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Prologue - In The Beginning



BANG!!

That's how it all began. According to those
cheeky atheists anyway. One huge and loud, uninspired chaotic bang.
Since then, causality took over.

There are, however, two important things you
should learn about the Big Bang. Firstly, it was not big. This is
not to say that it was small. Just that in a universe where nothing
else existed at the time to gauge its size against, it would be
quite arrogant of you to claim that the Bang was big. Quite
arrogant, and also very irrelevant. The measuring of the size of
the Big Bang would be a thoroughly redundant gesture.

The other thing you should know about the Big
Bang, was that it didn't bang in the traditional way. It is
sensational to believe that it did bang. It's certainly more
sensational than the likely truth; an eerily silent inception of
matter. The thing you must remember is that the Big Bang was not
typical of anything which could be recreated in a run-of-the-mill
laboratory environment. To say it was 'like' a bang is mildly
naïve. A bang may seem chaotic, but the truth is; laboratory bangs
are completely orderly because the matter involved all acts
unconsciously, obediently following the laws of physics. A
traditional bang does not create nor destroy matter, it just moves
things about.

Hopefully, you can now see how important it is
to question the things which are thrust upon ye. I would wager that
many BigBangers accepted Big Bang Theory without ever personally
proving it. They were told that this theory is the most credible
scientific answer to the eternal question, by persons they trusted,
who themselves were also told to believe it by people they trusted.
And so on. Did anyone ever stop to consider that it might all have
begun slightly differently? Was it a big bang, or was it an eerily
silent inception of matter with unimportant proportions? Who knows?
Who cares?

This next bit is completely speculative, and as
a result could be completely fictional. But it could actually have
happened somewhere, somewhen, somehow.

Before the founding fathers of BigBangism were
able to unleash their exciting evidence-based beliefs into the
world, they formed a council to discuss what their answer to the
eternal question should be. Every good religion needs an answer,
but it doesn't necessarily need to be a good answer. Regardless,
they knew that one of the first questions they would be asked is
that of: "How did the universe begin?" They had to account for all
the matter. Something created it, but most importantly for them it
had to be absolutely non-conscious and completely scientific.

One expects that many theories were bandied
about during that conference. But one thing was for sure. The
official answer would have to appeal to their potential followers.
It would need to excite them and maintain their interest. It had to
be a very sensational, but yet delightfully simple theory.

"BANG!!" spake one of the members of that
council. "We'll say that once upon a time, when there was no
universe and no matter, a 'bang' happened, a 'big' bang. And from
this bang, something mattered. Matter appeared."

They agreed that although this theory was not
consistent with all that was good and true about scientific
rationale, it did sound exciting enough, and if confidently
presented it could help to convert a few tractable persons. Persons
who might forget to ask the important questions if they thought the
name of the theory sounded like it could be the name of a horse
they would bet on in a race.

There's a lot to be said about naming
convention. Name a thoroughbred stallion; 'An Eerily Silent
Inception Of Matter With Unimportant Proportions' (Æsiomwup to his
friends), and you will generally only see him get backed by
gamblers who know what they are doing because they have studied the
form guide and can appreciate value odds. You call a 3-legged
wonkey; 'Big Bang', and you'll see it receive quite ludicrous
financial support from anyone with too much money.

I wonder, would Big Bang Theory be quite so
popular if it had been given a bad, albeit more relevant, name? If
translated out of simple English, could Big Bang be quite as
bewitching?

In German it is Urknall. You'd be surprised
there were any Urknallers in Germany when they have to tolerate a
word like that.

In scientific English the translation comes out
as Large Explosion. Don't trust any scientific journals which refer
to the event as Big Bang. Those journals are bogus forgeries which
must be reported to the authorities.

In Esperanto it is Praeksplodo. I want to live
in Esparantia.

Keep thinking, and keep questioning the things
you are told you ought to believe. Just because most people began
with a bang, it does not mean the universe did likewise. Some
people believe life began with 'Good God'.

 

Either way, none of that universe stuff matters
now. What does matter is a room containing seven people preparing
to interview another person who is waiting outside. Until a
competent narrator has been employed, all of these people will
remain featureless. This is the cause for the interview. There are
other applicants for the narratorship, but unfortunately there was
an error on the advert and they have assembled at a jumble sale in
an orchard on the wrong side of town. The one applicant who has
made it to the interview misread the error.

The door opens and he is beckoned in.

"Good day to you, sir. I am Pobberkins and these
people here are Tabkey, Mike, Shobaloba, JJ, Shim-Plit and my son,
Tucker. We are at the beginning of a story, but we need a narrator.
Could you please show us your narrative skills by describing this
current situation," said the large man with large hair and slow
accent. "Oh good, you have already begun. I like my name. Thanks
for that. Do continue."

Pobberkins sat back down with the others. All
seven sit there, watching the applicant beginning his narrative in
the monotonic style of a terrified child in his seventh year,
acting in a school play for the first time at a new school.

On the far left is another large man, Tabkey,
who is clearly the top-heavy sort who struggles with his balance.
If he stands up, he is likely to fall back down again just as
quickly. His top-heaviness certainly contributes to his situation,
but the greater problem are his peg legs. Both of them. Rumours
abound that he had his real legs removed in his youth so he could
have longer and lighter artificial limbs attached instead. He ran
himself to the world championship only to discover that he is
allergic to gold. Unable to wear his medal, he decided to trade in
his aluminum sprinting stilts for rickety wooden pegs and bought a
cookery book with the profits.

Next to Tabkey is Mike, a philosophical and
liberal Christian who looks for criticism in both fundamentalist
religion and hardcore atheism. He has a chip on both shoulders! You
might call him a typically well-balanced Libran. Or you might call
him a nincompoop. Needless to say, he collects rigging. Der! Of
course he does.

Curiously, Shobaloba is facing the wrong
direction and requires a mirror in order to observe the applicant.
Shobaloba's in-built compass explains the northward-facing
position, although the applicant is easterly.

JJ is a very thin chap, who is also quite plain.
Not ugly, but just not pretty in any way.

"I don't think I like this one much," said the
super-model.

The others disagreed and began to show a warm
affection towards the applicant. Shobaloba lent the mirror to JJ
who backed down from his argument when the mirror shattered.

"I concede I've never been much of a
people-person."

"Not a people-person, JJ?" mused Mike. "Then
what sort of monstrous monstrosity are you?"

Shim-Plat wears a name badge which appears to
have been edited many times. Indeed, Stim-Plat's name changes every
time he is referred to. It is likely that he will not become too
attached to the name; Stim-Glat.

Finally, Tucker, the youngest man in the room at
a paltry twelve years.

"Wünderbar!" exclaimed Pobberkins, applauding.
"That was passable. Well done, sir. Are there any other
applicants?"

The narrator shook his head.

"Nope, didn't think so. Well, okay, you are
hired. Welcome to the crew. I hope you like life on the high
seas."

"We must leave now," said Shobaloba. "Our ship
is ready, and the story can now begin."










Chapter 1
Ship Of Dudes



There they are. They are there. Sitting
melancholically in the present tense, bobbing about on ocean waves
is a sloop, complete with skellington crew.

All is calm after a bloodthirsty battle between
the celebrated pirate-hunter Araf Slow, and our lot. Only seven
pirates were left alive (via cowardly hiding) aboard Apple Bumble
and their various sizes and shapes, indicate that their odds of
survival are hilarious at best. But these pirates have hope, and
that will prove to be enough. [Spoiler: There is a happy ending
for most of the characters. There are two major exceptions to this:
The guy who starts off as Stum-Glat dies early on during the second
chapter and JJ gets abandoned somewhere along the way. Also,
Shobaloba never gets the girl. Sorry about that. I know you were
hoping for it. I was too, but I just don't have the skills to write
it.]

Supplies are plentiful and Shobaloba, who will
shortly assume captaincy, has gathered the gang to establish some
kind of order. As you know, pirates become delirious when nobody
tells them not to be.

"Right," said Shobaloba. "First we must
establish who does what. As you have so kindly elected me as
captain… "

At that moment there was considerable bafflement
among the mates as this assumed captaincy had come as news to
them.

"… as I was saying. As captain, I elect Tabkey
for ship's cook. Any questions, objections, hesitations or
decapitations?"

"Yes!" said Tabkey, who was currently very
hoarse due to a recent shouting tournament, which he lost badly, to
a horse. "Is it necessary to elect the ship's cook to be ship's
cook? I'm just wondering whether we need to elect me as ship's
cook, as it should be assumed that I was ship's cook and I am
ship's cook and I will be ship's cook until I can't cook, on a
ship!"

"Okay, okay," said Shobaloba. "As we have it so
far, I am captain and Tabkey is the cock, I mean, the cook." Tabkey
squinted his eyes in Shobaloba's direction (only top-rate narrators
are capable of observing and recording such subtle movements). "Now
we have to decide out of the rest of you, who are going to be the
five riggers. Any volunteers, mountaineers, King Lears or
entrepreneurs?"

"Rigger one, a.k.a. the best mate," claimed
Mike, who immediately did a roly-poly to show off his deserved
right to have such an honorary position.

"I want to be numero two," said Stum-Glav who
breathed a huge sigh of relief on acceptance. Massive it was.

"Number three," said Pobberkins who just simply
spoke smooth and slow as he always does. Kind of like a 1980's
robot, but with a strong Brizl (Bristol) accent.

"Five!" shouted Tucker who was too young to
count.

"Does that make me rigger one-zero-zero?" asked
JJ, showing off his ability to express the number four in
binary.

"No!" shouted everyone else in unison. "You
shall have no priority over anyone. You are rigger one-one-zero.
Six."

They eased themselves onto bean bags. For the
next minute the crew were silent, giving respect to the recent
decisions made aboard Apple Bumble. Later that day came night and
the crew felt obliged to sleep during this darkness ceremony. They
slept in harmony.

 

If there was ever to be a day of funky monkey
business for the pirates then it certainly was not the following
day.

