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            “Fashion is what one wears oneself; what is unfashionable is what other people wear.”
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            A Note From The Author
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         It may not seem possible to you right now, but there will come a time when JEANS are no longer the thing that everyone wears. I have a confession to make: I don’t like jeans much. For years, I resisted: I didn’t wear jeans, ever. Eventually I had to give in, because they were all you could get in the shops. But any time I’m in a place where there are a lot of people, like a shopping centre or an airport, I look out upon that vast ocean of washed-out, bleached-out, saggy-bottomed, fraying-bottomed, boot-cut, classic-cut, skinny-fit, relaxed-fit denim and I find it depressing. Oh look, it’s the Blue Rinse Brigade again.
         
 
         I don’t know in what year this story takes place, but I can tell you one thing: the whole jeans thing will have passed. Instead, people will be wearing SLANTS. Slants will have all the benefits of jeans; comfortable, better-looking as they get older…even, for some, the ability to make a flabby bottom look more compact. Originally ‘slouch pants’ (the name soon gets abbreviated), they will be a dark purply-red and made from a kind of fabric originally devised for Mars miners. So when you read about someone in this story wearing ‘slants’ you’ll know what I’m talking about.
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 1
            

            Poker Bute Hall
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         Arthur Clarkson was not having a good day; you could tell this because he had turned a very murky dark green all over. Given that he’d had to spend the last few hours in Rorie’s pocket, this was hardly surprising.
         
 
         Elsie leaned over and stroked the pet chameleon’s head. ‘Oh Arthur, not too long now, OK?’
         
 
         Arthur Clarkson just turned murkier. His throat quivered and his eyes – those crazy eyes like two rotating volcanoes – swivelled independently, anxiously trying to make sense of it all.
         
 
         Rorie gazed at him pitifully. ‘Shush, Elsie,’ she whispered to her little sister. ‘He’s not in the mood, look.’ He was not a sociable lizard at the best of times, and these were anything but the best of times. Of course, it was rather dark in Rorie’s pocket, and like all chameleons, Arthur Clarkson – who got his name from a rather odd-looking reclusive genius known to the family – tended to blend in with his surroundings. But Rorie had only seen him this dark once before, and that was when he’d got lost and was being taunted by the neighbour’s cat. Poor thing took weeks to get over that. Eventually they knew he was fine when his markings began, once again, to proclaim his wellbeing in rainbow hues. Rorie had always thought it must be rather wonderful to be able to change colour like that according to your mood.
         
 
         ‘Quick, hide him,’ hissed Elsie, ‘they’re coming back’.
         
 
         Rorie swiftly pocketed the chameleon again, as the door opened and in walked Uncle Harris and Aunt Irmine. Just seeing them churned Rorie’s stomach; if she were a chameleon she would have been bog-coloured too.
         
 
         Uncle Harris was a tall, imposing man, with an angry fist of a face that seemed to be composed entirely of tightly wrought sinew. On the front of it sat a nose-and-moustache arrangement two sizes too big. On the sides, two perfectly round, shiny purple ears perched exactly at ninety degrees, like handles. ‘Time to go,’ he announced brusquely.
         
 
          
         ‘Girls,’ added Aunt Irmine, the slight fluttering of her tiny hand indicating that one must stand to attention. She really was the oddest shape, thought Rorie, starting out bulky at the top, and tapering down to improbably small hands and feet. Her hulking shoulders seemed intended for a rugby player, and her heavy unibosom lolloped from side to side under her shapeless sweater as she walked. She had no neck to speak of, and her formidable bulldog jaw thrust itself forward defiantly.
         
 
         The girls stood up; Uncle Harris grimaced, clearly disenchanted with their appearance. ‘Now then; as you know, your father and I have never really seen eye-to-eye on…matters.’
         
