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IT HAPPENED WHEN KATE stood too close to the kitchen sink.

She hadn’t meant to. In fact, she’d tried her hardest to stay away from the kitchen at all times.

And she’d nearly managed it. 

She’d been allowed to stay upstairs during the cooking so that she could finish the book she was reading. Then they ate sitting in front of the television... Mum’s favourite soap was on, and she hated to miss an episode.

Kate thought she was safe after they’d all eaten. Dad usually got up and washed the dishes while she and Mum watched the makeover programme. 

But tonight she was out of luck. 

A small snore from her left told her that Dad had fallen asleep in his chair, the newspaper unread, lying in his lap. 

Mum looked over, but didn’t try to wake him.

"He’s had a hard day. He was up at four this morning. Be a pet and wash up for him," Mum had said to Kate.

“Dad will do it later,” Kate said unconvincingly.

“Your Dad has been out in the fields doing the heavy lifting all day,” Mum said. “And all you’ve been doing is reading a book. Surely it won’t kill you to clean a few dishes?”

"I can’t," Kate replied quietly.

"Why not?" 

Kate couldn’t answer. If she told Mum what she was afraid of, Mum would think she was being a baby. And that wouldn’t be right at all... Kate was nearly eleven! 

Mum gave her that disappointed look and took the dirty washing up into the kitchen. She didn’t have to say anything. Kate knew exactly what she was thinking.

Kate sighed heavily and had a last, longing, look at the television. She could just sit here, and let Mum do the dishes. It would be easy. 

But she knew her duty. She followed Mum into the kitchen where Mum was just reaching for the tap.

“It’s okay Mum, I’ll do it.” Kate said, quietly, in case IT was listening.

“Not if it’s too much trouble,” Mum said primly. “I wouldn’t want you to strain yourself or anything.”

“Mum!” Kate said, “Please. I want to do it.”

Mum kissed the top of Kate’s head. 

“I’m sure you don’t. But you’re a petal anyway,” Mum said. “Get down the biscuits when you’ve finished and we’ll see if we can finish them before your Dad wakes up. Okay?”

Kate heard one of Dad’s legendary snores nearly drown out the adverts, then the door shut behind Mum.

Kate was alone. 

Except for IT. 

She stood in the middle of the room, trying to get her legs moving, trying to get herself to the sink. 

The dirty dishes were piled high on the work surface ... it would take ages to do them all. She could just hear the television, even through the closed door. Her favourite programme would be on in five minutes, and she’d miss it if she didn’t hurry. But her body refused to do what it was told. She just stood still... watching, listening.

Don’t be such a baby, she told herself. You’ve seen all sorts of creepy-crawlies in the barn.

But that wasn’t the point. They were all safely outside the house. They didn’t live in the plughole. 

And they didn’t make noises.

A deep watery gurgling came from the plughole. Kate jumped as if she’d been pinched. 

Dad had told her it was just the farmhouse’s old plumbing...

“That sink is as old as the house,” he’d said. “It’s older than your grandmother... and smells nearly as bad.”

Kate had laughed at that.

“There’s nothing down there, but old pipes and stagnant water,” Dad had added.

But Kate knew better. IT was down there... and IT was laughing at her.

She shuffled closer to the sink. The plughole gurgled again and she stopped, her heart pounding like a drum in her chest. 

From where she stood she couldn’t see the bottom of the basin, nor the deep black plughole. But she knew IT was there. She could hear IT.

"Kate? Have you started those dishes yet?" Mum called from the front room. “Your programme is just about to start.”

That was enough to get Kate moving. 

It’s just the plumbing. Just the old, tired plumbing that’s been working for too many years, like your old Dad.

She stepped forward, leaned on the cold rim, and looked down into the stained sink. There was nothing there... just the plughole, an unblinking eye looking back at her. 

She sighed deeply, disgusted at herself for being such a child. She reached over to turn on the hot tap... and up IT came out of the hole, hairy black legs scuttling for purchase.

Kate screamed. 