The pirates were awoken due to a significant
increase in atmospheric pH. Synchronised awakening occurred and the
pirates each rolled out of their hammocks and out onto the deck
where the rain was falling so hard it was difficult to distinguish
where the sea began and the sky ended. After a couple of minutes
they finally realised they were no longer dry and promptly went for
breakfast down below.

For breakfast everyone delicately chose meat.
They didn't know what meat it was, but they butchered the last
three chickens to get it. Whilst taking a moment, Captain Shobaloba
suggested a most glorious idea.

"I would like to take a moment to suggest a most
glorious idea. What do you pirates think about leaving this harbour
and going off to rediscover chartered waters?"

"You mean, you think, we should… " Mike
hesitated a moment to build an air of expectancy and excitement to
continue his speech, "… set sail?"

"But my Daddy wouldn't let me," cried
Tucker.

"Yes I would!" argued Pobberkins.

"Thankyou," said Captain Shobaloba. "That
settles it."

"But Cap'n," added Pobberkins.

"What is it?"

"My son wouldn't let me."

"Well, we'll have to ask him, and ask him well
we will, before you can draw any hasty conclusions!" snapped
Shobaloba who was getting rather annoyed. "Tucker, do you possibly
think you could let your dear old Daddy sail the seas with us? We
are in dire need of his navigational maps and tools."

"No!" shouted Tucker.

"That settles it then," interrupted Tabkey.
"Pobberkins… " everyone turned towards Pobberkins who suddenly went
all shy, "… you'll have to stowaway!"

"Hooray!" shouted Shobaloba.

"Hooray!" shouted Tabkey.

"Ty vole!" muttered Tucker who subsequently
received physical abuse from Pobberkins for swearing in Czech (ty
vole = oh bother). Before you all write in, I have to remind you
that Tucker is a fictional boy. Physical abuse is not recommended.
Love your boys and treat them well. If they swear, put sugar in
their tea. That'll learn 'em.

"Hooray!" shouted Mike.

"Hooray!" shouted Otam-Glav.

"Gee, thanks, everyone," said Pobberkins, as he
dropped his son to the deck.

"Hip-hip!" shouted JJ who received physical
abuse and mental taunting from everyone, simply for being JJ. JJ,
also, is fictional. But I won't expect any letters inquiring into
his well-being.

The pirates decided democratically to vote for a
destination. Everybody, bar Shobaloba, had voted to visit the
recently thawed northern pole to observe a bit of captain spinning.
Shobaloba was less than impressed with this particular request, and
fortunately was able to out-vote the North Pole suggestion because
Hollywood rules apply aboard Apple Bumble (one American is worth
ten people of any other nationality).

None of them knew the way to Amazonia, but they
were known for being lucky. Mike suggested that JJ should row them
there and everyone laughed, including JJ who couldn't find the joke
(let alone understand it), and so played along with everyone else
and guffawed like a small boy who has just received his first ever
balloon-animal from a man with a handlebar moustache.

That evening, whilst the ship was left to sail
of his own accord, the pirates partied. They couldn't think of a
reason to party, other than to shake all the rats off the ship.
From the harbour, people watched the ship advance into the gloom
until they gained sufficient boredom to go home.

 

The following day began with an upheaval of
anchors. Each pirate had their own personalised anchor which they
insisted upon using, but had forgotten to haul up the night before.
The ship that set sail the previous evening did not get too far as
a result. The pirates however were more than glad to have made some
progress in the form of four metres in seven hours, thanks in no
small way to the retreating tide. It was Mike's bright idea to
raise the anchors and when all were up, the ship began to carve a
pretty groove in the harbour silt. A glorious speed increase was
received and the pirates celebrated in their usual fashion with a
routine breakfast.

For breakfast, the pirates chose to eat the
parboiled pot-bellied porker. As soon as the pig ceased its
backstroke, the pirates tucked in, for they had no food preserving
techniques among them and fresh pigger-meat, although disliked
greatly, was now the only breakfast alternative to shark-fin soup
or the livers of force-fed geese. They may be pirates, but they're
not monsters. They'd rather starve, than eat unethical shit like
that.

During the time sequence between elevenses and
brunch, the pirates played hide and seek. However, when these seven
dudes played there was not a soul who enjoyed hiding. So, for
nearly an hour, the pirates ran around finding each other finding
each other. JJ chose to search for hidden pirates behind the mast
by running very fast around it. Very, very fast with unpredictably
sudden turns of direction. We will find out later why this might
have caused grief for one particular future mate.

It was a joyous occasion and they stopped
spontaneously at midday to load their only cannon, ready for the
daily Joan of Arc salute. As always they loaded it with their only
ammo, JJ, and fired him into the crow's nest. Somewhat surprisingly
though, our friend didn't mind this as it was the only time he ever
felt vaguely popular. He even didn't mind falling over five metres
onto the conveniently placed anvil, elbows first. Apple Bumble had
no rigging for JJ to climb down as Mike had already collected
it.

For the rest of the day the pirates all sat
eagerly at the bow, motivating Apple Bumble to sail onward by
saying nice things about him. Until the pirates suss out the
mechanics of sailing, encouragement will be the most effective
method of movement.

 

That evening, Shobaloba assembled the crew in
the very elegant theatre. Apple Bumble was most famous for his
Ianian theatre. It was as fine as any theatre crafted of weeping
willow wood during the brief (and virtually forgotten) reign of
King Ian in the late 1700s. The only monarch to date who
moonlighted as a children's entertainer at the weekends. His set
consisted mainly of magic tricks based on maths. His stage name was
Magic Ian the Mathemagician.

"I have gathered thee here this night for a
pantomime performed by you for me."

"Great!" chanted the mates sarcasmically with
the exception of Otam-Giav.

"Oh, joyous occasion, we will have much fun.
Providing of course that I may perform my Joan of Arc impression.
May I?" asked Otal-Giav.

"Thou may," replied Tucker with a sense of
authority he felt strangely comfortable with. "Though it is a
custom aboard this ship that any right-footed actions must be
replaced with improvised left foot vigour during
quarter-moons."

"Oh, happy, happy day, and how appropriate, that
it should also be the day in which my western foot reaches its most
supple and malleable state. By the way, what be the pantomime
about?"

"It's supposed to be a surprise, Otal-Ginv,"
cried Shobaloba painfully. "If I were to know, and if I were to
tell you, then it wouldn't surprise me. Although your own
interpretation often surprises me."

"Like when?" chorused the rest of the crew in a
melancholy manner, akin to how you might react after long-range
foot surgery. "And why did you cry painfully?"

"Like when I told you. No, when I demanded you
to perform 'The Atomic Reactor meets the Nuclear Core: The Final
Bang'. But instead of mass destruction and partial burnout, I
received an eight-hour performance based on 'Tommy Tractor meets
Neil the Car: The Farmer's Tan'. Eight hours of: Mike running
around as the tractor being otherwise irrelevant to the plot.
Tucker running around pretending to have problems starting as he
acted the part of Neil. I mean, running around with considerable
ease, whilst simultaneously attempting to start. It's beyond me. We
had Pobberkins plodding around in his pink wellingtons as Farmer
Smollett, colouring in his face with brick dust. And there was
Ocal-Ginv and Tabkey chasing JJ for no apparent reason. Although I
did get slightly excited when Tabkey managed to get JJ eaten by the
dolphins who seem to follow us a lot. It seemed a shame, however,
that they didn't want you either and we had to take you back,"
began Shobaloba. "And what about the time when I said it would be
nice for you to perform 'Joan of Arc does Breakfast'. The legendary
story of our Joan waking up to devour some breakfast. It is a
classic play, which you lot misinterpreted as 'Lonely Shark goes to
Belfast'. Who wants to watch two and a half hours about five sharks
who make friends with another shark in the Irish Sea? Yes,
Ocal-Rinv, it was the same pantomime in which you famously reminded
me of my heroine, when you asked 'where is my weapon?' in an
unnecessarily warped Peruvian accent. I don't know why you felt it
necessary to speak with a South American twang, but it somehow
convinced me. If you could learn a French accent or even a proper
and correct English accent, be it Geordie, Leicy or Westcountry,
then I might just ask for a copy of your family tree in case I
might find evidence of a lady by the name of Joan." A pause
followed this naming of Joan. Shobaloba then smiled, and then
paused again before continuing. "Joan of Arc. A lady like no
other.

Sometimes I get over-emotional about
insignificant things and I cry painfully. I think it's genetic
because my father is a soccer fanatic. I think watching other
people do sports is a hobby for people with no imagination. A
hobby, by definition, being an activity which allows a person to
escape his or her partner for a time. I think people who watch
sports, do so because it is marketed to them as something they
should do. They pretend to think it is entertaining because they've
been told to think it is. They need to keep up to date with the
world of sport so that they can join in with the conversations at
work. I won't believe there is anyone who genuinely enjoys watching
sports.

Back on the theme of not-so-great pantomimes, I
find myself remembering that silly little one that lasted but 54
seconds, due to you having to provide half-time entertainment
during, 'Lonely Shark goes to Belfast.' I allowed a minute's break,
provided that you filled it with something to amuse me. Although a
54 seconds show may sound like short torture compared with the
gruelling, seemingly endless epics that you usually grace me with,
I can only say that I regret it ended. It was the only performance
to date with any morals, any theme, and any consistency with the
theme. So much was achieved in those 54 seconds. 'How did they do
it?' I ask myself every night. 'The Choking Cat' will surely be
sorely missed. How did you each theatrically portray the choking of
a cat? I particularly enjoyed Mike's performance, although perhaps
you could've kept yourself from smiling-whilst-dying towards the
end. I don't blame you though. The pantomime did deserve
acknowledgement of its well-acted actors.

Oh well," finished Shobaloba. "The day must end
and so must I. I just feel sleep is required now, so, goodnight to
you all. The pantomime you were going to perform will have to be
postponed until tomorrow. That gives you all a chance to rehearse
while I sleep."

It must be noted that the full monologue lasted
a great deal longer. However, the narrator miraculously managed to
sum it up in a few paragraphs. Actually that's a lie. He kept
having to leave due to his longologueophobia.

"Goodnight Shobaloba," said Tucker after the
others had left. "I just can't fathom it."

