albert Steptoe-exclusive cardigan with holes in the elbows, and he didn’t have a cigar. Otherwise they could’ve been twins.


‘Just nipped outside for a smoke,’ said Honest John, producing a packet of small cigars. He pointed them at David, either offering him one or threatening him with them (the gesture was ambiguous).


‘No, thanks,’ David said, in a very quiet voice. ‘Excuse me, but have we met before?’


Honest John laughed. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘I’d remember you. Only, your voice sounds familiar. Did you ring me up a few days ago?’


David admitted that he had.


‘Thought so,’ said Honest John, breathing out smoke through his nose like a dragon. ‘You’re that bloke with the bit of hair, right?’


‘That’s me,’ David whispered. It was the same voice that he’d used twenty-five years ago, when owning up in front of the whole class. ‘You remind me of someone,’ he added.


Honest John looked down at the ground for a moment. ‘You must’ve met my brother Joe,’ he said. ‘Looks a bit like me. He’s an art dealer in Town. Right ponce, but there you are, can’t choose your family. Except in my line of work,’ he added, with a new variant of the Levens grin, ‘and even that’s just adding to it, not getting rid of the bloody embarrassing ones. You got your bit of hair, then?’


Lying to this person was impossible; David wanted to, but his brain and voice had forgotten how, and there wasn’t time to consult the manual.


‘Right, so we’re in business. Come inside. Kettle’s just on.’


He pinched out his cigar – not that it was any shorter than it had been – and pottered through the double doors. David followed.


Inside, the workshop looked just like one of those garages. The floor was concrete; there were patches of something dark and sticky spilt on it and partially soaked up by sawdust. The walls were lined with tools and empty spaces for tools. The roof was high and rested on I-section girders. There was something that looked a bit like a car-inspection pit, but slightly different in some respects he couldn’t quite make out. The main difference between this place and the ordinary backstreet garage was the line of glass boxes, like overgrown tropical-fish tanks, up against the far wall. They were filled with something green. And they all glowed.




CHAPTER TWO


‘I’ll need just the one hair,’ said Honest John, wrapping a filthy handkerchief round the handle of a battered kettle and tilting it over two mugs.


His voice was interesting; the same accent, more or less, as his brother’s, but spliced with something else. He wasn’t the same man that David had met earlier in the Blue Boar.


‘OK,’ David replied apprehensively (for one thing, each of the hairs in the little curl had cost him something over five hundred pounds; for another – well, that really didn’t bear thinking about). He took the plastic envelope from his pocket and handed it over. Honest John was squeezing a tea bag against the rim of a mug with the end of a biro.


‘Yup, human all right,’ he said, glancing casually at the envelope. ‘Who’s this when he’s at home, then? Somebody old, you said.’


David nodded.


‘Anybody I’d have heard of?’


Once again he tried to lie, and found he couldn’t. ‘Philippa Levens,’ he whimpered. ‘You may have . . .’


Honest John laughed. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘you didn’t buy this off of my brother Joe, did you? Bloody hell,’ he went on with a chuckle.


‘I don’t think so,’ David replied, realising that he didn’t have a clue who the seller had been. ‘It was an auction, they didn’t say who it had belonged to.’


Another variant of the Levens grin appeared on Honest John’s face; at least fifty-seven varieties, like Heinz beans. ‘My brother Joe likes to tell people we’re descended from the aristocracy,’ he said. ‘Usually just before he sells them something. You don’t mind me asking, how much did you give for this?’


David shrugged awkwardly. ‘Fifteen,’ he muttered.


‘Fifteen quid? Oh boy.’ Honest John chuckled again. ‘Still, it’s your money, you do what the hell you want to with it. Right, let’s see. There’s number six, that’s empty. Scrubbed it out last week, as it happens, so it’s all ready to go. Unless the cat’s been in it, of course.’ He slurped some tea and handed David the other mug. By the looks of it, the last time it had been washed England had still been a Catholic country. ‘Right,’ Honest John went on, ‘let the dog see the rabbit.’ He put his cup down on top of a bench vice, took a pair of tweezers from his top pocket and fished out a single Levens hair. It was probably just David’s imagination, but it seemed to squirm a little, like a worm on a hook. Four identical cats jumped down from a high window ledge and walked past, their tails stuck up in the air at precisely the same angle.