 
         Rorie and Elsie glanced at each other at this reference to their father. Oh Dad! Come back, Dad…
         
 
         Uncle Harris wagged a long, sinuous finger. ‘Now don’t you forget! Irmine and I’ – he pronounced the name “Er-mine” – ‘are taking you in out of the goodness of our hearts.’
         
 
         ‘Out of the goodness of our hearts,’ added Aunt Irmine.
         
 
         ‘So there’s to be no trouble, understand?’
 
         ‘Yes, Uncle Harris.’
 
         ‘Of course, you’ll have to attend our school.’
 
          
         Rorie’s jaw fell open. ‘We’ll have to – what?’
         
 
         ‘It’s the only way,’ insisted Aunt Irmine, shaking her bulldog head in a falsely-apologetic-but-really-bossy way.
         
 
         ‘OWWWW!!’ cried Elsie, bursting into tears.
 
         Rorie put her arm around her, while trying hard to stop herself from doing the same. Having both your parents disappear suddenly was quite bad enough, without having to move to some boarding school full of strangers as well. Even when your uncle’s the head teacher and your aunt’s the deputy – no, especially then. Oh, why did he have to be the only family member available to take care of them? If only Granny were still alive, and Great-Grandma not simply too old…If only Mum had some family, apart from a sister in Australia with four young kids. If only, if only…
         
 
         If only Mum and Dad would come back.
 
         ‘I said, there’s to be no trouble,’ repeated Uncle Harris. ‘Now, it will be different from your school, no question about that. At Poker Bute Hall, we instil a real sense of discipline, right from the start. And just because we’re related, you needn’t expect any sort of preferential treatment.’
         
 
         Aunt Irmine nodded. ‘What’s sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander.’
         
 
          
         Elsie broke off from her sobbing. ‘What’s a gander?’
         
 
         Aunt Irmine and Uncle Harris exchanged pitiful glances. ‘It’s a male goose,’ explained Aunt Irmine.
         
 
         ‘But I don’t eat goose!’ exclaimed Elsie, bursting into tears again. ‘And I only like tomato sauce!’
         
 
         ‘Ssh!’ said Rorie, comforting her. ‘You won’t have to eat goose, Elsie.’ She felt Arthur Clarkson squirm in her pocket, which seemed to draw Uncle Harris’s attention.
         
 
         She froze, then realised her uncle was actually looking at some papers on the table.
         
 
         He picked them up. ‘Right then; come along. I take it you returned that lizard of yours to the pet shop, as you were instructed?’
         
 
         ‘He’s a chameleon,’ corrected Elsie.
 
         Uncle Harris turned his beady-eyed frown on her. ‘I beg your pardon?’
         
 
         ‘Arthur Clarkson,’ said Elsie. ‘He’s a chameleon. Not just any old lizard.’
         
 
         Rorie blushed. Elsie was incredibly forthright for a seven-year-old.
         
 
         Uncle Harris stepped forward and thrust his angry-fist face at the girls, casting them into heavy shadow. ‘But this chameleon,’ he uttered in a low, menacing voice, almost a whisper, ‘…is gone now, am I correct?’
         
 
         ‘Yes’, chorused the two sisters, nodding furiously.
 
         Reluctantly, they followed their aunt and uncle outside. Uncle Harris placed his forefinger on the car’s ID pad, and they got in. Rorie barely knew him, but already he had set her teeth on edge – especially with that remark about ‘not seeing eye to eye’ with Dad. As if there were something superior about his own point of view! He’s just jealous, thought Rorie. Jealous of Dad’s brilliant, sparkling genius.
         
 
         ‘Good afternoon,’ said the velvety female voice of the car, once they were seated. ‘Please state driver’s name.’
         
 
         ‘Harris Silk.’
 
         The car hummed in response, and they drove off.
 