"Yes, perhaps, no, huitlacoche, ijada,"
concluded Shobaloba who was beginning to show classic symptoms of
'Long Monologue Strain'. And with that, the pirates bade g'day to
that good day.

 

The next morning was full of incident.

The rescheduled pantomime from the night before
had been cancelled, and replaced with an emergency meeting about
who should be England's patron saint. They all agreed that George
is an outrageous choice, although they all had different reasons
for thinking this. Shobaloba, an English-American (as opposed to
Italian-American or Irish-American), thought it silly that England
should seek protection from somebody who never even visited the
British Isles. Mike added that George lived several centuries
before England even began to exist as a single united nation.
Tabkey was visibly upset by the fact that George contributed
towards making dragons extinct. JJ pointed out that killing a
dragon wasn't that much of an achievement anyway. Traditional
4-legged dragons were easy to slay since they had too many limbs to
think about and easily got confused in the heat of battle. He
argued that wyverns were far superior because they were like
dragons, but only needed two legs. Did you ever see a 4-legged
bird? No. 'Anyone can kill a dragon, but only a hero can slay a
wyvern' was the crux of his argument. Tucker said that the kingdom
of England was born from the kingdom of Wessex, whose flag carried
a wyvern. What sort of a country has a type of dragon on its
earlier flags, and then selects a dragon-slayer for its national
hero? Ocul-Rinv successfully argued that George is already far too
busy protecting all the other nations and things he is patron saint
of. Finally, Pobberkins, who was thinking about the children,
stated that it is warmonger role-models like George who are
responsible for all the hooliganism in the world. Better it would
be for the English boys and girls if they had a genuine hero to
look up to.

The pirates could not have agreed more with each
other. In fact, they hit the theoretical maximum level of
agreeness. Next time somebody claims that they couldn't agree more
with what you've just said to them, show them this and watch them
back down from their claim.

The only thing to do now, thought the pirates,
was to find a new patron saint for England. On this they failed to
agree, at first. They were split between two very strong
contenders; Venerable Bede and Thomas à Becket. They flipped a coin
for it, but lo and behold the coin landed on its edge. Mike
declared this to be an omen, and suggested that England is worthy
of two patron saints: One for the language and one for the land;
one for the summer; and one for the winter; one for the Angles and
one for the Saxons. Ooh, you should have seen them agreeing on
this.

And so, from this paragraph onward, the English
people will seek help from Anglian Mr. Bede: protector of the
English language, with a Summer's feast day on 26th May;
and Saxon Mr. à Becket: protector of the English land, with a
Winter's feast day on 29th December. Hurrah! Three
cheers for Bede and Becket. Two true English heroes.

Mike asked whether it was still suitable to have
St. George's Cross as the national flag. And if not, what should
the flag be? The double-headed eagle of Mercia was his preferred
choice. Tucker preferred to bring back the wyvern of Wessex.
Pobberkins voted for Kent's horse, and Shobaloba favoured Essex's
seaxes (sexy Saxon swords that look a bit like sabres when
represented in heraldry). JJ went for the martlets of Sussex and
crew-mate 2 campaigned for the crowns of East Anglia.

Tabkey solved it when he suggested putting the
wyvern, eagle and horse in three of the four quarters of the flag,
separated by a broad cross. Obviously, the wyvern should be
situated in the south-west quarter, and the horse in the
south-east. The Mercian eagle of the West Midlands should perhaps
go in the north-west. The fourth quarter, the north-east, should
contain the three sabres of Essex and three crowns of East Anglia.
Colourwise, gold pictures on a red background would restore, to
some extent, the Cross of St. George. It wouldn't be the Cross of
St. George, but it would adopt enough of the familiarity of
England's flag, whilst employing the colours of the Northumbrian
flag. Upon the cross could sit the six martlets of Sussex, four on
the horizontal and two on the vertical. Tabkey then excelled
himself by suggesting a lion-shaped watermark covering the entire
flag, turned around so that his head resides in the north-east
quarter, near the crowns. The lion being the only creature which
represents all England. This satisfied and cheered all the pirates
who could now imagine the lion (passant guardant) connecting,
uniting and protecting all seven kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxon
heptarchy.

Tucker was confused, because he thought England
had three lions. Thankfully, Pobberkins saved the day by telling
him that the first two lions don't count because they are French,
having arrived on England's shore in 1066 on the flag of the
Normans.

Some of the pirates then decided to create the
flag. Shobaloba was so delighted with their effort, that it was
sent up to the top of the mast, to be used as a sail.

And from this paragraph onwards, all the English
people who wish to distance themselves from the troubles of George,
the warmongering, the hooliganism, the dragon-slaying and reality
television, can fly the red and gold flag of England instead of his
red and white one.

Also that morning; the dolphins had achieved
democracy and elected two of their number to be representatives of
the community. They had many important objectives to be taken into
regard by the pirates, but because these pirates are on the thicker
side of thickicity they were unable to translate clicks and
whistles (Dolpheen to you and I) into British English. However,
they were able to translate it into Swiss German, although they
didn't know it themselves. [Dolphins do not have a term for
'Big Bang' because they are too intelligent to waste time on such
things. 'Big' in Dolpheen comes out as click-click and 'Bang' comes
out as whistle-click-whistle-whistle-click. If you want to humour a
dolphin, combine those two sequences. They will laugh at your
broken syntax, but won't understand what the dilly-o you are trying
to describe.]

Shortly before eleven o'clock, 26 Little Auk
breeding pairs gave up the battle with gravity and fell into the
cooking pot, through the chimney, purely by chance and using an
element of cartoon physics. For elevenses the pirates had
penguin-of-the-north fondue. With the many feathers, the pirates
fashioned two wings and persuaded JJ to fly away. The plan was
working brilliantly until midday when he had to come back to salute
Miss of Arc.

The final amazing manoeuvre of the morning came
about when Tucker discovered a real stowaway. It turned out that he
had been hiding behind the mast all along. When questioned by the
pirates as to whom he might be, he replied; "My name might be
Siameyes and I have been studying the migratory patterns of
super-models. I thought it best that JJ should not know of my
existence as it might affect the results. When I saw him leave, I
decided I would reveal myself to you. I do hope it is not too much
trouble for you brave strong pirates?"

Well, that won their hearts, didn't it? To be
considered real pirates was one thing, but to have brave and strong
added to their résumés sent them into a frenzy from which they
couldn't recover for nearly fifteen minutes.

When they eventually came round, they decided it
would be great for morale to keep Siameyes in the group. By this
time JJ was back on board and ready to salute. The gang wondered
why Siameyes was no longer worried to be hiding from JJ, but nobody
wanted to be the one to ask in case it was a stupid question.

Siameyes wondered why nobody asked him why he
was no longer worried about hiding from JJ. Regardless, he thought
he should tell them anyway. "I have ascertained that JJ is
suffering from a variation of schizophrenia. A sort of reversed
schizophrenia. Instead of being the only person who can see me, he
is the only person who can't see me. Besides, he is far too busy
looking at his watch, pointing to the horizon and performing other
super-model poses to notice anyone for very long."

"I've a variation of schizophrenia too," stated
Tabkey. "Instead of there being one person whom only I can detect,
everybody I have ever met is an illusion. I am the only real person
in the world."

"No, Tabkey, you're very wrong."

"That's precisely the sort of thing a figment of
my imagination would have me believe."

"JJ, did you get a good goosey-gander of the new
flag as you were flying back to us?" asked Shobaloba.

"Yes, Cap'n, it's magnificent. A flag to be
proud of."

"Good. I thought it might be."

"Although from a distance you can't make out any
of the details. It just looks like a red cross on a field of cloth
of gold."

"That's okay," said Mike. "In fact, as a
simplified version it's perfect. The red cross can represent the
blood of Becket, whose head was split open in Canterbury cathedral.
And gold is the only colour which can reflect the full majesty of
the country he loved so well. Let's dub it the Cross of St. Thomas.
I don't think Mr. Bede will mind too much. I'm sure if he could
have chosen the colours, he too would have gone with the red and
gold of his native Northumbria. May God fill the sail with wind,
wherever we may be, to show the world that He favours England, and
all who travel under her new flag. Amen."

"Amen," repeated most of the rest of the
crew.

Amen indeed.










Chapter 2
Bobbidy Bo



On Monday next, the pirates spotted a tiny
island which just so happened to be roughly, more-or-less, the
shape of a badger posing for a passport photograph. Give or take an
owl in prayer.

They decided it would be best to drop anchor and
explore the island, hereafter known as Badger. Shobaloba was
delighted to discover that Badger bore fruit of all kinds, except
the crab-apple family. It was usefully coincidental that the
pirates felt it necessary to take a holiday from all their piratey
malevolence.

So the majority ruled and each pirate left the
ship to use the island for their own purposes.

Tabkey went in search of exotic plants and
foodstuffs. He was hoping to find the sacred Brother Thyme. He had
heard from his uncle Jeremy that somewhere, in distant lands, there
is to be found an immortal chef who specialises in all things
herby. It turned out that Thyme was only useful for digging
trenches. Tabkey did find one herb and it did a fine job in finally
putting to ease his croaky voice which had been dogging him so
greatly, lately. It was rosebay willowherb, tasted but not
ingested.

Tucker took advantage of the island's many
climbing-trees, lagoons with accompanying waterfalls and extensive
cave system. He found Brother Climb who taught him how to trap
bears.

Mike hesitated for a minute before leaving the
ship. He was born on the ship and had never left it in all his
years as a hooded pirate of the piratehood. When he did leave, he
instantly found a heap of rigging in a nearby golf bunker. He was
so excited by the find, that he didn't notice the evidence of
non-pirate humanity coming from a rake. Brother Mime found Mike
later on and demonstrated to him about how best to pickle fish.

Pobberkins went for a plod. It took 45 minutes
to reach the other side of the island. Where, upon his arrival, he
discovered Brother Shine meditating under a pebble. Pobberkins
thought he was only hiding under it. Deciding that this was the
most fun thing he had ever seen, he moved to thieve the pebble and
then to try hiding himself. Unfortunately, Shine found this to be
discouraging and chased our hero for kicks and giggles.