‘Looks all right to me,’ Honest John muttered, handing back the plastic envelope containing the rest of the hairs. ‘But you can’t really tell just by looking. No good fartarsing about, let’s bung this under the spectrometer and take some readings.’


The spectrometer turned out to be something like a salon hair-dryer, with grubby matt-green paint peeling off the cowl. Honest John put the hair on some kind of slide and flipped a switch. Cruelly bright blue-white light, like a welding arc, flared up all round the slide, and David looked away, though not quickly enough to avoid having a hole burned through the central point of his field of vision that persisted for some minutes afterwards. Honest John didn’t seem bothered by it in the slightest.


‘Nah, that’s all right,’ he said. ‘Got a bit chewy in places, or else she had split ends, but no more’n point nought-nought-one-one-five cellular detail loss. Worst-case scenario, she could come out the tank with a really blank expression on her face, but not enough to worry about.’ He flipped an ‘off’switch, and the machine went quiet. ‘So,’ he said, ‘what d’you want to do?’


Now that was a really good question, and the first answer that came into David’s mind was ‘wake up’. One thing he was fairly sure he didn’t want to do was to carry on with this lunatic scheme of cloning a dead witch. Unfortunately, he couldn’t think offhand of a way of saying so without making a total and irrecoverable fool of himself.


‘You think you can do it, then?’ he said.


Honest John shrugged. ‘Give it a go, anyway. I mean, the very worst that can happen is, you end up with a hundred and twenty quid’s worth of green, slimy cat-food. You got a cat?’


Trying not to shudder too visibly, David said no, he hadn’t.


‘I have,’ replied Honest John. ‘I got loads of cats; like, you know how they leave their hairs all over everything? It’d cost a fortune feeding ’em, if it wasn’t for the occasional – well, you know, in the end it all comes down to your quality control, doesn’t it?’


David had already come to the conclusion that he didn’t like Honest John terribly much. He hadn’t liked his brother, either. The thought that even the best possible outcome to this escapade would result in these people being his in-laws was almost enough to give him the courage to run away.


‘Right,’ said Honest John, picking the hair off the slide with his tweezers before David could say anything else. ‘Off we go, then. I’ll heat up number six and we’ll be away.’


So that was that: so little thought, so little consideration of the implications, before bringing another life into the world. Just allowing oneself to be carried away by a moment’s impulse, the urge not to give offence by saying no, the irresistible force of a good idea at the time. In other words, pretty much normal behaviour, for a human being.


‘Um,’ David said. ‘How long does it take, usually?’


‘Depends,’ replied Honest John, as he fiddled with some controls. ‘I mean, there’s all sorts of things, like your gel consistency, your pick-up speed and response time, your thread density. It can vary a hell of a lot.’


‘Ah.’


‘Could be as little as four and a half hours,’ Honest John went on, ‘could be as long as seven, you just can’t tell. Now then,’ he added, pressing a button. The tank lit up, like a frogspawn-green light bulb. ‘There you go. Just got to wait and see.’


Now, David thought, would most definitely be a good time to wake up. Please?


‘So,’ Honest John continued, ‘you can hang around here if you really want to, or you can bugger off somewhere and I’ll let you know when it’s done.’


David nodded. ‘I’ll do that, then,’ he said. ‘Um, do I pay you now, or . . .?’


Honest John picked up his mug, saw that it was empty and put it down again. ‘Half now,’ he said, ‘half when we slop it out. Cash preferred,’ he added.


‘Ah. I’ve just realised, I haven’t got that much cash on me. I can give you a cheque—’


Honest John gave him a scornful look, as if David was standing on his doorstep at nine a.m. on a Sunday morning trying to interest him in The Gospel According to the Easter Bunny. ‘How much have you got on you, then?’


David pulled out his wallet. ‘Forty pounds,’ he said. ‘Oh, just a moment, I’ve got some change . . .’ Finally, counting in all the fivepences and tuppences and pennies, he was able to make up forty-six pounds, seventeen pence. Honest John wrote him a receipt on the back of a vintage Chinese takeaway rice-carton lid – recd on a/c 1 cloan £46-17, and the date, and a squiggle like the edited highlights of a tachograph chart. Clearly they didn’t call him Honest John for nothing.


