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To Sophie,

who, taking into account the effects of compound interest, must have even more than a quarter of a million pounds by now, so this is her absolute last chance to do right by me or else I’m dedicating Book Four to that billionaire Onassis girl, or maybe the really nice one out of Lost.
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Nightmare On Shark Mountain
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‘The best thing to do,’ said the albino pirate, ‘is shave his belly with a rusty razor.’

‘That’s rubbish!’ said the pirate with gout. ‘You should soak him in a barrel until he grows flippers.’

‘You should put him in bed with the Captain’s daughter!’

‘You should stick a plaster on his back!’

The pirates were sat in the boat’s kitchen arguing over what the proper protocol was for dealing with a drunken pirate. After the debate about whether sea anemones made better pretend moustaches or better pretend eyebrows when you stuck them to your face, this was easily the pirates’ favourite topic of conversation. Discussions onboard a pirate boat usually escalated into violence without much prompting, and the albino pirate was just about to empty a carton of milk over the pirate with gout’s head when the door crashed open and into the kitchen strode the Pirate Captain himself.

Even in slippers and dressing gown, the Pirate Captain cut an imposing figure. If you were to compare him to a type of font – because whilst the pirates usually liked to compare people to types of tree, just recently they had taken to comparing people to other stuff as well, like fonts, or creatures, or makes of cheese – he would undoubtedly be Impact, or maybe Rockwell Extra Bold. His years of staring at the ocean had given him a nice even tan, and when asked to describe himself in letters to pen friends he would tend to note that he was ‘all teeth and curls’ but with ‘a pleasant, open face’.1 And most strikingly of all, he wore a great luxuriant beard that the pirates knew had inspired at least one book of epic poetry, because the Captain had personally dictated it on an adventure when it had been too rainy to get up to much else.

‘Sorry, Pirate Captain,’ said the albino pirate, who knew that they weren’t supposed to fight at the breakfast table. ‘We didn’t mean to disturb you. We were just discussing what the best thing to do with a drunken pirate is. You know how we can never seem to decide.’

The Pirate Captain looked thoughtful. ‘The best thing to do with a drunken pirate,’ he said firmly, ‘is to give him some strong black coffee.’

And with the argument settled, the Pirate Captain grabbed a tray of breakfast and strode back towards his office.

‘He’s right,’ said the pirate with gout. ‘That makes a lot more sense. I don’t actually know what “soaking him in a barrel until he grows flippers” even means.’







The Pirate Captain sat back down at the desk in his office, or ‘nerve centre’ as he had been trying to encourage the men to call it, on account of that sounding more exciting. The cabin was decorated with all kinds of maps, charts, calendars, trophies and at least half a dozen portraits. There was one of the Pirate Captain with a large white whale, the latter smiling weakly and waving its tail. There was a painting of him wearing a string vest and holding a ship’s wheel in each hand to draw attention to the musculature in his arms and chest; and another showed him from the rear, walking across a tennis court and scratching his behind. Then there were the gifts from the crew – a series of commemorative plates that depicted famous pirate haircuts, a wind chime made out of miniature cutlasses, a tea towel with ‘10 Facts About Pirates’ and so on. Even the Captain occasionally got tired of the persistent nautical theme, but he didn’t have the heart to tell the men to be a little more imaginative in future. His pirates genuinely loved him, in a manly, shoulder-punching kind of way, and in turn he felt a genuine affection towards his crew. He liked to think of himself as a kind of maritime goatherd, responsible for keeping his pirate goats fed with goat food and warding off wolves and that. The Captain was still working on the metaphor and hoped to share it with them all one day. It had occurred to him to try keeping some actual wolves hidden on the boat and then to set them free to give him an excuse to bring up the whole goatherd-analogy thing, but he wasn’t sure where you could get wolves from. He’d certainly never seen any for sale anywhere. The Captain made a mental note: ‘Ask number two where I can buy some wolves. Preferably ravening.’ Then he went back to reading nautical trivia off the side of his cereal box, because that was where he got most of his seafaring knowledge.



