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[image: Image Missing] 1  For those of you unfamiliar with mange, it is an ailment that causes a loss of fur. Think of the worst haircut you’ve ever received, and it’s a bit like that, but all over your body.






[image: Image Missing] 2 Technically, that sentence should read ‘if there was one thing for which Mrs Johnson was a stickler’, as nobody likes a dangling preposition, but I said that Mrs Johnson was a stickler for good spelling, not good grammar.






[image: Image Missing] 3 Such as Augustus the Second (1694–1733), King of Poland and Grand Duke of Lithuania, also known as Augustus the Strong. He managed to bankrupt his kingdom by spending all of its money on bits of amber and ivory, lost a couple of battles that he really would have been better off winning, and fathered over 300 children, which suggests that, in between losing battles and collecting trinkets, he had a lot of time on his hands, but his party piece consisted of gripping a horseshoe in his fists and making it straight. He would probably have been very happy just straightening horseshoes and blowing up hot water bottles for a living, but due to an accident of birth he instead found himself ruling a number of kingdoms. Badly. You should bear this in mind if your dad or mum has a name beginning with the words ‘His/ Her Royal Highness’, and you are known as ‘Prince/ Princess Something-Or-Other’. Unless, of course, your name is really ‘Something-Or-Other’, in which case you don’t have anything to worry about (about which to worry – darn it) as your parents didn’t care enough about you to give you a proper name, and you are therefore unlikely to amount to anything. Sorry.






[image: Image Missing] 4 It was, to put it simply, the stuff that made stuff stuff.






[image: Image Missing] 5 There is a certain type of shop that just loves sticking the letter ‘e’ on the end of words in the hope it will make said shop appear older and more respectable. Businesses selling candles, sweeties, Christmas decorations, and models of fairies are particularly prone to this, although in reality the only thing that the ‘e’ adds is ten per cent extra on to the price of everything. Mr Pennyfarthinge’s fondness for the ‘Olde E’ was so extreme as to qualifye as a forme of mentale illnesse.






[image: Image Missing] 6 Uncle Dabney’s Impossibly Sour Chews were banned in a number of countries after the sheer sourness of them had turned the faces of several small boys inside out. See also: Uncle Dabney’s Dangerously Explosive Spacedust (tooth loss due to explosions), Uncle Dabney’s Glow-In-The-Dark Radiation Gums (hair loss due to radiation poisoning), and Uncle Dabney’s Frog-Shaped Pastilles (mysterious disappearance of entire populations of certain frogs). The late Uncle Dabney was, of course, quite insane, but he made curiously good sweets.






[image: Image Missing] 7 Which was probably to be expected, given that the slime was usually his own. ‘I’ve produced more slime, sludge, glop, gunk, mucus and mire than you’ve had hot dinners,’ he would boast proudly to anyone who might listen. Which would usually be enough to put someone about to sit down to a hot dinner right off the idea.






[image: Image Missing] 8 An adventure described in Hell’s Bells, available from all good bookshops and some bad ones. If you haven’t read it, please find a copy and turn to the second footnote in Chapter One, which will wag a finger disapprovingly at you for picking up the later books in a series without first reading the earlier ones.






[image: Image Missing] 9 Well, long in human terms, which is all that concerns most people. That’s a little narrow-minded, though, and if you only think in those terms then perhaps you should take a long, critical look at yourself in the mirror. Frankly, you’re not the centre of the Multiverse, no matter what your mum and dad might say, or your nan, or your Auntie Betty who never got married – mainly because, according to your dad, nobody could get her to shut up long enough to ask her – but comes around to ‘babysit’ occasionally and just seems to drink a lot of your parents’ sherry before falling asleep.

Sorry, where were we? Oh yes, long lives. Anyway, what seems like a long time to you is the blink of an eye to lots of other species. The Llangernyw Yew is the oldest tree in Europe, and is reckoned to be 4,000–5,000 years old, while certain specimens of black coral have been found to be over 4,200 years old. Meanwhile, the giant barrel sponge Xestospongia muta, which lives in the Caribbean, is one of the longest-lived animals on earth, with some such sponges now over 2300 years old. Mind you, they don’t do a lot of shopping, your black sponges, and so couldn’t really have done much to help Wreckit & Sons stay open. Then again, Wreckit & Sons did sell sponges, so the black sponges, had they known, would probably have been quite pleased to see it close. Things that live for thousands of years tend to have long memories, and know how to hold a grudge.