David took the rectangle of card and put it solemnly in his inside pocket. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘thank you very much. It’s been—’


‘Hang on,’ Honest John interrupted. ‘What about your phone number, then? So I can let you know when she’s done?’


‘Oh,’ David said. ‘Sorry.’


Once again, here was an opportunity for escape: partial escape only, true enough, but if he wrote down a false phone number, how would Honest John ever find him again? He could just walk through the door into the night air, forget any of this had ever happened; it would still be his fault, but he probably wouldn’t get the blame.


Someone else could probably have brought himself to do that – someone, for example, with half a brain, or ten per cent more backbone than a pint of custard – but not David. Telling lies is a bit like tiling bathrooms – if you don’t know how to do it properly, it’s best not to try. He pulled out the carton lid, wrote his number down on a corner, tore it off and handed it over. ‘I’ll be hearing from you, then,’ he said.


‘Yup.’


I’ll just go home and wait, then, shall I? (he wanted to say). And when you phone, I’ll drop by and collect my brand new artificially synthesised human being – actually, ‘human’ is probably pushing it a bit, or at the very least it’s a grey area; but that’s OK. While I’m waiting I can watch a video, or maybe make a start on my quarterly VAT return—


‘Okay,’ David said. ‘Well, thanks for everything.’


Honest John shrugged and turned a shoulder towards him, implying that he’d now become a slight nuisance and this wasn’t a waiting room or a bus shelter. David smiled feebly, thought about waving, decided not to, and walked out.


Outside – in a way it was like waking up out of a dream, the moment when the screwy dream logic melts and falls away and you realise that none of that weird stuff could ever possibly have happened. He walked thirty yards down the street, stopped, and reached inside his jacket. Under the amber light of the street lamp, the writing on the carton lid still said recd on a/c 1 cloan £4617; and today’s date, and a squiggle. He very much wanted to throw it away; but he came from a society and a culture that throws away receipts about as often as it drowns unwanted kittens in steaming cauldrons of mulled yoghurt. He put it back in his pocket and walked to the Tube station.


The train was unusually slow, both in arriving and in taking David home. He stopped at the Kentucky Fried Chicken place on his way back to the flat. On the doormat he found a bank statement, an invitation to join the Aerospace Design Book Club, a postcard of the Gettysburg battlefield from his friends Steven and Tamsin (he hadn’t even realised they’d gone abroad) and a road fund licence-renewal form for the car he’d sold seven years ago. He put the bank statement in the shoebox marked ‘Bank Statements’ and binned the rest.


There were six messages on his answering machine. Five of them were just clicks and buzzes. The sixth was from his unbearable cousin Alex, the lawyer, instructing David to meet him for lunch tomorrow. David sighed. He’d known and hated Alex since he was six and Alex was eight, and had been trying to get rid of him for as long as he could remember. But, for some reason, Alex seemed to like him and made a point of staying in touch, no matter how hard David tried to elude him. This tenacity always made him think of a cat his mother had owned at one stage, who had insisted on bringing its newly slain prey into the house and depositing the corpses in places where they’d be sure to be found eventually – behind sofa cushions or inside slippers. No amount of reasoning, yelling or violence had ever managed to persuade this cat that its contributions to the household economy were neither necessary nor welcome. What made it worse, of course, was that Alex was a successful, well-paid, highly respected lawyer with a junior partnership in a prestigious West End firm and parents who were proud of him, whereas David was still just a successful, well-paid, highly respected computer geek whose mother told her friends he stacked shelves in Safeways for a living because she couldn’t bring herself to admit to the shameful reality. Alex was also blue-eyed, curly-haired, good-looking in a Hugh Grant sort of way, and a Tall Bastard. Everything else was forgivable, assuming a proper level of sincere contrition. The height thing, on the other hand, went way beyond casual thoughtlessness and into actual malice.


He switched off the machine and looked round. In a little over six hours, I could be bringing Philippa Levens back to this, he panicked. Welcome to the twenty-first century; things are a little different here. He hurried through into the kitchen and looked in the freezer; he could defrost her a Waitrose lasagne, or he could phone out for a pizza.