Ocul-Rinz, on the other hand, decided to stay to
the coastline. But, like a small child on a farm, he took the
adventure far too seriously. At first it was all sandy beaches.
Then, in turn, it slowly became sharp gravel, then rocks and so on.
Before too soon he was teetering on the edge of deadly cliffs in
high winds. He was beginning to regret the idea, but realised it
would look cowardly if he turned back. He paid the price, and his
death was indicated by the millions of ball bearings strewn about
the cliff face. Brother Slime collected some and informed the
crew.

Shobaloba thought it would be great to find
pirate treasure. Brother Mighty-Fine helped, but alas they found
none. In order to relieve themselves of the disappointment, they
buried some of their own treasured belongings and ended the day
knocking several shades of spit out of each other with bejewelled
banjoes.

JJ thought it best to set up a base camp in a
jungle clearing just off the beach. In the morning he built a
comprehensive tree-house system in the trees surrounding a circle
of closely mown grass. After noon he trained a horde of leprechauns
to perform impressions of the other pirates. And just before dusk
he had established contact with Brother Rhyme who looked at JJ
mystically and questioned him on why children pinch. They concluded
that it must be because children, by their nature, are young, and
therefore are less experienced in diplomacy and less inclined to
take their opponent to court. Physical violence being the last
resort of a defeated diplomat. Court being the last resort of a
beaten weakling.

Siameyes studied JJ whilst building defensive
turrets and painting any leprechauns which came near. Brother Wine
crouched in one corner and muttered various unpublishable
obscenities.

Late that evening all the heroes returned to the
base camp, except for Ecul-Rinz who was there in spirit. Upon their
arrival they decided to pound JJ for using initiative. The eight
Monks of Badger manned the turrets and guarded the remaining
pirates through the night.

 

The next morning began firstly with Tucker who
was up at eleven o'clock, trapping bears. Shobaloba arose next,
excited by the prospect that somewhere on the island there was
buried treasure. Pobberkins awoke at half past eleven in order to
beat Brother Shine to the pebble.

The rest of the pirates were content with their
actions from the previous day. They awoke at the comfortable hour
of midday. For breakfast, bear and pickled fish were on the menu.
Meanwhile, in Leicester, Tomes asked Robert what an OEL is. To
which Robert replied with the raspberrying version of the national
anthem whilst scratching his head with his foot.

After breakfast it was unanimously decided that
a celebration in the shape of a market day was necessary. And so,
each pirate manned a stall, the Monks of Badger sold raffle tickets
and the leprechauns fetched their purses.

Mike opened his stall first and decided it was
important for the market to have a centre for rigging connoisseurs.
His booming voice could be heard as far away as the twin isle of
Fox where anthropomorphic artists gathered to celebrate the work of
Foxy McKay from Gower.

"Get your fresh rigging here," he bellowed. "The
best rigging in the land. Ideal for all weathers, including hot
hail. A steal for you today, Madam. How about it? I can tell by the
squint in your eye, you've come here today especially for my fine
rigging. Try a sample if you're not sure. You won't regret it, sir,
I can assure you. I've got hemp rigging from Wallis & Futuna
and leather rigging from the Democratic Republic of the Bongo.
Won't you try today's special? Kelp rigging all the way from the
rigging capital of the world, Svalbard."

This was of course mostly lies and market banter
as the only rigging he had was that from Apple Bumble and the
rigging he had found in the bunker upon arrival. Both sets he had
no wish of selling, due to 'sentimental value'. However, he had
done his homework and was very correct about the little known fact
about Svalbard, as you would expect.

The next pirate to produce a market stall was
Pobberkins. He had found a secret stash of knee-hair grooming kits.
The leprechauns were mad for this sort of knick-knack and the units
were generously priced at one gold piece each. But unfortunately,
Pobberkins was found wanting when it came to sealing the deal, and
so was unable to sell his wares to the frenzy of little fellas. To
everybody's mutual consternation.

Tabkey produced something vaguely representative
of a stall when he unveiled his fortune-telling caravan. Where he
obtained such a caravan is unknown but the source of his forecasts
was clear to all. For the previous evening, he had decided to bake
for the crew a batch of fortune cookies. Fortunately, for the
leprechauns, he had baked far, far too many. Upon each arrival of
leprechaun, Tabkey would produce a cookie from his bag-o-fun in
exchange for a bag-o-silver. Or, in most cases, the promise that
the leprechauns would not sing old sea-shanties involving
pommel-bound cod, agoraphobic sea potatoes and starfish folk who
can never find matching socks.

"What stall are you going to open, Shobs?"

"I sell moon acres and areas of deep space. It's
crazy. There's just no shortage of victims, I mean, er,
customers."

"Philosophically speaking," replied Mike.
"Ownership is a myth. I don't own the body I travel around in, but
I think I have the best 'claim of ownership', even if it might not
be the earliest claim. In most countries on Earth I could defend my
claim of ownership, but that doesn't make it universally
official.

It's all about claim defence. If you think you
own the moon, or anything else for that matter, you have to think
about how and where you would defend your claim. My body claim is
based upon the belief that I am the person who uses it most, am the
person who keeps it alive and am the person who will disappear when
it dies. It's a good claim. If anybody else was to challenge it, I
would probably successfully defend my claim in most courts of law.
At least those on this planet, if not those on all of the planets
which pre-evolved us and claimed ownership of this solar system,
and everything in it, millions of years ago.

When buying a certificate of ownership for a
piece of extra-terrestrial real-estate, the 'buyer' is merely
buying a claim. Who would do that if they knew they could claim it
for free? Everyone can claim ownership of anything they want, but
not every claim can be satisfactorily defended.

There are still areas of Earth (an obscure body
in the SK system) which are not very well claimed. We'll be going
to one of them later on, probably. I can feel it in my waters. The
reason they are not well claimed is because they are not worth
defending. The one we are going to is particularly useless, except
to say that being the recognised owner of it would help defend the
ownership of the surrounding ocean. Ocean which could be valuable
if it was found to contain exploitable oil fields or fish stocks.
The island itself is of no worth whatsoever. At least, it won't be
after we've finished with it.

Similarly, the moon is of no economic importance
whatsoever, as far as we can tell. Aside from it probably having no
resources worth sending rocket ships up for, the very fact that it
is has a rotation period of approximately twenty nine and a half
Earth-days means that terra-forming it for the purposes of
colonization would be absurd. Nights and days both last a couple of
weeks up there. It would just be too much effort to make it
inhabitable, except at the poles. But even there it would be far
too cold.

So yeah, go ahead and claim ownership of it if
you must. None of the space-faring organizations will contest your
claim. If for no other reason, they simply won't need to because
you will not be able to defend it. They can go up there and walk
all over your land if they want to. You're not going to stop them,
are you? How could you? Divide your claim and sell it on if you
can. Heck, who's gonna stop you selling the same acre to all your
'customers'?"

"How much for ten acres on the equator, Shobs?"
asked JJ. "Please can I get a student discount if I buy in bulk? I
can only afford to buy more than I need if there is a saving to be
made."

Tabkey also came over and bought some moon. "Do
you have any Mars ares for sale?" he asked. (An 'are' is an area
equal to 100 square metres.)

Mike went back to his stall, crying and shaking
his head as he went. "Why do I bother?"

Tucker experimented with a familiar saying which
he had heard his mother use on many occasions. He was delighted to
find that hot cakes really do sell like they should. His accountant
raised a smile or two too, to the jingle of coppers in Tucker's
pockets.

JJ decided it would be a lot of fun to walk
around and make other people yawn, by first pretending to yawn in
front of them. Tabkey was particularly susceptible to this trick,
and lost a lot of business from customers who thought he was bored
of talking to them.

Siameyes decided he would help the others. It
wasn't a matter of the others needing the help. It was more to do
with the fact that Siameyes was way too afraid to venture forth
into business on his own. The others didn't need or want any help,
but they were all happy to accommodate the dude. All of them except
for JJ, of course, who didn't realise he was being helped.

 

After many hours of frantic buying and selling,
the market came to an abrupt end when there was nothing left to
sell. Or, on the other hand, there was nothing left to buy. Either
way, the stock ran out, and the leprechauns ran in. Ran in to their
hobby-holes, that is. With respect to the danger of pointing out
the blatantly obvious, they were far too keen to start testing
their knee-hair grooming kits. Oh yes, Pobberkins did eventually
manage to come up with a selling strategy and he shifted those
kits. It took three hours before he eventually produced:

 

"Knee-hair grooming kits are
grand,

you'll feel like the king of this
land.

I found them in trash,

I'll only take cash,

and all are packed in stripey
sand."

 

It wasn't the most genius of limericks (the last
line needs desperate help) but the leprechauns were crazy for this
type of light entertainment. More were demanded, and soon
Pobberkins had opened up a one-man comic festival, called
'Pobberkins' Comic Festival'. Not too taxing on the mind but it had
a nice ring to it. Well, at one point in brief history it had a
nice ring to it. To someone. Anyone? Well, maybe not then.

For the first few days, only the one limerick
was performed. But as time progressed, Pobberkins felt the
irresistible urge to create more masterpieces. Pobberkins' second
limerick was predictably entitled 'Pobberkins' Second Limerick'.
And it went thusly:

 

"I feel it is time to write
more,

Buy My Wares is beginning to
bore.

So, unlike a stray dart,

I'm ready to start,

Mike's mother's a
whore."

 

Having heard this, Mike was suddenly struck down
with a bad case of humiliation.

JJ became trapped in a cycle of
self-conversation.

Tabkey was confused by the compulsion of
migration.

Tucker was (and still is) considering
hesitation.

Siameyes began sweating a flood of
perspiration.

Pobberkins enjoyed every pirate-powered
animation.

Most importantly of all, the captain was hit by
a classic case of inspiration.

Shobaloba took to the stage with a kind of magic
which demanded the respect of overwhelming greatness any performer
deserves. Lifting one hand, slowly but surely, ensured that the
audience would become ready for a stroke of Shobalobalic genius.
With hand firmly held up high, and the audience numbed with
anticipation, Shobaloba looked up, jumped forward and let rip, in
monotone:

 

"D'bobbidy bobbidy bo,

d'bobbidy bobbidy bo.