There was a tap at the door, and the pirate with a scarf and Jennifer came in looking excited. Jennifer had been with the pirates for a while now, and she was beginning to blend in. She’d lost some of her characteristic Victorian-lady traits, like wearing corsets that crushed your womb or having hysterical illnesses at the drop of a hat and, eager to be a good pirate, she’d also passed on some of her more charming habits to the crew – it was now a common sight to see pirates brushing their hair a hundred times before bed or self-consciously correcting their posture by walking about with a book on their head.

‘Hello, Pirate Captain,’ said Jennifer.

‘Hello there,’ said the Captain. He pointed at his cereal box. ‘Did you know that, according to this, pirates wear patches to aid their view of the stars at night? Isn’t that something?’

‘The world of trivia is amazing,’ agreed the pirate with a scarf. ‘We’ve got the morning paper for you.’

‘Oh, well, just the cartoon section for me, thanks.’

‘I think you should see the front page, sir.’

The Captain glanced up at the paper Jennifer was holding and frowned. ‘“Communist Dingo Ate My Baby”?’

‘Next to that.’

Fishing his glasses out from under a sextant, the Pirate Captain began to read:



DEATH RIDES THE WAVES

The High Seas. In a dramatic battle last night, the Royal Navyís flagship was set upon, ravaged and sunk by a band of ferocious pirates.



EAGLES

Admiral Sedgwick spoke exclusively to this newspaper about his horrific ordeal: ‘We were minding our own business, knocking about the ocean, when a huge flotilla of pirate ships sailed out of the fog. They swooped down like eagles in eye patches, waving cutlasses and gnashing their gold teeth.’



SKIN

Though hopelessly outnumbered, our brave Admiral managed to get his officers to safety in a launch. The pirates were led by the ruthless Pirate Captain, who was described by eyewitnesses as all teeth and curls but with a pleasant, open face and devilish flashing eyes. He was accompanied by a cackling pirate wearing a scarf made from human skin. ‘When that hellhound gave the order to hole the ship, I looked into his eyes and saw a man without a soul,’ reports Admiral Sedgwick. Many fine sailors went to a watery grave.

The Pirate Captain, who is of indeterminate age and no fixed address, apparently took up pirating in a misguided attempt to impress a girl.



‘I like the bit about your eyes flashing,’ said Jennifer. ‘Can you actually make them flash on and off?’

‘When the mood takes me,’ said the Pirate Captain, looking pleased.

‘And is it true about you taking up pirating to impress a girl?’

‘Oh, sort of,’ said the Captain. ‘Truth is, I’m a little tired of telling that anecdote.’

‘Is that human skin?’

‘No,’ said the pirate with a scarf. ‘It’s chinchilla. Nice and warm.’

‘Funny thing is,’ said the Pirate Captain, knitting his bushy eyebrows together, ‘I don’t really remember us having an exciting sea battle yesterday.’

‘No, Captain,’ said the pirate with a scarf, picking a barnacle off the electroplated pirate with an accordion, who was stood in the corner of the office. ‘If you recall, we were going to have an exciting battle, but then you got chatting with that admiral and we decided it would be a lot less bother if we just had a competition to see who could eat the most crackers instead.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said the Captain, brightening. ‘That was good. Like at Christmas when the two armies play football with each other.’

‘But we were all so engrossed in the cracker contest that nobody was really paying attention to where the boats were going, and the Royal Navy boat ran straight into that iceberg.’

‘Aaaarrr. That was unfortunate. Cut through the bow like it was butter, didn’t it?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You don’t suppose the bow was actually made from butter, though?’

‘No, sir. Butter is rarely used in naval construction.’

The Captain shook his head. ‘Icebergs. You know, if I didn’t already have that fiend Black Bellamy as a nemesis, I think the position could very well be taken by icebergs.’

‘They’re certainly a nuisance,’ said the pirate with a scarf.

‘I don’t like the way you can’t see their eyes,’ added the Captain grimly. ‘There’s something really malevolent about that, don’t you think?’