But of course that wasn’t going to happen, because none of it had happened . . . He sat down on the sofa, fidgety and tense, feeling almost as if he’d just taken a life rather than bespoken one. (How about the other clone joints, the better-class ones? Did they deliver? Did they take Visa? Assuming Honest John was down at the opposite end of the spectrum, did that make him a clone shark? Which reminded him, he’d have to find a cash-point at some stage.) Sitting down proved to be torture, so he got up and paced, an activity that the architect who’d designed his home had left at the bottom of his list of priorities. Seven paces brought him up sharp against the kitchen sink. He stopped and turned round, monarch of what little he surveyed. On the very few occasions when he’d brought girls home to his flat, they’d appeared either disconcerted, amused or both (as if they’d broken down on a lonely road at night, and there’d been a blinding light in the sky, and suddenly they were on an alien ship, and the aliens had turned out to be the Teletubbies) and they hadn’t stayed very long. Perhaps he should clean the kitchen floor. There’d be time.


He looked again. A clean kitchen floor probably wasn’t going to solve his problems. The feeling of being about to be submerged up to the chin in very deep trouble closed in all around him. Perhaps, after all, the most sensible thing would be to read a book or watch something. Was that how people passed the time on Death Row, he wondered, when the point came when it no longer mattered? Strange way of thinking. He walked across to his desk. The obvious thing to do was work, but he knew he’d have no chance of concentrating to the level his kind of work required. He stood up again and put the kettle on. When all else fails, make tea.


What have I done? he asked himself, as the watched pot took its own sweet time coming to the boil. Everything was happening in deadly slow motion, even perfectly straightforward things like making a cup of tea. Not a good omen, really. Nothing had actually happened yet, and already he was stressed out, his mind chasing up and down strange avenues of thought, speculation and downright craziness. Were real expectant fathers as wound up and twitchy as this, he wondered?


At some point he must have sat down, just for a moment; because he woke up in his worn-out old armchair, and the phone was ringing. He jumped up like a cat, and tripped over his feet with a degree of athletic clumsiness that Charlie Chaplin could’ve learned a thing or two from, before reaching the phone and picking it up.


‘Hello?’


‘Hello, dear. So you’re not dead or anything, then. Only it’s been so long since you phoned, I was beginning to wonder.’


Oh, for God’s sake. ‘Mum . . .’


‘Yes, I know, you can’t talk now. Probably expecting a vitally important call any minute now, just like you always seem to be, though I can’t really think of any vitally important people who’re going to ring you this late in the evening – obviously I don’t fit in that category, I’m only your mother . . .’


He closed his eyes, took the phone away from his ear and counted up to ten before putting it back.


‘ . . . At least he’s got the decency to phone his mother from time to time, even if he is in prison and wears a ring through his upper lip. But you might as well be living on the Moon, actually that’d be better, at least I’d know where you were and what you’re up to.’


‘Yes, Mum,’ David said. ‘Look, this time I really am waiting for a very important—’


‘This time,’ said his mother. ‘I see. So you admit that all those other times . . .’


Inspiration. When all else fails, tell the truth. Part of the truth, anyhow.


‘Actually,’ he said, ‘there’s this girl—’


‘Oh.’ Two seconds of complete, golden silence. ‘So, what’s she like? What’s her name? Has she got hair? Only so many of the girls you see these days, either it’s bright purple or they’ve shaved it all off right down to the scalp; sometimes I wonder if young people these days are even human. She’s not one of those, is she?’


‘She’s got lovely hair,’ David replied accurately. ‘Sort of reddish auburn.’


‘Really? You sure it’s not out of a bottle? Mind you, even that’d be better than shocking pink. Marcia Crebbins’s daughter came home the other day with one side pink and the other side green. Marcia said she took one look at it and ran upstairs screaming, though of course she was always a bit hysterical. How old is she? I know you said ‘girl’, but–’


‘I’m not sure, actually,’ David replied slowly. Properly speaking, she’s at least four hundred, but she was only nineteen when she died, he reminded himself. ‘Mid-twenties, probably. Look, I really don’t want to be rude but she said she’d ring around now, and—’


‘All right, all right. Though you want to be careful, I mean, you’re a bit old to be waiting by the phone like this, it’s not like you’re still a teenager. I wouldn’t like to think of you going all to pieces just because . . .’