She scrambled back away from the sink until she was backed up against the cupboards on the other side of the room, then screamed louder as IT climbed up over the rim of the basin.

IT stared at her.

The kitchen door crashed open as Dad came through it at a run. He was wide-eyed, and Kate thought he was going to shout at her. That brought hot tears to the corners of her eyes, but didn’t stop her screaming again.

"What’s wrong?" he shouted, "What is it?"

He brandished his rolled up newspaper like it was a club.

Kate couldn’t speak. She pointed at the sink, her hand trembling.

Dad went over and had a look.

"That little thing? That’s what all this fuss is about?"

He raised the newspaper, ready to flatten the thing to the rim of the sink.

"Don’t kill it," Kate shouted. “Please. Don’t kill it.”

Dad lowered the paper and scooped the thing up inside his palm, closing his fingers around it. 

"Kids," he said shaking his head. "I’ll never understand you.”

He ran the cold tap and dropped the thing into the water. He turned the tap up to high and swirled the thing away down the plughole with the water.

Kate held her breath until he said the magic words.

"It’s gone."

Dad put his hand on her shoulder and spoke softly.

"It won’t be back."

But Kate knew better.

Even as Dad led her back to the safety of the front room, the sink gurgled. 

IT's laugh followed her out, and she refused to look back.

*
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MUM AND DAD FORGOT all about it by bedtime.  

Kate didn’t. She lay awake, staring at the ceiling. She wanted to sleep... she really did. But every time she closed her eyes she saw those hairy black legs, and heard that deep, gurgling laugh. 

*
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THE AUTUMN SUN DRIFTED through the trees, dappling the ground around in soft shades of yellow and gold and green. A soft breeze blew through the trees, making them rustle and whisper as if speaking to each of how winter wasn’t too far away, and how maybe it was getting towards time to lose a few leaves and get ready for the long sleep. 

Tom Murray didn’t notice. All his attention was on the pond in front of him. His blonde fringe of hair fell in front of his face and he pushed it away. He had to wipe sweat away on his T-shirt... it was warm work.

He squatted on a flat rock just by the side of the pool, trying hard not to move, not to do anything which would frighten his quarry. The muscles at the back of his legs cramped up but he forced himself to stay still. It was there... just under his net, and this time he would get it.

He’d stalked the newt all morning... the little flash of green and grey, a two inch long piece of quicksilver on legs which eluded all his efforts to catch it.  

He’d been close the last time and he had been ready to pounce, but three swans had floated serenely past at just the wrong moment and the chance was lost.

But he wouldn’t give up. He had to have it. His Granddad needed it for the experiment and he couldn’t let the old man down, not when it meant so much to him.

A small breeze blew a ripple across the pool beneath him, momentarily taking the newt out of his sight but then it was calm and he could see it beneath him and his net swooped. Unbelievably, he had it.

“Keep it wet... don’t let it dry out,” Granddad had said.

Tom had come prepared. He stood up, grimacing as his muscles stretched, and stepped over to where he’d left the jam jar. He turned the net over the jar and its contents fell into the small puddle of water with a plop.

For a second or two the water clouded and Tom couldn’t see his catch.

He held his breath.

Surely it hasn’t escaped from the net?

But the debris soon settled and there it was, the miniature dinosaur scampering around amongst the weed.

He carefully dropped a large pebble into the water, turning it so that a portion of it stood above the surface. 

“Give it a way to get some air” his Granddad had said. He hoped the stone would be enough as he headed for Granddad’s house. 

He stopped every couple of minutes to make sure the newt was still in the jar, worried that he might have injured it. But by the time he walked up Granddad’s drive the little beast was sitting brazenly on the small stone and staring, quizzically Tom thought, at its new surroundings. He pushed open the door and headed quickly to find Granddad.

The old man was in his study. It was a cornucopia of delights, gathered by Granddad over his long years of eccentric collecting. Tom had only been allowed in to the room for the first time last week on his twelfth birthday but already he’d found wonders beyond his wildest imagination.