[image: Image Missing] 10 ‘In a cave?’

No.

‘In a very deep ocean?’

No.

‘Hmmm. Up someone’s bottom?’

Possibly.






[image: Image Missing] 11 Are you on the edge of your seats now? If we had a soundtrack to this book (of which more later) that kind of ending to a chapter would come with a three-note theme along the lines of ‘Dun-dun-dah!’ About that edge-of-the-seat business: in a sense, we are always on the edge of our seats because of electromagnetic repulsion, which means that the atoms that make up matter never actually touch one another. The closer atoms get, the more repulsion there is between the electrical charges of each atom. It’s a bit like trying to make the same poles of a pair of magnets touch: it just doesn’t work. So you may at this moment think that you’re sitting in a chair reading this footnote, but you’re actually hovering ever so slightly above it, suspended by a force of electromagnetic repulsion a billion billion billion billion times stronger than the force of gravity. You are officially a hoverperson.






[image: Image Missing] 12 Similarly, a century ago you would not have been happy to find that one of the passengers on your ship was Violet Jessop. Ms Jessop, a stewardess and nurse, was on the Titanic when it sunk in 1912. She was also on the Britannic, which was hit by a mine in 1916, and she was onboard the Olympic, the Titanic’s sister ship, when it collided with HMS Hawke in 1910. If Violet Jessop was one of your fellow passengers on a voyage, you might as well have jumped overboard at the start just to get the whole business out of the way.






[image: Image Missing] 13 To quote the title of a famous song, ‘Breaking Up is Hard to Do’, and people find all sorts of ways to do it. If someone is breaking up with you, they may tell you that ‘it’s not you, it’s me’. This will be a lie. If someone says that it’s not you in order to stop going out with you, then it is you. It doesn’t matter if they tell you that they want to go off and help little orphans in some obscure part of the world, or sign up for an experimental space mission, or become a monk or a nun, and this is why it’s not you, it’s still you. You, you, you. Believe me, I know. I’m not bitter though. Not really. OK, maybe a bit.






[image: Image Missing] 14 Until he moved on to the letter ‘B’, when the reply became ‘Aardvarks amble awkwardly but briskly …’






[image: Image Missing] 15 This was not necessarily a good thing. There are many professions that might benefit from a smile and a hearty laugh, but undertaking is not one of them. The last thing people want as they arrive, red-eyed and weeping, to send their beloved Auntie Ethel on her way to the next life is to find someone in a black suit grinning like a loon and opining that it’s a lovely day for a funeral. That way, frankly, lies a punch in the face.






[image: Image Missing] 16 A quick word here about people who put words like ‘Honest’ or ‘Cheerful’ before their names: they usually aren’t. Anyone who has to advertise the fact that he’s cheerful is probably sadder than a bird without a beak in a birdseed factory, while someone who has to boast about how honest he is will steal the eyes from your head while you’re cleaning your glasses. Mind you, this doesn’t mean that someone who calls himself Dishonest Bob, for example, is automatically honest. He’s just honest about being dishonest, if you see what I mean. Vlad the Impaler (1431–76) still went around impaling people, and Henry the Cruel of Germany (1165–97) was still cruel. They just believed that it paid to advertise. Generally speaking, then, if someone adds a good quality to their name, they’re probably lying, and if they add something bad, then they’re probably telling the truth.






[image: Image Missing] 17 Curiously, the British Locomotive Act of 1865 (also known as the ‘Red Flag Act’) required that no self-propelled vehicle (which included cars) could travel faster than four miles per hour in the country, and two miles per hour in the city. Each car was also required to have a crew of three, one of whom had to walk 180 feet in front of the car carrying a red flag. In 1878 the whole flag business was made optional as cars became faster, probably because someone in a car got tired of travelling at two miles an hour and ran over the bloke with the flag, making it hard to recruit replacement flag wavers from then on.






[image: Image Missing] 18 This is how parliaments work.






[image: Image Missing] 19 It reallye is catchinge.