‘Yes, Mum. I’ll call you back tomorrow, only—’


He knew it wouldn’t be as easy as that. ‘So what’s her name? Is she pretty?’


‘Philippa,’ David replied. ‘And yes. Very.’


‘Really. Then – I’m not being nasty or anything, but you’ve got to think about these things – if she’s so very young and pretty—’


‘What the hell does she see in me? Honestly, Mum. I haven’t got a clue. My guess is, she’s probably only around because of my money. Call you later. ’Bye.’


He put the receiver down, screwed his eyes shut and clenched his fists till they hurt. Usually, this alleviated the worst of the pain within five to eight seconds. This time, it took a little longer. He’d just got his breathing back under control when the phone went again.


‘Hello?’


‘All done,’ said an unmistakable voice. ‘You coming over to collect tonight, or do you want me to stick her in the freezer till the morning?’


‘No! I mean, no, that’s fine, I’ll be right over.’


‘Don’t forget the rest of the money.’


‘I won’t, I promise. And, um, thank you—’


The line went dead; either Honest John had no stomach for such displays of raw emotion, or he kept an eye on his phone bill. David gently replaced the receiver, as if he was afraid of waking it, then took a long, deep breath and tried to relax. Some hope.


Just for once, he decided, he’d get a taxi. Normally he wouldn’t dream of doing such a wickedly indulgent thing (if God had intended us to take taxis, he wouldn’t have authorised the Devil to create London Transport) but this was something of a special case.


Luckily, the bank was only a few hundred yards from the cab rank, opposite the station, and there was a taxi waiting. Of course, he didn’t know the name of the street, so he said ‘Ravenscourt Park Tube’ and hopped in. The driver looked at him, as if to say that people who took a taxi to get from one Tube stop to another were the reason why the country was going to hell in a handbasket, and drove off.


The journey took longer than he’d anticipated, partly due to a plague of municipal moles that obliged the driver to take a detour, apparently by way of York and Kiev. That didn’t help David’s nerves very much – what if Honest John got fed up with waiting for him, or assumed he’d decided to leave it till the morning after all, and gone home? It had been bad enough enduring the last few hours. Trying to keep his head from exploding till nine a.m. the following morning would probably turn out to be downright impossible.


Just when he’d reached the conclusion that the taxi driver was the Flying Dutchman, the cab slowed down and stopped. He could see the lights of a Tube station dead ahead. He paid the driver the price of a small communications satellite, and clambered out into the night air. 




[HONEST JOHN’S HOUSE OF CLONES]





It occurred to him to wonder whether the sign, or indeed the whole building, was there when he wasn’t; whether it was some kind of miracle, vision or practical joke that only he could see; or whether there were lookouts posted all around to give notice of his approach, whereupon dozens of mischievous pranksters scurried round furiously assembling the shed and carefully arranging the props so that it’d all be ready as soon as he came within visual range. He could almost have believed in something like that, except that he knew he was too unimportant to warrant so much trouble and expense.


The door opened before he could knock. ‘You’re here, then,’ said Honest John.


‘Yes.’


‘Well, you’d better come in.’


So he came in; and there were the glowing green tanks, and the many cats, and the workbench cluttered with tools (what did a clonefounder need with two angle grinders, a cutting torch and four big lump hammers? Really don’t need to know that), and the empty coffee mugs, some of them with dust-clogged spiders’ webs spanning their rims; and there he was, and there was Honest John. Other than that—


‘Um,’ he asked nervously, ‘how did it go?’


‘Hm? Oh, fine, no problems. Well, the neutrino collimator had a funny five minutes, and an earwig managed to get inside the Kluth diffractor, which means it’s going to be interesting working in here after dark for the next week or two. But you got to take stuff like that in your stride in this business.’


David waited for a second or so, while Honest John bit off a hangnail. ‘So,’ David ventured cautiously, ‘is she, um, ready?’


‘ ’Course.’


‘Great. So can I, er—?’


Honest John looked at him quizzically. ‘Can you what?’