First there were the books... the encyclopedia, the travel books; the old yellowed leather bound tomes. And then there were the ancient dusty pictures... the griffins, the centaurs and the unicorns. 

But best of all there were the jars, the big thick glass jars with the wonders floating lazily inside... Granddad’s experiments.

Tom had been entranced by the mice with the great hairy spider’s legs, the crow with the cat’s head, and best of all, the frog with the sparrow’s wings. 

“Just tests,” the old man had said. “I couldn’t keep them alive very long. But I’m getting better. Maybe the next time we’ll get it right, eh?”

Tom had nodded enthusiastically and when Granddad said he needed a newt he’d been only too happy to oblige.

And now I’ve got it, Tom thought. This one will work. And it’ll be mine.

*
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GRANDDAD WAS BENT OVER the workbench when Tom arrived. Tom moved quietly, trying not to disturb the old man. As he got closer he could see that there was a small bat pinned to the table by its legs and head. Something glinted in the overhead light; there was a very fine scalpel in the old man’s hand and he was busy removing the bat’s wings, his thin fingers working fast as the blade stripped away the fur to expose the tiny muscles underneath.

“Easy does it,” Granddad said as Tom put the jar down on the bench. Tom stood, not moving; scarcely breathing as the old man carefully cut away the tiny wings from the body and placed them precisely to one side.

A single ant crawled across the table, tasting the air, looking for anything that might be food. At first Tom thought Granddad hadn’t seen it, but as soon as it got within range the old man squished it with the flat of his palm.

“Dashed things are getting everywhere this summer,” he said. “I must have a nest in the area.”

He absent-mindedly wiped his palm on his waistcoat, and went back to work. Finally, ten minutes later, he stood up straight, hands held at the base of his spine as he stretched his back.

“It’s been five hours, and six bats. But I’ve got it right this time. Oh yes. And fortuitously it seems,” he said, moving over to investigate Tom’s catch. “Now let’s see what we’ve got here.” 

His old hands wrapped themselves around the jar and lifted it up towards his bifocals.

“Ah ha,” he said, adopting what Tom called his Professor voice.

“A small lizard-like amphibian of the Salamander family. Triturus Vulgaris if I’m not mistaken.” 

He looked down at Tom and winked.

“Not, as you might think, the vulgar newt. No, what we have here is a prime example of the common newt... and a big one too.”

He mussed Tom’s unruly mop of hair then went over to the largest bookcase. He took down a volume bound in cracked red leather and blew dust off the spine of the book.

“Let me show you what I want to do.”

He opened the book near the middle and Tom leaned over to have a look. 

He was disappointed to see that it was all in Latin. Granddad has started to teach him the language but he had only got as far as Amo, amas, amat. Granddad noticed the grimace on his face and chuckled.

“Don’t worry. I won’t make you translate it. This is what they used to call a grimoire, a book of spells and potions. A lot of it is nonsense of course, but I’ve used the chapter on Vitalism on other experiments.”

He slipped into his professor’s voice again.

“We are going to make a chimera, a mixture, and then we’re going to imbue it with life, and then I’m going to find out if my theory of Electric Vitalism works. Shall we do it?”

His Granddad’s enthusiasm was infectious.

“Yes,” said Tom, exasperated. “But what are we going to make?”

“We’ll make something wonderful... something never before seen in this world. It will be a new thing that will show everybody that I’ve been right all along.”

Granddad turned a few pages and pointed at a color picture. The first thing that caught Tom’s eye was the Knight, all silver shining armour and purity. Granddad’s hand moved and Tom saw the dragon, a huge leathery golden dragon, breathing fire and swooping down on the Knight.

“But Granddad... it’s so big.”

“Yes,” the old man said, smiling. “It is, isn’t it? Let’s see just how big we can make ours.”

Granddad opened the jar and slipped the tiny newt into his hand. It jumped, and started to scurry away across the table. Tom made to run after it, but Granddad stopped him.

“Here’s a trick for you,” the old man said.