Bobbidy bo,

bobbidy bo,

bobbidy bobbidy bo."

 

For a second there was a pause. Each eye was
transfixed on this solitary figure. Nobody stirred. The second felt
like a short lifetime. Silent whisperings became silent murmurings.
The murmurings became louder, more definite. Shobaloba felt it. The
pirates felt it. The monks felt it. The leprechauns felt it. The
animals of the forest, the fish of the sea, the birds of the air
felt it. The trees and the streams, the rocks and the flowers felt
it. Everyone and everything felt it.

And then there were screams of joy.

The crowd went crazy. The crowd became wild with
delusion. Screaming for more, there were buzzing sensations within
each and every soul for hours and hours. Parties ensued, a feast
was planned and the island joined hands in union as they repeated
the limerick around the clock until late, very late into the night.
And into the next night. And into the middle of the next lunar
cycle. No-one considered stopping the festival. It was Shobaloba's
second greatest, most glorious life achievement, and the very best
for a long time. Deep within, Shobs was worried that maybe this
splendiferous moment could never be re-achieved. For it was a
moment. It may've lasted several weeks but it was just one single
moment.

Every night was an anniversary of a great
performance. Pobberkins knew that he would never equal such a
masterpiece, but he didn't care. He hollered louder than anyone.
Never before was a limerick so universally accepted. Never again
could a person step up to the stage and expect such a response.

Nothing could be done to calm the celebrations.
Each dip in volume was quenched with renewed cheering. No-one slept
and no-one rested during the festival at any time. To this day, it
is still spoken about in small circles and it will never be
forgotten.

On the severalth Sunday, it was suggested that
enough was enough and that everyone was being just a little bit
silly. JJ received the kind of punishment which was to be expected
from such a ludicrous idea.

On the severalth Monday, Tabkey suggested that
the party should end. And so it did. Everyone agreed that to have
good times, it was important to have bad times, solely for the sake
of contrast. For the rest of the week, the pirates stuck pins into
each other.

After that, Shobaloba decided that the mission
would continue.

"Does anyone agree that this island is beginning
to seep repetitiveness?"

"Very much so," replied the mouth of a lower
pirate.

"I think we should be making our way toward
safer climes," agreed JJ. "I was nearly trampled upon by that giant
man, Lemuel. I was telling him that he is just a big bully. It was
then that he stepped on me. Luckily, I just managed to crawl into
one of the snake pits before his heel came down. Don't tell anyone
but he thinks he got me.

Then there was the snake incident. How can one
small island support more than one snake pit? Who feeds them?"

"Uh, that might have been me," interrupted
Pobberkins. "Sorry about it."

"Anyway, as I was," continued JJ, as he threw a
dirty look in Pobberkins' direction. "I can understand the novelty
in having a snake pit guarding some ancient valuable artefacts. But
why have more than one? Surely there is a danger element attached
to it. As I so infamously found out for myself."

"Oh yes, how are the swellings from the bites
doing?"

"Well, my arms still resemble those of a
Hippopotamus', but my legs have gone down to only double their
normal diameter. Walking has been very difficult these past few
days but I'm recovering some sense of feeling from my feet at last.
Soon I would like to re-enter the daily hop-scotching
championships. If only these leeches didn't inconvenience me in the
way they do."

"And what way is that?"

"Is it not obvious, Brother Mighty-Fine? Is it
not clear that they are not colour co-ordinated? When I wear red
polka dots, they wear black. When I wear yellow pinstripes, they
wear black. When I wear pink chevrons, they wear… "

"Black?"

"So it is obvious then?"

"No, it was just a wild stab in the… "

And before the danger of copyright infringency
came into play, Shobaloba ordered the pirates to bid farewell to
all the leprechauns and Monks of Badger, climb aboard Apple Bumble
and continue on their journey.

 

"I was going to say 'black'. A wild stab in the
black. It's original enough, I dare to declare." added Mighty-Fine,
but everybody had stopped reading by that point, closed their books
for the night, finished off their warm bedtime cocoa, brushed their
teeth and recited their prayers. Prayers that chapter three would
be at least half as enjoyable as the one just finishing. I have a
good feeling it will be.










Chapter 3
High Jinx


The pirates are currently heading due west in
search of pleasant butterflies. On the island, our heroes developed
a taste for Waxy Lyricals, a parasitic butterfly which is mutually
beneficial to the host. The female butterfly lays one egg per ear
where it is incubated nicely. The caterpillar feasts on the ear wax
by day, thus improving the hearing of the host. It also sings
beautiful butterfly lullabies at dusk to give sleep to the host and
awakens them at dawn with all the news and gossip from around the
region. The chrysalis hangs from the lobe of the ear, thus
nullifying any need for earrings. The adult butterfly emerges from
the chrysalis on the hottest day of the year. It then sits astride
the ear where it flaps its little wings, thus cooling the host
down, and strokes away any itches with its soothing feelers. On the
day after the hottest day, the butterfly flaps away in search of a
mate.

It was discovered that only a small percentage
of Waxy Lyricals were pleasant enough to really 'hit the spot'. It
could be something in the genetic construction of those insects
fluttering by, but it was found that the more pleasant the
individual, the sweeter the meat. Tucker heard from Father Climb
that all living things become more pleasant the further away they
are from Eastend.

Another thing that was learned from island life
was the ability to beano. Twice a week, the pirates, their friends
and the stowaway…

"Please. Could you not refer to me as 'the
stowaway'?" interrupted Siameyes. "I think it's only fair that I
become an honorary pirate dude? I've noticed that the number 2
jersey is now hanging up unworn. I don't suppose it would be
possible to… "

"I'm not so sure about that," said Captain
Shobaloba. "Sure you can be a rigger, but if we made you to be
number 2 it would mean changing the song."

"What song?" replied everybody else.

"What do you mean by 'what song?'? Every ship
has a song. You mean to say you've never heard our song?"

Everybody else looked about themselves and
softly replied, "Oh that song! It's going to be okay, Shobaloba.
Everything is going to be just fine." And they walked slowly away,
never daring to raise the subject in conversation again. It was all
too convenient that the crew-mate number 4 position was still
vacant, and so Siameyes took that jersey and made it his own.

"Also," added the new crew-mate, trying his luck
somewhat. "Could I recommend something be added to the English flag
up there, please?"

"Well, since you said 'please', you may,"
replied Shobaloba. "What had you in mind?"

"A Tudor Rose sat right in the middle, on the
criss of the cross."

"An excellent idea, my friend. An excellent
idea. Why didn't we think of putting England's floral symbol on
there?" The captain looked around at the other pirates, and they
suddenly became with sheepish. Ashamed of themselves, they
were.

The ability to beano had come as a quaint form
of relief to the shippable chums. Twice a week they would consume
impressive amounts of dilute ethanol in order to lose control of
their binding senses. This takes about two hours, Delia. When
supple, each pirate would stumble about and greet each other
whenever they collided. The manner in which they greeted each other
was no less than baffling. Despite having met many times in the
previous hour, they still felt the necessary necessity of
high-fiving continuously whilst shouting directly in each other's
ears, asking if they were 'alright mate?'.

It was during such a session that all the
pirates happened to collide with the exact same question for the
young one, in and around the crow's nest. It couldn't have been a
very good crow's nest because there were no corvids of any variety
carrying on there. However, as always, Shobaloba was wearing a sea
parrot on each shoulder. And although they will prefer to perch on
the shoulders of a captain all year round, they always build their
breeding nests within the mane of the pirate with the biggest
haircut. You know who.

"Tucker, can I ask you a very unique and
personal question?" asked all but Tucker.

Fits of giggles ensued due to the certain chance
of such an event happening. There followed the genius manoeuvre of
the day from Pobberkins. Of all pirates throughout the world it was
renowned that Pobberkins was never usually the first to spot a
jinxing moment.

"JINX!!" boomed Pobberkins. "Ha ha, I've got you
all under my spell now. You can't talk until I deem it
appropriate."

A pause followed.

Then another.

Then a short one, closely followed by two of
medium length.

"Isn't anyone going to challenge my authority?"
asked Pobberkins, who obviously didn't understand or appreciate the
employment of jinx.

Another pause squeezed itself out before Tucker
realised he wasn't spellbound.

"You just jinxed them. If you won't allow them
to talk until you say they may, it means they won't be able to talk
until you say they may. You break the jinx for each victim by
saying their name five times."

"Oh yes. How thick of me. Right, okay. As we all
stopped my son with the self-same question, I can only anticipate
we were meaning to follow it up with another identical question.
Can we all hit our heads against the flagpole if the question that
I shall lead with is the same one you were all going to ask?"

Head banging occurred. Mike fell.

"Not yet, fools. I've not asked my… I mean our
question yet. Or is it just my question? I'm not sure now. Hmm?
Okay. Here is my question, son."

"Please, you can call me Tucker. We're not at a
car boot sale."

If you know what is good for you, you won't
mention car boot sales in my presence.

"Oh great, I didn't realise the narrator can
still speak too. Everyone is just trying their damnedest to ruin my
game. I only came here for a bit of fun, but you all seem intent on
ruining my moment. This is to be my finest moment."

"Bang your heads against the flagpole if you
wish to apologise to my father?"

Not-so-loud head-banging followed.

"What's wrong, Mike? Are you not apologetic for
our actions? Oh, sorry, you're unconscious. Dad, I do believe we
are all very sorry for ruining the game."

"Can I continue with our question?"

A head-banging party was planned and performed
at that instant. Mike came to, then prepared a pair of pears for
paring.

"Tucker, they call you the boy of twelve years
and twelve fears. But is it true you are… "

"Yes, I am twelve. Don't you remember, father. I
was barely there and I remember. To not remember your son being
born, father, really appals me."

"That wasn't our question. Well, Ecul-Ronz
may've asked that question but he is no longer here and so he
didn't."

"But he might have."

"A valid point Tucker. Congratulations. He might
well have asked that question. In fact, I'm certain he would
have."