Not for the first time in his life, David felt as if he’d missed last week’s episode. ‘Um, can I see her, please? If that’s all right, I mean.’


‘You want to look at her?’


‘If that’s all right.’


Honest John shrugged. ‘Don’t see why not.’ He beckoned, and crossed over to the row of glowing green tanks. ‘I’ve written out an invoice,’ he said over his shoulder.


‘Ah, right. Thank you.’


‘’S no problem.’


They were standing beside one of the tanks. The sides were misted up, but David reckoned he could just make out a shape that could conceivably be that of a reclining humanoid. ‘In there?’


Honest John nodded. ‘All yours, mate,’ he grunted. ‘Soon as I get the balance, of course.’


For a moment David couldn’t think what he meant. Further adjustments needed to the clone’s inner-ear mechanism? One leg slightly longer than the other, just hold on a mo’ while I fetch the oxy torch?


‘The rest of the money,’ John explained.


‘Ah, right, that sort of . . . Here.’ He took the cash-point-crisp notes from his top pocket and thrust them at Honest John like a fencer. The clonewright looked at them.


‘Don’t suppose you got the right money, have you?’ he said. ‘Only I’m a bit short on change. You want to hang around a few minutes, I can nip up the Spar shop and get ’em to change a tenner—’


‘Don’t worry about that,’ David said. ‘Please.’


Honest John shrugged. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said. ‘All right, if you’re ready, I’ll wake her up.’


David had thought about this moment, of course; ever since the idea had first crawled, wet-furred and muddy-pawed, through the cat flap of his imagination. And, not unreasonably, the thought had presented itself to him in various conventional, archetypal images: Sleeping Beauty (the Disney version); Pygmalion and Galatea; Brynhild kissed awake by Siegfried on the firecurtained mountain; Aphrodite, rising from the white foam; even (in a dream, after a toasted Edam sandwich and a strong black coffee) Frankenstein’s monster, wreathed in lightning. Above all he’d imagined her eyes opening, her lips parting—


‘Yurghsptttt!’ said a voice from inside the tank, followed by frantic splashing noises. A glob of luminous green snot the size of a snowball shot out over the rim and hit David in the face. It tasted like iron filings in rancid egg white.


‘All right, all right, hold your bloody water,’ sighed Honest John, taking a long stride over to the tank and reaching inside it. David heard another wild spluttering shriek, followed by a glub-glub noise. Two green feet rose out of the end of the tank, like lobsters crawling out of a saucepan, and kicked ferociously, spraying more of the green stuff in all directions. One of the feet (humanoid, but disconcertingly green) caught Honest John neatly under the chin; he made a grunting noise and sat down on the concrete floor, looking distinctly cross-eyed.


‘YURGHSPTTTTGNURGYTTCH!’ yelled the voice inside the tank. It was unmistakably female, probably human and definitely unhappy about something. ‘YNGMMPTCHOO!’ it added, and David ducked just in time to avoid another massive green glob hurtling from the tank. Whatever it was in that tank, it was fairly safe to assume it wasn’t a morning person.


‘Shut it, you!’ snapped Honest John, scrambling to his feet and reaching for a broom that stood propped up against the workbench. ‘Sorry about this,’ he added in David’s general direction. ‘Some of ’em take it a bit funny, you just can’t tell. It’ll be better when the language centres kick in.’


Holding the broom over his head like Neptune wielding his trident, Honest John advanced on the tank, sidestepped a flailing green leg and jabbed down with the broom-head. There was a shriek of pure rage; then something grabbed hold of the broom and pulled sharply, dragging Honest John up sharp against the glass; whereupon a naked female humanoid sprang almost vertically out of the tank, broadcasting green slime like a wet dog shaking off water, and kicked him Bruce Lee-fashion on the chin before dropping to the ground on all fours. David jumped back about a yard and groped instinctively for one of the lump hammers. Between this, he decided, and the equivalent scene in Sleeping Beauty, there were a number of rather crucial differences.


‘Yaaagplutchk!’ shrieked the female creature, springing backwards and using Honest John’s chest as a bouncy castle. ‘Mmpluj ykkk! Splut!’


(Admirable motor skills and coordination, though. And absolutely nothing whatsoever wrong with her lungs or vocal cords.)
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