He took a pencil from his pocket and tapped it on the table, once every second for four seconds. He waited for four seconds, and then he tapped for another four. 

The newt stopped and watched him. 

He tapped again, only three taps this time around, them a fourth after a gap of two seconds. The newt slapped its tail on the table on the fourth tap. After another four seconds the newt slapped its tail in time to Granddad’s taps.

“We have synchronization,” Granddad said. He tapped the newt lightly on the head with the pencil and it went limp, legs giving way under it.

“You’ve killed it!” Tom shouted.

“No,” the old man said. “I’ve put it to sleep. I used the same trick on you when you were too rowdy as a baby. If I hadn’t knocked it on the head it would have been hypnotized and we could have made it do its party tricks. It’s all to do with the way every creature perceives rhythm and time and...” 

He shook his head, as if to clear it. “Sorry boy. Don’t let me get started on that... that’s a lecture for another day. For now, let’s get on with the job in hand.”

The old man lifted the newt gently and took it back to his work area where he let Tom hold the instruments while he transplanted the bat’s wings onto the newt. 

First he anaesthetized the small creature, using only a spot of ether on a cotton bud. He worked with the parts spread under a large magnifying glass and Tom marveled at the dexterity of the old fingers as they manipulated the bone and sinew and muscle.

Ten minutes later Granddad stepped back from his work.

Tom couldn’t see how it was going to work...

“Is it dead?” he whispered.

It certainly looked like it. The little wings lay flat and limp, tiny stitches showing black against the gray skin. The poor newt had suffered terrible damage in the operation.

“Not dead,” Granddad said. “But not well either. Let’s see what we can do to rectify that.”

Tom trusted his Granddad... everything would turn out to be okay.

“Bring me a jar from the top shelf... one of the ones which looks as if it’s made from golden syrup,” the old man said.  

The professor’s voice was back. It often ordered him around but Tom didn’t mind... he knew it was only because Granddad was concentrating. 

He went to fetch one of the jars. They sat on a tall shelf on the far side of the room, glowing golden from the inside. Tom had noticed them before, and had wondered what was in them. Granddad had never said before today. 

Tom slid a jar carefully off the shelf. The shelf was slightly above his head, and the jar was heavy, so he had to be slow and careful in getting it down. The glass felt strangely warm. It was also heavy. Tom had to cradle it carefully in both arms as he carried it across the room and the liquid inside seemed to be nearly as thick as honey as it slid up and down the sides of the glass in time with his footsteps.

Granddad took the jar from him, put it down of the table, and started lecturing again.

“The vital fluid. See how it glows with its own light? Watch and learn boy, watch and learn.”

Granddad took a smaller jar and put seven drops of the golden fluid in it, filling the rest of the jar with water. He gave it a shake, and the water turned light gold as it mixed with the fluid. He placed the newt in the smaller jar and in turn placed the jar on a tripod above a Bunsen burner. He turned the gas on and lit the burner, using only a small flame.

“Don’t want it heating up too quickly,” he said. “That wouldn’t do at all.” 

At first the creature floated on top of the fluid but as the liquid warmed it sank slowly. After five minutes the liquid was boiling and the newt floated half way down the jar.

Granddad looked at his watch.

“One minute. That’s all it will need.”

Tom didn’t speak. He stood, still, almost afraid to breathe. 

The seconds ticked slowly away, and Tom found himself silently counting down. Finally Granddad turned off the heat and they pressed their noses close to the jar to see the next stage.

“If it has worked, breathing should start at forty degrees and it should stabilize at thirty seven,” Granddad said. 

He placed a small medical thermometer in the jar. It read 87 degrees. Tom watched wide eyed as the temperature slowly fell, seventy, then sixty, then fifty-five as they pressed closer still. 

The newt still floated halfway up the jar, but it wasn’t moving.

We’ve boiled it alive! Tom thought.

Fifty degrees and still falling, forty-six and slowing down, then forty-two, then, finally, it hit forty.

“Come on,” Granddad whispered. “Come on. Be good.”

He tapped the glass lightly with a pencil. 