"Are you absolutely sure, father?"

"Uh, can I get back to you about that?"

"Whatever."

"Are you really afraid of twelve things,
Tucker?"

Pirates who had been jinxed banged their heads.
Then fell over. Then got up and pared pears.

"Oh, that was the question each pirate was
desperate to ask, was it?"

"Well, we weren't desperate to begin with, but
towards the end of all this I'm sure we were desperate of
something."

"My head on a stick?" asked Tucker,
inappropriately. It was quite a strange thing to say because it
really doesn't fit with any of the previous dialogue. Fortunately,
perhaps deliberately, it does fit with the next line.

"What do you think we are, pirates or
something?" asked Pobberkins.

Tucker banged his head in frustration. "I do
have twelve fears, it is true," said Tucker as he took from his
holster his child-friendly paring blade. "Would you like to know
what they are?"

"No, that was all. Thanks," replied
Pobberkins.

The jinxed pirates applied more head power to
the flagpole.

"I think the others would like to know about my
twelve fears."

"Well, I don't," replied Pobberkins. "I already
know what they are," he said as he walked away from the nest, along
the cross-mast thingy toward the end of a yardarm.

"The most fearsome of my fears are very fearish
indeed. Are you sure you want to hear them?"

The pirates answered routinely.

"Somebody is going to have to watch that flag.
It doesn't look too scary any more.

Let us begin at fear number four. Yes, number
four is 'as good a place as any' to start. My fourth fear is tears.
I hate crying. Not because it means something sad has happened. But
because my tears are very salty and they tend to stick to my face
when I'm not looking. I am afraid that one day so much salt will be
stuck to my face that I won't be able to chew the pulp directly
from a plywood tree. What a tree that is. And how exciting is its
sap."

"I had a corrupt friend once who took the name
of a tree as his nickname," whispered JJ, just out of earshot of
the hairy one. "Imagine that. Hmm, I know. I need a nickname, but
what should I choose? I know, let's go for 'Ginkgo biloba'. That
sounds great! What a fool? Guess what we called him instead of
Ginkgo?"

To which joke-at-the-past each pirate laughed.
They laughed and laughed. They laughed and they laughed and they
chuckled a little bit. Hearing the laughter, Pobberkins decided to
stomp back to the scene.

"Did I say you could laugh?"

"Did I say you could stomp?" replied
Shobaloba.

"Um, you spoke that means you have to… "

"Have to what?" interrupted Tabkey. "We got
bored of your game. It was fun for a short while, sure. But when
our Jolly Hockeysticks fell down, we had no way of communicating."
[Apple Bumble's Jolly Roger has the form of crossed hockey
sticks below a goalie's mask.]

"Ty vole! This is terrible news. Now the other
ships won't know that we are a threat to them. Perhaps I should
have ended the game while it was still hot."

"Well, that is the general procedure,
Pobberkins. You can't just deny us of all forms of communication
and then leave us like that."

"My sixth fear is gears. The reason I am a part
of this crew is because the Apple Bumble has an automatic gearing
system."

"So it has nothing to do with the fact that your
father is a pirate and your mother abandoned us to pursue a career
in candle monitoring?" asked Pobberkins.

"Please do not bring mother into this
conversation. She is happy as she is, making sure that every candle
she finds is lit and well-maintained. She couldn't be a pirate,
even if she tried."

"And she couldn't raise a child if the child was
a very naughty one who took delight in dousing her flames."

"THAT IS ENOUGH, FATHER!! Please do not speak
ill of my mother, anymore. It's easier for everyone that I am a
pirate, you are a pirate and she is a Canterbury cathedral
candle-carer.

I do have a great fear of manual gears. It might
seem like bing-bang-digga-digga-dang to you but the chunking of the
gears at close range reminds me of the time I ate a seafood pizza
rather too eagerly. That's all. There is no stigma attached, no
warped tendencies towards easy gears and absolutely nothing to do
with Kilkenny carpet designs."

"Alright and okay. I understand most of your
problem," said Siameyes. "But I have a similar problem with travel
irons and I always blame the deep shags of the Irish."

"It's a common solution, but we can't blame
these people for our downfalls. They're our problems and they're
their carpets and there is nothing we can do to ease the
situation," concluded Mike who was feeling rather left out, due in
no small way to the incessant beeping in his favourite ear.
Suddenly, he was also feeling a little bit triumphant after having
spoken a sentence containing their, there and they're. He began to
think of better ways to put those three very different words into
one sentence. "They're there because their sisters told their
brothers there that when they're over there they're their own
bosses," concluded Mike. This made him smile.

"My latest fear, the one I attained last
birthday is peers. It's not a real fear, in the true sense of the
word. It's more like an uncomfortable feeling of not knowing how to
talk to a posh person. I guess what I'm trying to say is that it's
a fear of the unfamiliar. Heterophobic people are not truly afraid
of straights, but they fear the potential situation of awkward
silence when a conversation is in the offing. Me? I am wary of
aristocrats. They don't know me and the world I live in. Likewise,
I don't know them, nor understand the issues that they face on a
daily basis. I worry that one day the lord of a manor will begin
talking to me about drainage problems in his lower field, fearful
it might be an upper-class metaphor for something far more
sinister.

Incidentally, my father never gives me a
birthday present. Instead he makes sure I become a-feared of
something new which rhymes with fear. How much fun it wasn't when I
was awoken on my 'lebenth (11th) birthday looking up at a
razor-sharp spear darting its way toward me. Still not sure how I
managed to escape that one."

"Nor I," muttered Pobberkins. "Hang it
anyway."

My first fear is deers. I cannot stand the
things. When I became a year old I was fooled into believing they
were the driving force behind Santa. Every baby knows that deers do
not possess the flying abilities of reindeers. To this day I am
afraid of such lame lies. Especially lies from my parents. My
parents! Can you believe they could be so cruel?"

"Erm?! You said your first fear is deers, but
you also just said you are afraid of the lame lies which accompany
them."

"Who said that?" asked Tucker.

I'm not too sure as I was just looking at
that-there escape-goat (came the narrative response). Why is there
an escape-goat on a pirate ship? It was my understanding that
mountain-tops are where goats are best suited to aiding one's
escape.

"I was only a one year old when my deer fear
became existent and thus I wasn't aware that I had made the error
because I was naïve. Everyone is allowed to be naïve at such a
tender age. If I were to change the name of my first fear it
wouldn't rhyme with the others and also it would, in a sense, be
cheating my former self. I still see that one-years-old child as a
relevant person worthy of remembrance and recognition.

Fear number eight is my most favourite of all
fears. I love to be afraid of jeers. If I receive jeers from
anyone, I take it both as something to be deeply afraid of, and yet
at the same time something to learn from. The learning in life is
what makes living interesting. Sure, I don't like to be considered
unpopular. But if my friends and family pretended to like me and my
work, then I would resent it later when I discovered the truth, the
whole truth and nothing but the truth. The learning curve is the
curve of all curves, which is most likely to cause felicity, true
felicity and nothing but felicity. Felicity is what we need. We
need felicity in our hearts if we are to be happy. Am I wrong?
Anyone, am I wrong? Well am I?"

"You are far from wrong, son," answered his
father.

"In what way am I far from wrong? I'm either
wrong or right. There is no geography involved."

"I just meant that you are so right that it's
geographically unfunny"

"Hmm. That was an unusually witty recovery for
you. I like it. Good work. Have a house point."

"One does but try, son. One does but try."

"What does one do but try? That doesn't make any
sense to me."

"What I meant to say was, I try to be funny. But
the proper and correct middle-class method to play it is; 'one does
but try'."

"If I'm right, then what you've just said
contradicts itself. If you do but try, does it mean you do
everything except try. Now you've just said that you try. Perhaps
you should've said 'one doesn't but try', as in 'one doesn't do
anything but try'. What do you think?"

"Once again, son, you've put me in my place and
I feel thoroughly ashamed of my error."

"Thoroughly ashamed?" asked Tucker
inquisitively.

"Thoroughly as thoroughly can be," replied
Pobberkins inquisitively (liking the way his son delivered the
question).

"You needn't take it so seriously. You should
know by now that of all your children I am the one whom you mustn't
feel inferior to. Shall I continue with my list of fears?"

"Please don't. It's not that we don't find your
twelve years life story totally compelling," replied the chef.
"It's just that… it's just… um… can someone help me out here
please."

"Why? Are you losing friction at your elbow
again? You really must stop playing in axle grease," answered
Mike.

"That's not axle grease!" exclaimed Siameyes.
That's just sugar mixed in with Old Mama's shampoo. It does make
greasing axles very enjoyably satisfactory. But it isn't axle
grease."

"You mean we've been greasing our rudder with
sweet shampoo?" asked Tabkey. "No wonder those dolphins have been
a-following us all this time."

"Please. Enough of the less-than-necessary. I am
referring to that 'a-' you found needy of placement before you said
'following'."

"Sorry, Mike. Shan't do it again."

"You are forgiven," said Mike.

"Thankyou, father."

"I am not your father. But that reminds me.
Perhaps I could be."

"I think it's too late to be Tabkey's father.
He's thirty seven years born," asserted Shobaloba. "I think those
kinds of decisions were made a while back."

"No. What I meant was, I could be the ship's
priest. I could open a confessional and everyone who felt bad about
a certain action of theirs. Well, they could release their burden
onto my philosophical shoulders and all will be well."

"If you add white to red, you get pink. If you
add black to pink, do you get red?"

"Shut up your face, JJ."

"I've often wondered whether a Ferris wheel
spins clockwise or anticlockwise," asked Pobberkins.

"You are not the first and you won't be the last
to ponder over that one," said Mike. "I don't think there is an
answer which will satisfy all and sundry."

"What would you know, two-eyes?" grunted the
simple one in the corner.

"For crying out loud!" cried Mike, out loud.
"Did I offend you or something? I wish I had two eyes. It would
make seeing, looking, peering and watching, considerably less
stressful. How is it, that because I wear a monocle I have adopted
an extra eye? You must be blinder than I to think that my spectacle
looks like an eye. Even I can see that it is not an eye and I am
the visually disabled one."