‘Um. Icebergs aren’t creatures, Pirate Captain.’

‘Well, what in the Pirate King’s name are they, then?’

‘It’s when water freezes.’

The Pirate Captain’s eyes widened. ‘This is what I like about life at sea. It’s one long voyage of discovery. Solid water! What will they think of next? Hopefully a pony who solves crimes. Anyhow, you’re quite right, I do remember now – we offered them a lift back to port, but he didn’t think it would do his reputation much good to be seen with the likes of us. You can see his point. Nice chap that admiral. I like to think that in a different life we might have been friends. Though, of course, in a different life we might both have been moths, or pigs, or something like that. Who’s to say?’

‘Who indeed, Captain.’

‘But if he had been a pig and I was a moth, it would be nice to suppose that we could still get along. You know . . . I’d flap my wing at him as I flew past and let him know when he had swill on his nose and so on. Having said that, the bit about me being “a man without a soul” is a little hurtful.’

‘I suspect he was probably trying to make things look a bit better to the newspapers than they actually were,’ said Jennifer. ‘Understandable, really.’

‘Aarrrr,’ said the Pirate Captain, reading through a bit more of the article. ‘I certainly wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of me if that’s the kind of behaviour I get up to. Look – at one point I decapitated six sailors with a single swing from my cutlass. And I had the strength “more of a lion than a mortal man”.’ The Captain made a lion noise.

‘But that’s not all, sir,’ said the pirate with a scarf, looking pleased. ‘Because you also got sent this parcel.’

In the Pirate Captain’s experience parcels had been a bit of a mixed blessing. He’d had good things come in parcels, like a nice T-shirt from Coney Island, a stuffed crow and a mug of hot tea, but he’d also had some bad things, like a pile of mouldy potatoes, a hideous porcelain horse and a gauntlet that had turned out to be haunted. Luckily, this was definitely one of the good kind of parcel because it contained a letter, some tins of hair pomade and a small chest of treasure.

‘Why are people sending us treasure, Captain?’ asked Jennifer, opening up the chest.

‘It’s from the good people at Perkins’ Gentlemen’s Pomade,’2 explained the Pirate Captain, waving the letter at them. ‘It seems that due to my new-found fame and notoriety they’re proposing to sponsor our adventures. All I have to do is occasionally mention what a fine product they produce and how I couldn’t live a day without it, that kind of thing, and in return they’ll send us a monthly stipend, in the form of jewels and gold doubloons and that.’
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‘Oh, that is nice,’ said the pirate with a scarf. ‘There are too few heart-warming moments at sea.’

Jennifer tried on a tiara from the chest. It suited her. ‘What are you going to spend it on, Captain?’

‘How about some new sails?’ said the pirate with a scarf, practical as ever. He tried on a different tiara, but the emeralds clashed with his scarf. ‘Or portholes that don’t let the water in; that would be nice.’

‘I think we have to prioritise, number two,’ said the Captain gravely. ‘It’s all very well wanting luxuries like new sails or portholes with glass in them, but there are also much more pressing necessities. Like me getting a nice new coat.’

‘You only got that coat last week, Captain!’ said Jennifer with a frown. ‘For that pirate conclave in Nassau. I remember because Cut-throat Jenkins had exactly the same design. It was something of a social faux pas.’

‘Ah, but you see, it’s ruined. Probably in last night’s exciting sea battle,’ said the Pirate Captain. He held up the hem of his coat, where a tiny piece of stitching had come loose.

‘It’s only a small tear,’ said the pirate with a scarf. ‘I can mend that in no time. Remember that adventure where we set up a Bond Street fashion house and Black Bellamy had a rival fashion house and we competed in London Fashion Week?’

‘The one where my daring take on traditional tailoring took the fashion world by storm and Black Bellamy cheated by copying the exact same designs and managed to get them on to the catwalk just before we did?’

‘Yes, that’s the one. Anyway, I picked up quite a few sewing skills.’