[image: Image Missing] 20 In the first chapter of Hell’s Bells, Edgefast was torn limb from limb for daring to question the right of Mrs Abernathy to enter the Mountain of Despair. Once again, if you’d read that book then you’d know all of this already. Look, why don’t we just arrange for me to give you a telephone call and I can read the book down the line to you, or maybe I can act it out in your back garden for you and your friends? Or maybe, just maybe, you could go and read Hell’s Bells, and maybe The Gates as well, and then when I mention a name like Edgefast you’ll be able to say ‘A-ha, that’s the bloke who got torn apart by Mrs Abernathy in the last book!’, and be very pleased with yourself, instead of forcing me to take time from the important task of telling the new story just so you don’t feel left out. You’ve just kept everyone else waiting, you know. I hope you’re happy. And I bet you didn’t even buy this book: you probably received it as a gift, or stole it. Frankly, I don’t know why I bother.






[image: Image Missing] 21 This is the curse of kings. While you or I might get annoyed with our friends on occasion, we tend not to order their execution simply because they’ve trodden on our toes or, if we do, people ignore us, which is usually for the best. The trouble with being a king is that, when you lose your temper with someone and order his head to be lopped off, a bloke appears with an axe and promptly does the deed, or someone drops a noose around his neck and – well, you get the picture. Then later, when the king announces that he misses old What’s-His-Name and wonders where on earth he’s got to because he was always good for a laugh, a courtier has to go through the awkward business of explaining that old What’s-His-Name is unlikely to be cracking jokes any time in the near, or distant, future owing to his definite deadness. Henry VIII, for example, who was king of England from 1509 to 1547, ended his days surrounded by a great many young people for the simple reason that he’d had most of his old courtiers exiled or executed. Between the years 1532 and 1540 alone, Henry ordered 330 political executions, probably more than any other ruler in British history. If you worked for Henry VIII then you really didn’t need to worry about putting money into your pension fund as you probably wouldn’t live long enough to spend it.






[image: Image Missing] 22 Somebody should really have given Sir Charles himself a tip, namely, don’t go into battle with only 500 men against 10,000 spear-wielding natives, which is what MacCarthy did in 1824 when he was governor of the Gold Coast in Africa. MacCarthy ordered his men to play ‘God Save the King’ in the hope that it might scare the natives away. It didn’t. The natives attacked and MacCarthy’s force was almost entirely wiped out, not helped by the fact that they had accidentally brought macaroni with them instead of spare ammunition. MacCarthy’s heart was eaten by the victorious natives, and they kept his head as a souvenir, displaying it on special occasions and holidays.






[image: Image Missing] 23 Similarly, only old Mr Spiggit, the founder of Spiggit’s Brewery, Chemical Weapons & Industrial Cleaning Products Ltd., knew that Shan and Gath, the chief brewers in his Dangerously Experimental Drinks Department (DEDD), were pig demons. Everybody else just thought they were two big blokes who had drunk too many of their own brews, since the list of side effects caused by sampling Spiggit’s Old Peculiar on a regular basis included massive weight gain, hairy palms, moulting, and unusual beard growth.

And that was just what it did to women.

To the list could be added speech difficulties, tooth loss, tooth growth, and explosive wind. Basically, it was Shan and Gath in a nutshell.






[image: Image Missing] 24 No matter how great your job is, there will be days when you might wish that you were doing something else. Everybody feels the need to have a bit of a moan once in a while. Your job could be knocking balls through the windows of buildings and every so often you’d still feel the urge to complain that your arm was tired.






[image: Image Missing] 25 Which is, in a nutshell, the story of life.






[image: Image Missing] 26 It was only in the nineteenth century that the pentagram – a five-pointed star – came to be regarded as a symbol for evil, and its use in old manuscripts of the supernatural is rare. Anyway, if it has one point at the top, then it’s a symbol of good, and if there are two points at the top, like the one Maria found, it’s a symbol for evil. Then again, like most things in life, it rather depends upon how one looks at it, doesn’t it?






[image: Image Missing] 27 Or twigs. Or police stations.






[image: Image Missing] 28 Formerly Uncle Dabney’s Special Brand Bull’s-Eyes, until it was discovered that the chewy centres were, in fact, actual bulls’ eyes.






[image: Image Missing] 29 Again, formerly Uncle Dabney’s Unusually Fiery Acid Drops, until, well, you can work it out for yourself …






[image: Image Missing] 30 Dozy could do one or the other, but not both at the same time. This is not an uncommon flaw in those who tend to speak before they know what’s going to come out of their mouths, and then look a bit surprised at what they hear. Before speaking, it’s a very good idea to consider if what you’re about to say is better than silence. If it isn’t, then perhaps you shouldn’t say anything at all.