"Two-eyes, you… um… two-eyes, two-eyes. You've
got two eyes."

"If that's your only argument, you can go."

"Okay, I will, two-eyes."

"How lame?" said a rhetorical Mike.

I should like to make it known that it is best
mate Mike, and not the captain as you had all thought until now,
with the token 'mono-eye and patch'. You should also note that even
though Siameyes has a single eye socket, he does indeed have two
eyeballs. Thus, Siamese eyes. Or Siameyes as I prefer. He is not
the pirate with the license to have the token 'mono-eye'. That
license sits safely soundly in Mike's back pocket, folded into
eighths. We should also note that Siameyes' eye socket is not what
you might think. Circular with two squished eyeballs, but rather
two eye sockets which have merged. Siameyes is the product of an
amorous affair between randy siblings. Twin-siblings at that.
Twin-siblings who were also born to twin-siblings, who in turn were
born to twin-siblings, et cetera. In conclusion, whereas most
people can enjoy the very deep gene pool afforded by having
thirty-two great-great-great-grandparents, Siameyes only has the
two. And one of them wasn't 'all there'. We can think of Siameyes'
eye socket as two ox-bowing rivers which gradually grew toward each
other over the generations until they met. This also is noteworthy,
so jotters out: Siameyes' family is working towards achieving
Cyclopes status. The original rivers later became cut-off and
separated from their ox-bows and left an X-shaped lake. Except the
X is curvy. Except in Siameyes' case (where a curvy X-shaped eye
socket is a bizarre notion which only almost happens when he closes
his eyes) his eye socket is in the shape of infinity. For those who
can't picture infinity, it looks like a drunken '8' which has
fallen over. For those very challenged people among us who can't
even picture this, infinity looks like ∞. The last thing we must
note is that Siameyes' eye socket is more conjoined than infinity.
So, in essence, like infinity, less the crossover in the middle.
Like a rectangle with curvy corners and two inward-peering
kinks.

At that moment the party disengaged. It was
decided that enough chat had occurred in the previous while. Enough
to conclude any issues of medium to high priority. Tucker never did
complete his listing of fears, but it is possible that he will get
his chance again, probably as an appendix. Probably not though.
Mike and Shobaloba got to building the confessional. They built it
from holy holly wood. JJ continued to study his watch and the
horizon with false charm, while Siameyes took notes.

The rest of the pirates were consumed in a
thinking festival. They decided to go to work on the life-long
puzzle of why females seem to think that childbirth is the most
painful pain possible.

"I can hardly even remember being born," said
Pobberkins. "Let alone remember that it was the most painful
experience of my whole life."

"I wonder," wondered Tabkey. "Do these girls
have an equivalent of being whacked in the knackers?"

The pirates spent many hours discussing the
conundrum but never came to any conclusion. In fact they only
became more confused as the day became night and in turn became
Tuesday.

 

Several days passed and several stories too. But
none worthy of mention. It was a full fortnight before the next
noteworthy experience occurred. The sea before Apple Bumble split
into two paths. The northern path took them into great danger.
Gales, sea serpents, waves as big as fucking big waves. In fact, no
pirate ship had ever passed this way and survived. But it's all
fiction anyway and let us say it now. Fiction has never been too
fair to the baddies has it? They always die.

Or are imprisoned.

Or die and then imprisoned.

Or imprisoned and then turned into dead
prisoners. Has it ever been known that a pirate ship has taken the
northern route and survived in time for butterfly breeding season?
I do not think so. They are always denied in one way or another. If
the pirates knew how predictable fiction was to them then I don't
believe they would dare take the northern route to the west.

However, to the south was an even more sinister
option. The calm water, islands with golden sunlit beaches and
beautiful songs drifting on the breeze failed to hide the most
obvious presence of party politicians. Thousands of them. Each
island alone could support two hundred or more.

If there was one thing these pirates would avoid
at all costs it was party politicians. To them there was nothing
more appalling than a group of people who heckle for 'the sake of
heckling'. As you well know: Lot's of people shouting 'no' and
'yes' create 'noyes' (noise).

Discussion is fine. Most sea-going fellows are
partial to a bit of discussion. Apart from, perhaps, Iberian
fisherfolk in Cornish waters. Pobberkins himself was once a proud
member of an amateur debating society. But if there is one thing he
hates, it's party politicians. People who criticise the policies of
their opponents because they have nothing positive to say about
their own policies.

Nothing could persuade the pirates to risk their
sanities in the southern seas. So they risked their lives
instead.


The pirates are currently heading due west in
search of pleasant butterflies. On the island, our heroes developed
a taste for Waxy Lyricals, a parasitic butterfly which is mutually
beneficial to the host. The female butterfly lays one egg per ear
where it is incubated nicely. The caterpillar feasts on the ear wax
by day, thus improving the hearing of the host. It also sings
beautiful butterfly lullabies at dusk to give sleep to the host and
awakens them at dawn with all the news and gossip from around the
region. The chrysalis hangs from the lobe of the ear, thus
nullifying any need for earrings. The adult butterfly emerges from
the chrysalis on the hottest day of the year. It then sits astride
the ear where it flaps its little wings, thus cooling the host
down, and strokes away any itches with its soothing feelers. On the
day after the hottest day, the butterfly flaps away in search of a
mate.

It was discovered that only a small percentage
of Waxy Lyricals were pleasant enough to really 'hit the spot'. It
could be something in the genetic construction of those insects
fluttering by, but it was found that the more pleasant the
individual, the sweeter the meat. Tucker heard from Father Climb
that all living things become more pleasant the further away they
are from Eastend.

Another thing that was learned from island life
was the ability to beano. Twice a week, the pirates, their friends
and the stowaway…

"Please. Could you not refer to me as 'the
stowaway'?" interrupted Siameyes. "I think it's only fair that I
become an honorary pirate dude? I've noticed that the number 2
jersey is now hanging up unworn. I don't suppose it would be
possible to… "

"I'm not so sure about that," said Captain
Shobaloba. "Sure you can be a rigger, but if we made you to be
number 2 it would mean changing the song."

"What song?" replied everybody else.

"What do you mean by 'what song?'? Every ship
has a song. You mean to say you've never heard our song?"

Everybody else looked about themselves and
softly replied, "Oh that song! It's going to be okay, Shobaloba.
Everything is going to be just fine." And they walked slowly away,
never daring to raise the subject in conversation again. It was all
too convenient that the crew-mate number 4 position was still
vacant, and so Siameyes took that jersey and made it his own.

"Also," added the new crew-mate, trying his luck
somewhat. "Could I recommend something be added to the English flag
up there, please?"

"Well, since you said 'please', you may,"
replied Shobaloba. "What had you in mind?"

"A Tudor Rose sat right in the middle, on the
criss of the cross."

"An excellent idea, my friend. An excellent
idea. Why didn't we think of putting England's floral symbol on
there?" The captain looked around at the other pirates, and they
suddenly became with sheepish. Ashamed of themselves, they
were.

The ability to beano had come as a quaint form
of relief to the shippable chums. Twice a week they would consume
impressive amounts of dilute ethanol in order to lose control of
their binding senses. This takes about two hours, Delia. When
supple, each pirate would stumble about and greet each other
whenever they collided. The manner in which they greeted each other
was no less than baffling. Despite having met many times in the
previous hour, they still felt the necessary necessity of
high-fiving continuously whilst shouting directly in each other's
ears, asking if they were 'alright mate?'.

It was during such a session that all the
pirates happened to collide with the exact same question for the
young one, in and around the crow's nest. It couldn't have been a
very good crow's nest because there were no corvids of any variety
carrying on there. However, as always, Shobaloba was wearing a sea
parrot on each shoulder. And although they will prefer to perch on
the shoulders of a captain all year round, they always build their
breeding nests within the mane of the pirate with the biggest
haircut. You know who.

"Tucker, can I ask you a very unique and
personal question?" asked all but Tucker.

Fits of giggles ensued due to the certain chance
of such an event happening. There followed the genius manoeuvre of
the day from Pobberkins. Of all pirates throughout the world it was
renowned that Pobberkins was never usually the first to spot a
jinxing moment.

"JINX!!" boomed Pobberkins. "Ha ha, I've got you
all under my spell now. You can't talk until I deem it
appropriate."

A pause followed.

Then another.

Then a short one, closely followed by two of
medium length.

"Isn't anyone going to challenge my authority?"
asked Pobberkins, who obviously didn't understand or appreciate the
employment of jinx.

Another pause squeezed itself out before Tucker
realised he wasn't spellbound.

"You just jinxed them. If you won't allow them
to talk until you say they may, it means they won't be able to talk
until you say they may. You break the jinx for each victim by
saying their name five times."

"Oh yes. How thick of me. Right, okay. As we all
stopped my son with the self-same question, I can only anticipate
we were meaning to follow it up with another identical question.
Can we all hit our heads against the flagpole if the question that
I shall lead with is the same one you were all going to ask?"

Head banging occurred. Mike fell.

"Not yet, fools. I've not asked my… I mean our
question yet. Or is it just my question? I'm not sure now. Hmm?
Okay. Here is my question, son."

"Please, you can call me Tucker. We're not at a
car boot sale."

If you know what is good for you, you won't
mention car boot sales in my presence.

"Oh great, I didn't realise the narrator can
still speak too. Everyone is just trying their damnedest to ruin my
game. I only came here for a bit of fun, but you all seem intent on
ruining my moment. This is to be my finest moment."

"Bang your heads against the flagpole if you
wish to apologise to my father?"

Not-so-loud head-banging followed.

"What's wrong, Mike? Are you not apologetic for
our actions? Oh, sorry, you're unconscious. Dad, I do believe we
are all very sorry for ruining the game."

"Can I continue with our question?"

A head-banging party was planned and performed
at that instant. Mike came to, then prepared a pair of pears for
paring.

"Tucker, they call you the boy of twelve years
and twelve fears. But is it true you are… "

"Yes, I am twelve. Don't you remember, father. I
was barely there and I remember. To not remember your son being
born, father, really appals me."