         It was one of those bright, glistening days that could almost make you feel that everything is right with the world. Almost…but not for Rorie, not today. No amount of sunshine could make up for the fact that her life had been turned upside down overnight. She still found it completely incomprehensible that their parents were…gone. Vanished. That just didn’t happen.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 2
            
 
            The Inventor
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         As they drove away from their home, Rorie’s imagination turned every pedestrian she saw into Mum or Dad. Her mind drifted back to Sunday evening. It had started out in such a familiar, mundane way, with Elsie complaining that Dad never seemed to have dinner with the rest of the family any more.
         
 
         Dishing out the noodle soup, Mum had promised – for the umpteenth time – that ‘any day now’, they were in for a big surprise. Rorie remembered how tired Mum had looked; she had been working as hard as Dad, staying up well into the night. Her eyes were just like Rorie’s own – oriental and startlingly pale contrasting with dark lashes and high ink-black brows – but in Mum’s case the brows had thinned out, and there were dark circles under her eyes.
         
 
         For weeks, Elsie had been desperate to know what the mystery project was. She had tried to break into the lab, but was foiled by Dad’s complex range of security devices. So she had resorted to attempts to distract him with a range of ‘emergencies’, from deliberately flooding the toilet to pretending Arthur Clarkson was having a heart attack; so far none of them had worked. All Elsie knew was that the project was something to do with clothes, and this made it all the more tantalising; Elsie was passionate about clothes the way that dolphins are passionate about water. Dressing up was, as Rorie would say, Elsie’s reason for existing.
         
 
         There were two things about Elsie that drove Rorie up the wall: one, she never could keep a secret; and two, she told tall tales all the time. In a way this was just as well, because any time Elsie let slip something she wasn’t supposed to, Rorie could just put it down to Elsie’s fibbing. As it was, most people didn’t actually believe their dad was an inventor. ‘Don’t be daft, you don’t get inventors any more,’ they’d say. ‘Inventors’ belonged to the dusty old era when people still relied on vehicles with petrol engines and clunky old computers with a dozen cables sprouting out the back. The idea of ‘inventors’ in the hydrogen age seemed quaint. But Elsie would point to everything from an MPJ to a force-field crash helmet and say, ‘My dad invented that, he did.’ And sometimes it was true, but a lot of times it wasn’t. And if she was caught out – like the time a smart-alecky friend pointed out that MPJs had been around ‘since before your dad was even born!’ – then she still found some way around it, claiming that her dad was really seventy years old, but only looked forty-two because he’d invented this amazing face cream that makes you look way younger than you really were. Elsie never, ever admitted she was lying.
         
 
         In fact, it turned out that the MPJ, or Music-Playing Jacket, was an innovation that helped pave the way for Dad’s Very Exciting Invention. Only moments after Elsie had complained about his absence, the sound of footsteps approached from the basement. Then Dad appeared at the door, in the same shabby slants and sweater he’d worn for the last three days, a wild, bleary-eyed grin on his face…
         
 
         
            Elsie slid off her seat and clattered across the kitchen in her pink sparkly sling-backs. ‘Are you fishit?’ she asked, reverting to baby talk in her hurried excitement.
            
 
            Dad scooped her up in his arms. ‘I’m not only fishit, I’m going to show you what I’ve fishit!’
            
 
             
            ‘Now?’
 
            ‘Hmm,’ said Dad, a joke frown on his face. ‘Or we could book an appointment. Next Thursday any good for you?’
            
 
            Elsie thumped him. ‘Dad!’
 
            Mum, suddenly energised, began jumping around like a toddler on a sugar rush. ‘Yes! We did it, we did it…whoo-hoo!’ She grabbed Dad by the arm. ‘Come on Arran – I’ve been dying to tell the girls!’
            
 
            They all hurtled down the stone stairs, Elsie stumbling in her sling-backs and nearly spraining her ankle.
            
 
            ‘What is it?’ cried Elsie, as they entered the lab.
 
            ‘You’ll see…’
 
            Ever since she was little, Rorie had associated the lab’s strange, acrid smell with great things. For all its stench, dust and appalling clutter, this felt like seeing inside the brain of a genius. She tingled with excitement.
            