[image: Image Missing] 31 Angry had once stolen one of his own shoes.






[image: Image Missing] 32 The question of why men grow moustaches is one that has troubled philosophers for centuries. At best, a moustache looks like someone has decided to transport caterpillars on his upper lip; at worst, it looks like a bird has flown up his nose. It is also a fact that a great many bad sorts have been wearers of bad moustaches, as can be seen from the line-up below of Stalin of Russia, Hitler of Germany, and our old friend, Vlad the Impaler.

Now I am not trying to suggest that all those who grow moustaches are secretly demented dictators or bloodthirsty tyrants. That would just be silly. But, as our study shows, having a moustache is one of the signs that you might be one.






[image: Image Missing] 33 And it wasn’t BoyStarz, who at that moment were being bribed to stop singing after the crowd had taken up a collection.






[image: Image Missing] 34 Biddlecombe had been the site of a famous encounter in 817 AD between Vikings led by Bolverk the Wary, and Saxons led by Oswald the Uncertain. It took quite some time for the battle to get started, and fighting was only believed to have commenced after both sides backed into each other in the dark.






[image: Image Missing] 35 In The Gates, Samuel discovered the Abernathys and their friends trying to summon up demons in the cellar of a house. I really should be charging you extra for this.






[image: Image Missing] 36 Take that, critics. You thought I was just making all this stuff up as I went along, but there was a plan, I tell you, a plan! (Cue maniacal laughter, and a gibbering henchman calling me ‘Master!’ in an admiring way.)






[image: Image Missing] 37 You should not play with fire. You are about to discover why.






[image: Image Missing] 38 ‘All I Want for Christmas is My Two Front Teeth’ was written in 1944, although why anyone would want to wake up in the early hours of Christmas Day to find Santa Claus performing some makeshift implant dentistry on them remains to be seen, and would be likely to result in long-term trauma. What next? ‘All I Want for Christmas is My Appendix Removed’ or ‘… My Nose Broken and Reset’? What’s wrong with a train set, or a doll? Some people are very complicated.






[image: Image Missing] 39 Damocles was reputed to have been a courtier in the court of Dionysius II, a tyrant ruler of Syracuse in the fourth century. Perhaps unwisely, Damocles suggested that Dionysius was quite the lucky fellow to have such a nice throne, and lots of gold, and all of that power, so Dionysius invited Damocles to take a turn on the throne, just to try it out for size. Unfortunately, as with most tyrants, there was a catch, for Dionysius arranged for a big sword to be hung over the throne, held in place by a single hair from the tail of a horse. Not surprisingly, Damocles didn’t care much for sitting in a throne under a sharp blade that might, at any moment, drop on his head with unpleasant consequences, and after a while he politely asked Dionysius if he might be allowed to sit somewhere else instead. Dionysius, having had his fun, agreed. The moral is that those in power are always in peril too, especially if they’re tyrants whom nobody likes. The Sword of Damocles is thus very famous, much more so than the lesser known Onion of Unhappiness and the Custard Tart of Doom.






[image: Image Missing] 40 You know the one:

Little Miss Muffet sat on a tuffet

Eating her curds and whey,

Along came a spider,

Who sat down beside her

And frightened Miss Muffet away.

Or alternatively:

Little Miss Muffet sat on a tuffet

Eating her curds and whey,

Along came a spider,

Who sat down beside her

We lose lots of Miss Muffets that way.






[image: Image Missing] 41 If swallowing a spider sounds unpleasant, it should be noted that most of us consume bits of spiders and insects every day. In the United States, the Food & Drug Administration has even published a guide to the level of insect fragments permitted in food. Frozen spinach is allowed fifty aphids or mites per one hundred grams, peanut butter can have thirty insect fragments per one hundred grams, and chocolate is allowed to have sixty. Don’t worry, though: insects are an excellent source of protein. So eat up, they’re good for you.

Incidentally, in 1911 a scientist named C.F. Hodge calculated that if a pair of houseflies started breeding in April and continued until August, their offspring, if they all survived, would cover the earth forty-seven feet deep by August. So by accidentally eating the odd fly here and there, you’re saving the earth from being buried by them. Well done, you! Try them with ketchup. They’re tasty. (Warning: may not actually be tasty.)