‘That’s good of you, but I think this damage is beyond repair, number two.’ The Pirate Captain grabbed the bottom of his coat and tore it another foot and a half. ‘See? That could happen at any time. I definitely need a new one. So we’ll stop off in London, give the lads some shore leave and get me a new coat. Don’t worry, after that we’ll have some sort of adventure – hopefully something light involving a heist or a missing dinosaur skeleton. Or perhaps something to do with a barnyard. Have we ever had an adventure in a barnyard?’

‘I don’t think so, sir,’ said the pirate with a scarf.



1 Recent research has shown that people with ‘babyish faces’ (round face, small nose, large eyes, high forehead and small chin) are seen as less competent as leaders, although presumably more competent at things like crying and eating rusks.

2 Bear grease became popular as a pomade after a tax was imposed in 1845 on hair powder. It was common for barbers to display a dead bear on their premises and advertise that it had been ‘freshly killed today!’.





Two



Blonde Captive Of The Clams



[image: ]



The pirates left the boat in the Thames, next to the Palace of Westminster. They deliberately parked across two disabled spaces, because that kind of behaviour was pretty much the whole point of being a pirate. Back in those days the Thames wasn’t the beautiful crystal-blue colour it is today, and it didn’t have children splashing playfully about on its sandy banks. It was grey and drab and had old shopping carts floating in it. And you couldn’t cup your hands in the river and drink its delicious water like you can now, on account of all the pollution. Pollution came from the factories, because the factories of Victorian times didn’t make iPods and Internets and shiny DVDs – they made large clouds of black smoke, which were sold to countries that didn’t have so much in the way of clouds, like Africa.3

The first thing the Pirate Captain did was make sure everybody was wearing their disguises. Several of the pirates had been hoping that the disguise would be squid, because they enjoyed playing about with the tentacles and slapping each other in the face with the suckers; but the Pirate Captain, keen to try something new, decided that the best disguise would be a party of schoolchildren visiting from France. He himself would take the role of a harmless French schoolmaster.

‘Because acting like children plays to your strengths,’ the Captain pointed out. ‘Be sure to wear your outsized backpacks, and bump into as many angry Londoners as possible with them.’

‘Aren’t we a little old to be schoolchildren?’ asked the pirate in red.

The Pirate Captain surveyed his crew and had to admit to himself that the pirate in red had a point. The pirates weren’t quite as fresh-faced and rosy-cheeked as they’d once been. Some of them had even begun growing tufty little beards in a flattering, if hopeless, attempt to emulate their captain.

‘Well then. You can pretend to be slightly retarded schoolchildren who have been held back a few years. This has the added advantage of making me look like a caring sort in front of any women we happen to meet on this adventure.’

‘Do you actually know any French, Pirate Captain?’ asked the pirate with a nut allergy.

‘I’m fluent, thank you. Almost like a native,’ said the Captain, with a scowl. The Pirate Captain knew the French for ‘This is a pretty donkey’ and also ‘This is not a pretty donkey’, and he couldn’t think of anything that wasn’t either a pretty donkey or not a pretty donkey, so that was just about every eventuality covered.4

‘Go on then. Say something in French.’

‘I’m not a performing monkey,’ said the Captain testily. ‘Though I’d probably be a lot better off if I was. A monkey who could speak French. I’d be touring Europe with a talent like that, not hanging about with swabs like you.’

The pirates went on looking at him expectantly.

‘Oh, all right. C’est un joli donkey.’

‘Is that supposed to be a French accent? It sounds more like a sort of Welsh Geordie,’ said the pirate in red.

‘How is it you’re even here? Didn’t we leave you inside a whale on our last adventure?’

The pirate in red shrugged. ‘Oh, you know. I guess I must have gotten out at some unspecified point.’5







And so the pirates, walking in an orderly crocodile formation, made their way through the grime-covered streets towards the Pirate Captain’s favourite Savile Row tailors. There was so much mud about the place that the albino pirate said he wouldn’t be surprised if a dinosaur came walking over the brow of Holborn Hill, but the rest of the pirates told him off for saying stupid things like that. The Captain was a bit fed up to see that there still weren’t any blue plaques dotted around to mark out important moments in his youth, such as the butcher’s where he used to press his nose against the glass and gaze adoringly at the hams when he was a little boy, or the alleyway round the back of Covent Garden where he had first kissed a girl with tongues. He resolved to step up his letter-writing campaign to the mayor.