 
            ‘Just wait till you see these designs!’ said Mum, as she disappeared behind the dressing screen.
            
 
            ‘Designs for what?’ shrieked Elsie.
            
 
            ‘Shush,’ said Rorie, nudging her as they took their seats. ‘They’ll show us if you’d just shut up for half a minute.’
            
 
            ‘I’m not stopping them!’ retorted Elsie. ‘Hey, I bet it’s a suit that makes you go invisibubble…is it, Dad? Is it a ninvisble suit?’
            
 
            ‘Nope,’ said Dad, his head briefly popping up from behind the screen before continuing his hushed discussion with Mum.
            
 
            Elsie twirled her hair and swung her feet impatiently, dropping a sling-back. ‘Is i-i-t-t…’ She struggled to get the shoe back on over her grubby sock. ‘Is it something that does that thing like when you, you know, go away from one place and disappear completely and then you—’
            
 
            ‘Teleportation,’ said Rorie. ‘Don’t be a twit.’
 
            ‘Oh! The movie’s starting!’ cried Elsie, as the three computer screens on the back wall suddenly flushed with colour, showing images of people in different outfits.
            
 
            Dad reappeared, now smart and handsome in a charcoal grey suit; the girls applauded. ‘So-called ‘Smart’ clothing – the thinfat jacket, the heart monitor vest, clothing that plays music, displays pictures – has become a part of everyday life,’ he began. ‘But until now, we’ve had to rely on electronic components woven into textiles, which means limited capabilities and lifespan. So I began to look at completely new ways of making Smart clothes…going back to nature!’
            
 
            The screens showed a fish, a cat and a newly-hatched butterfly. ‘New ways to advance thinfat technology…’
            
 
            The fish puffed itself into a ball, the cat’s fur fluffed up in hostility, the butterfly’s wings became thin and rigid as they filled with blood.
            
 
             
            ‘…And colour-changing technology.’
 
            Now an octopus, a zebrafish and a chameleon appeared on the screens.
            
 
            ‘Arthur Clarkson!’ exclaimed Elsie.
 
            ‘Lols?’ called Dad, and Mum emerged, flushed with excitement in knee-length black boots and a plain white dress. ‘What sort of day is it today?’
            
 
            ‘Hmm,’ thought Mum. ‘I’d say it was a RED day…’ The dress instantly turned red.
            
 
            Both girls gasped in admiration.
 
            ‘…With PURPLE POLKA DOTS,’ Mum added: the polka dots appeared. ‘No, SMALLER… SMALLER…GOOD.’ The pattern on the dress altered according to every verbal instruction.
            
 
            ‘Once the dress is programmed,’ Dad explained, ‘it can be locked in that mode until you decide to change it. There are 150 different modes’ – Mum grinned as the dress flicked through them before their eyes – ‘But with further development, it should be possible to have hundreds more!’
            
 
            ‘I want one!’ cried Elsie.
 
            ‘It’s incredible,’ gasped Rorie.
 
            The patterns stopped changing, but Mum remained fixed to the spot, grinning mischievously.
            
 
            ‘Hey, don’t stop,’ pleaded Elsie. ‘Do it again!’
 
            But Mum just stood still, the dress fixed in the same pattern.
            
 
            ‘Oh, look!’ said Rorie, just as Elsie was beginning to lose patience. ‘Did you see that? The dress is—’
            
 
            ‘Oh! It’s getting longer!’ cried Elsie.
 
            Soon the hem of the dress reached almost to the floor. ‘And…voila,’ announced Mum. ‘It’s an evening dress!’
            
 
            Elsie peered around the back for clues. ‘How d’you do that?’
            
 
            ‘You probably didn’t notice,’ explained Mum, ‘but your Dad was sending the dress remote instructions from a device on his wrist. At the moment we can only make it long and short, but with further development you could program the same garment with dozens of different styles!’
            