[image: Image Missing] 42 Chthonic (pronounced thonic to rhyme with sonic) is a great word of Greek origin, and means of, or relating to, the Underworld. Feel free to drop it into conversations at home, where it has many amusing uses. For example: ‘Mum, this broccoli is positively chthonic.’ Or: ‘I’m not sure about that tie, Dad. It looks kind of chthonic.’ And, of course, the ever popular: ‘I’d give that bathroom a minute or two. It smells a bit chthonic.’






[image: Image Missing] 43 A very clever joke that plays upon the fact that the word ‘fawn’, meaning to gain favour through flattery, and ‘fawn’, meaning a young deer, are spelt the same. See? Oh, please yourself. It’s like casting pearls before swine …






[image: Image Missing] 44 Boadicea was the queen of the Iceni tribe in Britain who led a rebellion against the Roman Empire in A.D. 60 or 61. Three settlements were destroyed during her war, including the young city of Londinium, or London. She was finally defeated in a battle in the West Midlands, but died without being captured. The Roman historian Dio said of her that she was ‘possessed of greater intelligence than often belongs to women’. Mind you, he said that after she was safely dead and gone, otherwise she’d have cut his head off and stuck it on a spike for saying stupid things about women.






[image: Image Missing] 45 Look, this is going to get very confusing. Unless someone decides otherwise, let’s call Dorothy ‘Reginald’, but stick with the use of the feminine pronoun. That way, she’ll be Reginald, and we can still refer to her as ‘her’, if you see what I mean.

It’s very troubling when characters take a funny unplanned turn in a book. They really should do what their creators tell them to do, but that brings us to the whole thorny subject of the problem of free will. If I knew what was going to happen at the end of this book – which, at this point, I don’t – then characters like Reginald/Dorothy would have to do whatever I told them to do, because that would be what was needed to make the plot work.

But right now I’m not sure what’s going to happen, and I’m discovering the plot of the book as I write it. This makes me a bit like a god, in that I created these characters, but not the type of god who knows everything in advance. The thing is, if I was that kind of god, and characters like Reginald/Dorothy were, in fact, real, would the fact that I knew what was going to happen to them mean that they had no free will of their own?

Some philosophers have argued that, if there is a god, and he knows everything that will happen in the future, then free will doesn’t really exist. I’m not sure that’s the case because, if it is, then we are all like characters in a book being written by a writer who knows the ending. Maybe it’s truer to say that, if there is a god, then he just happens to know how our story ends, and the choices we make are the ones that will lead to that particular ending.

So can we ever really predict what people will do? Perhaps on one level we can: we are biological machines, each of us made up of – remember? – atoms, and those atoms are made up of – yes, that’s right – quarks and gluons. If we can predict how each of these particles will behave in a given situation then we can predict how lots of them packed together into a single human body will behave, right?

Yes, theoretically. In practice, it’s a bit harder. We like to think that we’re something more than just a collection of atoms. We use the term ‘I’ to describe ourselves. We have a consciousnesss. (Philosophers call this experience of mental states – seeing colours, smelling food, feeling pain – the ‘qualia’.) But what if even consciousness is just an illusion, another product of the actions of all those quarks and gluons in our brains? ‘I’ may not even exist, and if I start having doubts about that, then where does it leave you? You may not exist either. My brain may just have invented you. In that case, you’re as real as Reginald/Dorothy, and I can make you do what I want. Right, I want you all to club together to buy me a yacht. You can send it care of my publishers. Thank you. Even an imaginary yacht is better than no yacht at all …






[image: Image Missing] 46 Deepest, darkest space is very cold, so cold that all molecules stop moving. This is called ‘absolute zero’ and is calculated as – 273 degrees Celsius, although the temperature in space is probably closer to – 270 degrees Celsius because of three degrees of background microwave radiation.

So how long could you survive in space if you weren’t wearing a suit? First of all, you shouldn’t try to hold your breath, as that will cause the air in your lungs to expand and burst things that shouldn’t burst, so you’d die painfully but quickly. If you didn’t hold your breath, you’d probably have about fifteen seconds before you passed out. You wouldn’t get frostbite at first, as you would in cold temperatures on Earth, because there’s no air in space, and frostbite is a result of heat transfer accelerated by air. But your skin would start to burn because of ultraviolet radiation, and your skin tissue would swell.