The newt gave a jerk and a small stream of bubbles floated up the glass. At exactly thirty-seven degrees the bubbles came rhythmically and the small wings wafted sluggishly back and forth in the fluid.

Granddad stood upright. He had a huge grin on his face, his eyes dancing in boyish delight.

“Okay. That’s all we can do for a couple of hours.”

Tom started to protest.

“But Granddad.... It’s still really small. When will it grow?”

Granddad laughed loudly.

“Like all things... you included, it will grow given time. If it hasn’t healed properly it won’t grow properly. Shall we give it time to heal?”

Tom nodded in agreement and let Granddad lead him away from the table. He looked back just once, just to make sure, and was relieved to see that the tiny streams of bubbles still rose up in the fluid.

“How does it breathe under water, Granddad?”

“It’s a newt, an amphibian,” the old man said. “So there’s that, and the fact that the elixir is oxygen saturated.”

Granddad certainly was in a talkative mood today. Tom decided to push for a few more answers. 

“And what are we going to call it, Granddad?” he asked.

“I’ll leave it up to you,” the old man said, smiling. “I’m sure you can come up with something appropriate.”

Granddad led him into the snooker room and inwardly Tom groaned. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy playing the game; just that Granddad took it so seriously. The old man worked out the angles and the forces involved in his notebook before every shot and it made the games very long and very tedious. 

“Tell me how it all works Granddad. The fluid and the growth and stuff.”

He was really just playing for time - he didn’t expect an answer. Maybe Granddad would keep talking long enough to forget about the game. But Granddad had already explained more than he usually did, so Tom was surprised when the old man started to speak.

“It’s all got to do with patterns. You have a pattern, I have a pattern, everything has a pattern - we are electrical beings you see.”

Tom was confused.

“I’m not electrical,” he said. “I’d be giving off shocks everywhere, wouldn’t I?”

“No!” Granddad said, slapping his head with his palm. “What I’m talking about is really, really, tiny amounts of electricity, in the magnetic fields that hold us all together.”

“I’m held together by magnets? Why doesn’t iron stick to me?”

Once again Granddad slapped his forehead.

“Why am I always cursed with having to explain things to lesser minds? Here, I’ll show you.”

Granddad moved over to the snooker table where the balls were neatly laid out on their spots. He picked up a wooden triangle from the cue rack... the one which was normally used to set up the red balls. As he moved, he kept speaking.

“Look. It couldn’t be simpler.”

He placed the triangle over the red balls, picked up a cue, and the knocked the white ball straight at them.

“This is what happens when you get an electric shock,” he said as the triangle was hit and the red balls jittered and danced in their cage before finally settling down.

“You see?” Granddad asked, getting animated now. “The pattern holds it all together. But watch what happens when we take it away.”

He leaned across the table and removed the triangle, dropping it on the floor at his feet before once more sending the white ball on its way. The red balls exploded into movement and spread themselves over the table.

“See?” Granddad asked. “See? It’s the primal matter... the stuff that everything is made from. And it’s just floating around waiting to be molded.” 

He had that far away look in his eyes as he whispered to himself. “Elementary really. All you have to do is make a bigger triangle, something that holds it all in.”

But Tom was still confused.

“Okay” he said, “I get that bit. But how do you put it back together again in the bigger triangle? And how did the pattern get there in the first place. And what causes the growth and...”

Granddad shouted at him... the first time he had ever seen the old man angry. It frightened him a little... the man in front of him looked quite mad, a deranged stranger who had suddenly taken over Granddad’s body.

“Explanations, explanations and more explanations. Why do you people always need explanations? You are just like them - those crusty old fossils back at the University. They always needed to know as well. Why? How? What? - That’s all they ever asked. They never thought that I might do it just for the enjoyment, just because it was there.”

The old man’s eyes





[image: ]












[image: ]















































[image: ]




[image: ]





























































[image: ]


















































[image: ]






[image: ]








































[image: ]




































[image: ]






































































[image: ]













[image: ]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