The pirates hadn’t got very far before it became obvious something was amiss. Even though the Pirate Captain was doing his best to exude a friendly Gallic charm, everywhere they walked, people seemed to be pointing at him. The pirates had always been told it was rude to point, so they were a bit shocked by this. A few of the more grimy onlookers grinned and waved, but most of the people shook their fists and cursed, or grabbed their children and drew back inside their houses in fright.

‘You’re getting a lot of funny looks, Captain,’ said the pirate with a scarf. ‘I mean, more so than usual.’

‘From well-to-do types? Yes, I’ve been noticing that. I suspect they’re probably jealous of my free and easy lifestyle.’

‘It looks like our brilliant disguises aren’t working so well.’

‘Aaarrr. Which is odd, because normally, as you well know, I come up with disguises that are frankly foolproof. Perhaps I’m losing my touch.’



The Pirate Captain found himself experiencing mixed moods, which didn’t really agree with him. On the one hand he was a little annoyed that people seemed to be seeing through his disguise so easily, but on the other hand he was pleased that his diabolical reputation had obviously spread so far so quickly. He was just about to tell the pirate with a scarf that with this sort of notoriety perhaps they should have held out for a little more from the Perkins’ Gentlemen’s Pomade people, when he turned a corner and found himself smacked upside the head by a handbag.

‘You’re a terrible, terrible man!’ said the old lady whose handbag it was. She glowered, gave him another smack for good measure and then hobbled off down the street.

‘I’m not sure that was entirely called for,’ said the Pirate Captain, a little dazed, gingerly rubbing his face.

‘You’re going to have a shiner there,’ said the pirate with a scarf. He sighed, and resigned himself to being up all night rubbing the Captain’s belly for him. Most people don’t get stomach ache from being smacked in the face, but whenever the Pirate Captain ended up with a black eye – something that happened a surprising amount on his adventures – the pirate with a scarf would insist on putting an uncooked steak on it to bring down the swelling. And every single time, the Captain would solemnly promise that he wouldn’t eat the raw steak, and usually not more than an hour later the pirate with a scarf would notice that the steak had vanished, and he would ask the Captain what had happened to the steak and the Captain would say that a coyote had made off with it but that the coyote had been moving so fast he wasn’t surprised the pirate with a scarf hadn’t seen it. And about an hour after that the Pirate Captain would start complaining of belly pains.

This time, before the Pirate Captain could make any meat-related promises, there was a tug on his sleeve, and he looked down to see a sooty street urchin.

‘My dad thinks you’re a great man,’ said the urchin. ‘He says it’s fantastic what you’re trying to do for us chimney sweeps.’

The Pirate Captain couldn’t really remember ever trying to do anything in regard to chimney sweeps, except dislodge them from the boat’s chimney when they died and got stuck up there. But he grinned anyway.6

‘Well, you know, one does one’s best. I don’t do autographs, I’m afraid, in case you turn out to be Black Bellamy disguised as a fan, getting me to unwittingly sign a cheque for a thousand pounds. Not going to get caught with that one again. But I do have these badges.’ The Pirate Captain rummaged in his pocket and brought out a three-colour badge that said ‘I like the Pirate Captain and his adventures!’

The sooty urchin took the badge, looked a bit confused and bounded off.

‘Little scamp. Probably off to steal pies from a window sill, or snort glue out of a paper bag. Makes me nostalgic for my youth,’ said the Pirate Captain.

‘This is all getting very strange,’ said the pirate with a scarf, pulling a thoughtful face.

The Pirate Captain sighed. ‘You realise the problem of course? No disguise can hide my natural nautical charm.’

‘Possibly that’s it,’ said the pirate with a scarf, sounding a bit uncertain.