 
            ‘Hmm…the boots are all wrong,’ Dad pointed out.
 
            ‘Oh, of course!’ said Mum, inspecting them. ‘Silly me!’ She clicked her heels together, like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. Immediately the long boots began to shorten, transforming into low-heeled shoes; next, the heels grew higher and narrower, until they were a perfect pair of evening shoes.
            
 
            Elsie got down on her hands and knees. ‘Wow! I want some o’ them, too!’
            
 
            ‘We call them “superbootshoes”,’ said Mum. She laughed. ‘Oh, Arran, it works like a dream now!’
            
 
            ‘Of course, there are all sorts of uses for this technology,’ said Dad, removing his jacket. ‘For instance, luggage can be reduced significantly.’ He hung the jacket on a hook, then stood back and pointed the remote device at it. The jacket shivered slightly, then began to shrink. When it was child-sized, Dad took it off the hook and offered it to Elsie. ‘Go ahead, try it on.’
            
 
            ‘But how does it work?’ asked Rorie.
 
            ‘Organically,’ said Dad. ‘What makes a plant or animal remember the shape, colour and texture it is supposed to take – how, in other words, does a rose remember to become a rose, and not a cauliflower?’
            
 
            ‘Pfff-ff-ff!’ went Elsie. ‘That’s silly!’
 
            ‘The answer, of course, lies in this…’ said Dad, as a colourful twisted rope-ladder shape appeared on all three screens, rotating slowly. ‘DNA, contained in every cell of every living thing, provides those instructions. But until now, it has not been possible to communicate those instructions to once-live cells – the wool that is no longer attached to a sheep, for example – or, indeed, to reverse or alter those instructions.’
            
 
            ‘The suit is coded to grow and contract according to wireless instructions,’ explained Mum. ‘And the beauty of it is, it doesn’t wear out. Because every time you switch, the cells renew themselves; dirt and sweat particles just get swallowed up, as the program knows they don’t belong there.’
            
 
            Elsie was admiring herself in the suit jacket. ‘Hey, I wouldn’t outgrow my clothes!’
            
 
            ‘That’s right,’ said Mum. ‘And no laundry – heaven! Do you realise what this means? With the right development, this could revolutionise the way we live.’
            
 
            ‘This is just the start,’ said Dad. ‘Lols, you need to brief me again on that whole save-the-planet part of the presentation.’
            
 
            ‘Sure,’ agreed Mum, pulling off the superbootshoes. ‘I’m pretty clear this week.’
            
 
            Dad cleared his throat. ‘No, I mean now.’
 
            Mum looked up. ‘Not now Arran; there’s dinner, the dishes…got to put Elsie to bed…’ she paused, noticing the sheepish look on Dad’s face. ‘What is it?’
            
 
            ‘Well, you see I’ve, um…made us an appointment,’ said Dad. ‘With Rexco tomorrow, eleven o’clock.’
            
 
            ‘No!’ squealed Mum, making Rorie jump. ‘You didn’t…seriously?’
            
 
            ‘I, er…yes. I had a hunch, you see…’
 
            Mum’s eyes were like saucers. ‘How dare you!’ she protested – but she was smiling.
            
 
            ‘I didn’t say anything, in case it all went wrong,’ explained Dad. ‘I didn’t want to get your hopes up. Oh, and by the way girls,’ he added, turning to them. ‘You have to keep quiet about all this.’
            
 
            ‘Keep quiet about it?!’ exclaimed Rorie. ‘You are joking, Dad? With blabber-mouth here?’
            
 
            ‘I can too keep quiet about it!’ insisted Elsie crossly.
 
            Dad smiled. ‘Come on Fluff; you wouldn’t betray your old Dad now, would you?’ Turning to Rorie, his expression was more solemn. ‘Nobody must know about this until it’s out there, you see; nobody. No matter what happens.’
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