Overall, then, you’d probably have a good thirty seconds before serious, permanent injury occurred, and a minute or two before you’d begin to die. In 1965, a spacesuit leaked in a vacuum chamber at NASA’s Manned Spacecraft Center. The gentleman involved, who was rescued and recovered, remained conscious for about fourteen seconds. His last memory was of the saliva on his tongue beginning to boil. I just thought you’d like to know that.






[image: Image Missing] 47 Although unfortunately not Mr Tuppenny the ice cream man.






[image: Image Missing] 48 He did all that in a paragraph. It took me two books. I’m in the wrong business.






[image: Image Missing] 49 So how big is the Multiverse, exactly? According to quantum theory, particles can pop into and out of existence, and there are scientists who believe that our universe was the result of just such a quantum ‘pop’. So if one universe can pop into being, why not many universes? This would require extra dimensions, which is where very complicated string theory comes into play. String theory proposes that our universe is made up of very, very small vibrating strings, and when the strings vibrate in different ways they produce different particles. Think of the strings of a guitar producing different notes, and so the universe can be imagined as a great symphony of particles being produced by an unseen orchestra. Pluck one string and you get a proton; pluck another and you get an electron.

One of the difficulties in understanding string theory lies in the fact that it doesn’t work in our four-dimensional world (the three space dimensions of up/down, left/right, and forwards/backwards, and the fourth dimension of time). String theory requires eleven dimensions, ten of space – which are buried within our existing three dimensions – and one of time. One of the tasks of the Large Hadron Collider was to find proof of these extra dimensions: if, during the Collider’s proton collisions, some of the bits of shattered particles were found to have gone missing from the sealed vacuum, then that would suggest the possibility that they had disappeared into other dimensions.

Anyway, to get back to our original question of how many universes there may be in the Multiverse, some string theorists suggest the number is 10500, or one for every possible model of physics that string theory offers. (See, I told you it was complicated. It’s so complicated that this latest version of string theory, the eleven-dimension one, is known as M-theory, and even Edward Whitten, the man who came up with it, isn’t sure what the ‘M’ stands for.) Mind you, there are some scientists who say that the number of universes in the Multiverse could be far more than 10500, and that the only way you can get it down to 10500 is by fiddling about with the (coarse) Moduli Space of Kähler and Ricci-Flat (or Calabi-Yau) metrics and then enforcing extra supersymmetry conditions, which is just cheating, obviously. I mean, everybody knows that.






[image: Image Missing] 50 The history of clowning does not record the appearance of female clowns until 1858, which is quite amazing as clowns have been around since at least the time of the Pharoah Dadkeri-Assi in 2500 BC. The first female clown was said to have been Amelia Butler who was part of Nixon’s Great American Circus, but the next female clown, Lulu, was not mentioned until 1939. Now, though, lots of clowns are female, and can be found alongside the various trapeze artists, tightrope walkers, and lion tamers of the circus. Interesting fact: no clown has ever been eaten by a circus animal. This is because clowns taste funny.






[image: Image Missing] 51 Coulrophobia is the word for a fear, or phobia, of clowns, which is not uncommon. Some fears are strangely specific, though, and unlikely to be a real problem unless you actively try to scare yourself. For example, Zemmiphobia is a fear of the great mole rat, which is, despite its name, a small, almost hairless, slow-moving rat with protruding teeth that it uses to carve out tunnels for itself. It tends to avoid people and live underground, so it’s not like it’s knocking on doors and shouting ‘Boo!’ Similarly, arachibutyrophobia, the fear of peanut butter sticking to the roof of your mouth, can probably be dealt with by not eating peanut butter, or just eating it carefully. Unfortunately, there’s not much that can be done about geniophobia, the fear of chins, since you do rather bring that one with you wherever you go. Phobophobia, meanwhile, is the fear of phobias, or the fear of being afraid. Unfortunately, if you have phobophobia then you’re already afraid, so the very fact that you’re a phobophobe means that you’re in trouble from the start.






[image: Image Missing] 52 A small joke playing on the words ‘transparent’ and ‘clear’, which mean the same thing, pretty much. It troubles me that I have to explain some of these jokes – not to you, obviously: I know that you’re hugely intelligent, and you got that joke straight off, but not everyone is as bright as you. Maybe there should be a test before we allow people to read this book. We could pay people to wait in bookstores and libraries, and when someone picks the book up with the intention of reading it, the tester could then step in with a list of simple questions. You know:


	If you see a door marked ‘Push’, should you a) Pull; b) Push?