‘The only really strange thing is that I’ve been in the pirating business as long as I have and it’s only now I’m being afforded the recognition I deserve. But don’t worry, I’m not going to let fame change me. I’ll still be the humble, modest figure you’ve all grown to love. Except maybe with a nice silver-topped cane. And I might start demanding that from now on you wash my beard only in the tears of a newborn lamb. Actually, make a note of that one, number two.’

The pirate with a scarf dutifully wrote down ‘Lamb’s tears’ in his notebook.

‘Right, here we are,’ said the Pirate Captain, coming to a halt in front of a small shop with an understated skull-and-crossbones sign hanging above the entrance. ‘I shouldn’t be too long. You lot can go and sit about in coffee shops winking at waitresses or whatever it is you do during shore leave. I’ll see you in about an hour.’







The shop bell jingled a rough approximation of a popular shanty as the Pirate Captain opened the door. ‘Willoughby and Sons’ had been the pirate gentlemen’s outfitter of choice for over three centuries. The Pirate Captain had heard that before Willoughby’s opened, pirates would wear anything that came to hand, such as big leaves, old bits of sacking or even dungarees. But thankfully, the modern pirate captain’s reputation relied as much on the cut of his clothes as his ability to get treasure, romance governors’ daughters or practise some sort of reign of terror over the oceans.7 He closed the door behind him and happily inhaled the rich scent of mothballs and starfish.

The tailor was dealing with another customer, so the Captain decided to browse. He ran his finger along rows of brightly striped britches and blousy shirts, before examining a display of immaculately folded eye patches. He was particularly keen on one with a big pretend eye stitched over where your real eye would be. The Pirate Captain had always thought he’d look good with one eye bigger than the other. As he tried, in vain, to fold the eye patch back up, he felt a light touch on his arm and heard a discreet cough.

‘Could I help you, sir?’ asked the tailor. He was a neat little man, with a bright-pink face and every single grey hair plastered precisely into place. The Pirate Captain suspected he used varnish to make it so shiny. Realising who his customer was, the tailor beamed. ‘Pirate Captain! So good to see you! And such a disguise! Let me guess now . . . You are meant to be some sort of squid, yes?’

The Pirate Captain held up his exercise book and piece of chalk. ‘French schoolteacher. Not one of my best, to be honest.’

‘No, no, I see it now. A French schoolteacher. Very good. Don’t forget that we now carry a small range of disguises for the gentleman pirate. Our “pensioners’ day out” is particularly popular at the moment.’

He started to bustle about with his tape measure, sizing up the Pirate Captain.

‘Now, I think for a man of your fearsome reputation, you’ll be wanting a pair of imposing boots. Am I right? No offence intended to your current footwear, sir, but many of my customers have adopted this season’s hand-stitched pirate boots, designed specifically for stomping about and creating an ungodly racket that terrifies the lubbers.’

‘Actually, I’m after a new coat. Owing to the pressures of fame, I’m in a bit of a hurry, so it will have to be off the peg rather than bespoke.’

The tailor suppressed a shudder. ‘Off the peg,’ he said. ‘Of course. Have I ever told you what an uncommonly broad neck you have, Pirate Captain?’

‘You have, but feel free to mention it again.’

‘Like a bull. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the like before.’

‘You’re right,’ said the Captain, looking approvingly at himself in a full-length mirror. ‘I should try to come up with a way of dropping that into conversation more often.’

‘What sort of coat would sir be wanting?’

‘Something tasteful. Lots of epaulettes. Complicated frogging all down the front. And gold braid. Yards and yards of gold braid. It’s like my Aunt Joan used to say – can’t ever have too much gold braid. Do you have anything like that in stock?’

The tailor riffled through a rack of pirate coats.

‘This is a popular design, Pirate Captain. It depicts action scenes from the Norse myths, picked out in red and green stitching, so that if viewed using special spectacles the whole design appears to be three-dimensional.’

‘That must scare the wits out of everybody. Sounds like just the thing.’ The Captain pulled on the coat and tried out a few nautical poses. ‘Though how do you get your victims to wear the spectacles?’

‘We’ve found that it helps if you tell them that they will be able to see through women’s clothes.’

‘Well, I’m sold. Chuck in a couple of pairs of the glasses, will you?’

‘A great choice, Pirate Captain, if I can be so bold. Thanks to Mr Wagner’s operas, this style is all the rage at the moment. The West End is abuzz with Viking mania, I’m told.’

‘Hum. Not really my kind of thing, operas,’ said the Pirate Captain thoughtfully. ‘All that singing-for-nine- hours-without-a-break nonsense. I might have the neck of a bull, but between you and me, I have the bladder of a tiny child.’

‘Nothing to be ashamed of, sir. Regular urination is vital for healthy digestion.’

‘Exactly what I always say. It so happens I killed a whale on our previous adventure by blocking its blowhole and thus preventing it from expelling whale wee. And they say that we’re only one step up from fishes, in evolutionary terms. So no opera for me – I don’t fancy exploding.’

‘You’re right, of course, Captain. But I must say I have a certain yen for those big-boned, statuesque blonde operatic ladies.’

‘Really? I’m more of a “gazelle-like legs and delicate shoulders” kind of man. Meaning sleek like a gazelle, not with a backward-facing knee. That would be horrible.’

‘It’s just my opinion,’ said the tailor, looking a bit wistful, ‘but you can’t beat the powerful Nordic frame. I like a lady who looks like she spends most of her time knocking about fjords, having competitions to see how far she can throw a penguin.’

‘Well, each to their own.’

The shop bell tinkled again, and two mutton-chopped Victorian gentlemen walked in furtively. One of them pointed at the Pirate Captain. The Pirate Captain rolled his eyes.

‘This is the trouble with celebrity: never a moment to yourself. Sorry about this. Can’t disappoint my public.’ He turned to face the two men.

‘Hello there. Yes. You’re right, it is me. I suppose you want a photograph? Don’t bother with the “it’s for my wife” rigmarole when really it’s for you but you’re ashamed to admit that you hero-worship another man. It’s quite all right in this day and age.’

One of the mutton-chopped men reached forward, the Pirate Captain assumed to shake his hand. Since learning of his notoriety, he had been practising a new handshake. It started firm and confident before shifting to a kind of pumping movement that he felt conveyed both ‘steely resolve’ and ‘compassionate man of the people’. The Captain grasped the gent’s hand and got going, but was rather surprised when the fellow pulled out a set of handcuffs and snapped them shut on his hairy wrist.

‘You’re under arrest!’ said the mutton-chopped man.

And then for the second time that afternoon the Pirate Captain found himself getting smacked about the head, though this time it was with a truncheon, which was a lot more effective than a handbag. He was just wondering whether pork chops would be as good as steaks for bringing down swelling or whether it was something particular about beef that did the trick, when a second blow knocked him out cold.8



3 During the ‘Great Stink’ of 1858 pollution in the Thames became so bad that the Houses of Parliament had to be abandoned.

4 One of the most fundamental principles of logic is:

If p = true then p = false

In other words, if I have eaten your side of beef, I can’t not have eaten your side of beef. It may sound obvious, but a lot of people cleverer than us have spent years sorting this sort of thing out.

5 Many of the best novels have glaring plot inconsistencies. In Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders, Moll marries her older brother, who was somehow born several years later than she was.

6 To make chimney sweeps work faster, people in Victorian times used to start a fire whilst they were still inside the chimney, hence the expression ‘lighting a fire under you’. Also, it is considered lucky for a woman to be kissed by a chimney sweep on her wedding day, though chimney sweeps may have made this up as an excuse to get off with girls.

7 If a pirate were to walk down the street nowadays, he’d probably be wearing tight drainpipe jeans and a form-fitting T-shirt. Baggy clothing was not practical on a ship, where it could get in the way when climbing the rigging.

8 As the steak deteriorates it releases ‘protease’, which helps break down clots and speeds up the healing process.
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