	If you see a sign on the street that reads ‘Caution: Do Not Cross Here’, do you a) cross; b) look for somewhere else to cross.

	If you are at the zoo, and see a notice on the lions’ cage that says ‘Dangerous Animals: Do Not Put Hand Through Bars’, do you 
a) put your hand through the bars, and waggle your fingers invitingly; 
b) keep a safe distance and, therefore, keep your hand too.



If you have answered a) to any of these questions, then you are not bright enough to read this book, and we also have another question for you: namely, how come you’re still alive?






[image: Image Missing] 53 You will know that you are getting old when you go upstairs to do something and, by the time you get there, you’ve forgotten what it is that you went upstairs to do. You will know that you are very old when you get upstairs and can’t remember where you are. And you will know that you are very, very old when you get upstairs and can’t get downstairs again. You may laugh now, but the old age bus has a seat for everyone.






[image: Image Missing] 54 Eureka, which comes from Ancient Greek, means ‘I have found it’, and is reputed to be what the Greek scholar Archimedes (287–212 BC) shouted after he stuck a foot in his bath and noticed that the water level rose. This was because he had realised that the volume of water displaced by his foot was equal to the volume of the foot itself. This meant that, by submerging them in water, the volume of irregularly shaped objects could now be measured, which had been impossible – or very, very difficult – before.

It also enabled Archimedes to solve a problem set for him by King Hiero II, who wanted to know if a gold crown that had been made for him was pure or had been polluted with silver so that the goldsmith could cheat him. Archimedes knew that he could now weigh the crown against a piece of gold of similar weight, and then submerge both in water. If they were of the same density, then they would displace the same amount of water, but if the gold of the crown had been mixed with silver then it would be less dense and would displace less water, and so the king would know that he had been cheated.

Archimedes was supposed to have been so excited by his discovery that he ran naked through the streets of Athens. You can only get away with this sort of thing if you’re a genius. If you’re not, they’ll lock you up or, at the very least, give you a very stern talking to. You may also catch cold, or injure yourself on a gate.






[image: Image Missing] 55 Do you need me to explain that joke? No? Good.






[image: Image Missing] 56 Barry Perry had tortured crowds throughout the north of England for much of his life, taking innocent songs that had never done anyone any harm and murdering them with his kazoo. When he died and found himself in Hell, he also discovered that his kazoo had come with him, if only because someone had shoved it up his bottom before he was buried. Retrieving it from his bottom proved too difficult, though, so his shows in Hell tended to be a bit muffled, which was no bad thing.






[image: Image Missing] 57 In case you think this is an odd name for a company, and are wondering how Spiggit’s could manage to create so many different products, let me set your mind at ease: it was all the same product, with varying amounts of water added. Supplies rarely got mixed up, not since the Goat & Artichoke pub had received a delivery of weapons-grade Spiggit’s by mistake. The pub had since been rebuilt, although some pieces of the landlord had still not been found.






[image: Image Missing] 58 To return briefly to the subject of famous last words, which arose in connection with Brian the teaboy, it’s a difficult job, coming up with a memorable farewell to life. If death comes unexpectedly, then last words may be something like ‘Aaaarrrgggggh!’, or ‘Ouch!’, or ‘Of course it isn’t loaded,’ or ‘That bridge will easily support my weight.’ It’s hard to be clever under pressure. The last words of the writer H.G.Wells were reputed to have been ‘Go away, I’m all right,’ which was unfortunate as he clearly wasn’t. Arguably the worst last words ever spoken came from Dominique Bouhours, an eighteenth-century French essayist, and a big fan of correct grammar, who announced on his deathbed ‘I am about to – or I am going to – die; either expression is correct.’ I’ll bet they were glad to see him go.






[image: Image Missing] 59 The word ‘vertigo’ is frequently used, incorrectly, to describe the fear of heights, but vertigo is a spinning sensation felt when someone is actually standing still. The correct term for a fear of heights is ‘acrophobia’. Good grief, I sound like that grammarian bloke Dominique Bouhours, and he was really annoying. Sorry.






[image: Image Missing] 60 Please see footnote 13 in Chapter Five and then substitute ‘me’ for ‘you’, and ‘you’ for ‘me’ in the sentence above.
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