"That wasn't our question. Well, Ecul-Ronz
may've asked that question but he is no longer here and so he
didn't."

"But he might have."

"A valid point Tucker. Congratulations. He might
well have asked that question. In fact, I'm certain he would
have."

"Are you absolutely sure, father?"

"Uh, can I get back to you about that?"

"Whatever."

"Are you really afraid of twelve things,
Tucker?"

Pirates who had been jinxed banged their heads.
Then fell over. Then got up and pared pears.

"Oh, that was the question each pirate was
desperate to ask, was it?"

"Well, we weren't desperate to begin with, but
towards the end of all this I'm sure we were desperate of
something."

"My head on a stick?" asked Tucker,
inappropriately. It was quite a strange thing to say because it
really doesn't fit with any of the previous dialogue. Fortunately,
perhaps deliberately, it does fit with the next line.

"What do you think we are, pirates or
something?" asked Pobberkins.

Tucker banged his head in frustration. "I do
have twelve fears, it is true," said Tucker as he took from his
holster his child-friendly paring blade. "Would you like to know
what they are?"

"No, that was all. Thanks," replied
Pobberkins.

The jinxed pirates applied more head power to
the flagpole.

"I think the others would like to know about my
twelve fears."

"Well, I don't," replied Pobberkins. "I already
know what they are," he said as he walked away from the nest, along
the cross-mast thingy toward the end of a yardarm.

"The most fearsome of my fears are very fearish
indeed. Are you sure you want to hear them?"

The pirates answered routinely.

"Somebody is going to have to watch that flag.
It doesn't look too scary any more.

Let us begin at fear number four. Yes, number
four is 'as good a place as any' to start. My fourth fear is tears.
I hate crying. Not because it means something sad has happened. But
because my tears are very salty and they tend to stick to my face
when I'm not looking. I am afraid that one day so much salt will be
stuck to my face that I won't be able to chew the pulp directly
from a plywood tree. What a tree that is. And how exciting is its
sap."

"I had a corrupt friend once who took the name
of a tree as his nickname," whispered JJ, just out of earshot of
the hairy one. "Imagine that. Hmm, I know. I need a nickname, but
what should I choose? I know, let's go for 'Ginkgo biloba'. That
sounds great! What a fool? Guess what we called him instead of
Ginkgo?"

To which joke-at-the-past each pirate laughed.
They laughed and laughed. They laughed and they laughed and they
chuckled a little bit. Hearing the laughter, Pobberkins decided to
stomp back to the scene.

"Did I say you could laugh?"

"Did I say you could stomp?" replied
Shobaloba.

"Um, you spoke that means you have to… "

"Have to what?" interrupted Tabkey. "We got
bored of your game. It was fun for a short while, sure. But when
our Jolly Hockeysticks fell down, we had no way of communicating."
[Apple Bumble's Jolly Roger has the form of crossed hockey
sticks below a goalie's mask.]

"Ty vole! This is terrible news. Now the other
ships won't know that we are a threat to them. Perhaps I should
have ended the game while it was still hot."

"Well, that is the general procedure,
Pobberkins. You can't just deny us of all forms of communication
and then leave us like that."

"My sixth fear is gears. The reason I am a part
of this crew is because the Apple Bumble has an automatic gearing
system."

"So it has nothing to do with the fact that your
father is a pirate and your mother abandoned us to pursue a career
in candle monitoring?" asked Pobberkins.

"Please do not bring mother into this
conversation. She is happy as she is, making sure that every candle
she finds is lit and well-maintained. She couldn't be a pirate,
even if she tried."

"And she couldn't raise a child if the child was
a very naughty one who took delight in dousing her flames."

"THAT IS ENOUGH, FATHER!! Please do not speak
ill of my mother, anymore. It's easier for everyone that I am a
pirate, you are a pirate and she is a Canterbury cathedral
candle-carer.

I do have a great fear of manual gears. It might
seem like bing-bang-digga-digga-dang to you but the chunking of the
gears at close range reminds me of the time I ate a seafood pizza
rather too eagerly. That's all. There is no stigma attached, no
warped tendencies towards easy gears and absolutely nothing to do
with Kilkenny carpet designs."

"Alright and okay. I understand most of your
problem," said Siameyes. "But I have a similar problem with travel
irons and I always blame the deep shags of the Irish."

"It's a common solution, but we can't blame
these people for our downfalls. They're our problems and they're
their carpets and there is nothing we can do to ease the
situation," concluded Mike who was feeling rather left out, due in
no small way to the incessant beeping in his favourite ear.
Suddenly, he was also feeling a little bit triumphant after having
spoken a sentence containing their, there and they're. He began to
think of better ways to put those three very different words into
one sentence. "They're there because their sisters told their
brothers there that when they're over there they're their own
bosses," concluded Mike. This made him smile.

"My latest fear, the one I attained last
birthday is peers. It's not a real fear, in the true sense of the
word. It's more like an uncomfortable feeling of not knowing how to
talk to a posh person. I guess what I'm trying to say is that it's
a fear of the unfamiliar. Heterophobic people are not truly afraid
of straights, but they fear the potential situation of awkward
silence when a conversation is in the offing. Me? I am wary of
aristocrats. They don't know me and the world I live in. Likewise,
I don't know them, nor understand the issues that they face on a
daily basis. I worry that one day the lord of a manor will begin
talking to me about drainage problems in his lower field, fearful
it might be an upper-class metaphor for something far more
sinister.

Incidentally, my father never gives me a
birthday present. Instead he makes sure I become a-feared of
something new which rhymes with fear. How much fun it wasn't when I
was awoken on my 'lebenth (11th) birthday looking up at a
razor-sharp spear darting its way toward me. Still not sure how I
managed to escape that one."

"Nor I," muttered Pobberkins. "Hang it
anyway."

My first fear is deers. I cannot stand the
things. When I became a year old I was fooled into believing they
were the driving force behind Santa. Every baby knows that deers do
not possess the flying abilities of reindeers. To this day I am
afraid of such lame lies. Especially lies from my parents. My
parents! Can you believe they could be so cruel?"

"Erm?! You said your first fear is deers, but
you also just said you are afraid of the lame lies which accompany
them."

"Who said that?" asked Tucker.

I'm not too sure as I was just looking at
that-there escape-goat (came the narrative response). Why is there
an escape-goat on a pirate ship? It was my understanding that
mountain-tops are where goats are best suited to aiding one's
escape.

"I was only a one year old when my deer fear
became existent and thus I wasn't aware that I had made the error
because I was naïve. Everyone is allowed to be naïve at such a
tender age. If I were to change the name of my first fear it
wouldn't rhyme with the others and also it would, in a sense, be
cheating my former self. I still see that one-years-old child as a
relevant person worthy of remembrance and recognition.

Fear number eight is my most favourite of all
fears. I love to be afraid of jeers. If I receive jeers from
anyone, I take it both as something to be deeply afraid of, and yet
at the same time something to learn from. The learning in life is
what makes living interesting. Sure, I don't like to be considered
unpopular. But if my friends and family pretended to like me and my
work, then I would resent it later when I discovered the truth, the
whole truth and nothing but the truth. The learning curve is the
curve of all curves, which is most likely to cause felicity, true
felicity and nothing but felicity. Felicity is what we need. We
need felicity in our hearts if we are to be happy. Am I wrong?
Anyone, am I wrong? Well am I?"

"You are far from wrong, son," answered his
father.

"In what way am I far from wrong? I'm either
wrong or right. There is no geography involved."

"I just meant that you are so right that it's
geographically unfunny"

"Hmm. That was an unusually witty recovery for
you. I like it. Good work. Have a house point."

"One does but try, son. One does but try."

"What does one do but try? That doesn't make any
sense to me."

"What I meant to say was, I try to be funny. But
the proper and correct middle-class method to play it is; 'one does
but try'."

"If I'm right, then what you've just said
contradicts itself. If you do but try, does it mean you do
everything except try. Now you've just said that you try. Perhaps
you should've said 'one doesn't but try', as in 'one doesn't do
anything but try'. What do you think?"

"Once again, son, you've put me in my place and
I feel thoroughly ashamed of my error."

"Thoroughly ashamed?" asked Tucker
inquisitively.

"Thoroughly as thoroughly can be," replied
Pobberkins inquisitively (liking the way his son delivered the
question).

"You needn't take it so seriously. You should
know by now that of all your children I am the one whom you mustn't
feel inferior to. Shall I continue with my list of fears?"

"Please don't. It's not that we don't find your
twelve years life story totally compelling," replied the chef.
"It's just that… it's just… um… can someone help me out here
please."

"Why? Are you losing friction at your elbow
again? You really must stop playing in axle grease," answered
Mike.

"That's not axle grease!" exclaimed Siameyes.
That's just sugar mixed in with Old Mama's shampoo. It does make
greasing axles very enjoyably satisfactory. But it isn't axle
grease."

"You mean we've been greasing our rudder with
sweet shampoo?" asked Tabkey. "No wonder those dolphins have been
a-following us all this time."

"Please. Enough of the less-than-necessary. I am
referring to that 'a-' you found needy of placement before you said
'following'."

"Sorry, Mike. Shan't do it again."

"You are forgiven," said Mike.

"Thankyou, father."

"I am not your father. But that reminds me.
Perhaps I could be."

"I think it's too late to be Tabkey's father.
He's thirty seven years born," asserted Shobaloba. "I think those
kinds of decisions were made a while back."

"No. What I meant was, I could be the ship's
priest. I could open a confessional and everyone who felt bad about
a certain action of theirs. Well, they could release their burden
onto my philosophical shoulders and all will be well."

"If you add white to red, you get pink. If you
add black to pink, do you get red?"

"Shut up your face, JJ."

"I've often wondered whether a Ferris wheel
spins clockwise or anticlockwise," asked Pobberkins.

"You are not the first and you won't be the last
to ponder over that one," said Mike. "I don't think there is an
answer which will satisfy all and sundry."

"What would you know, two-eyes?" grunted the
simple one in the corner.

"For crying out loud!" cried Mike, out loud.
"Did I offend you or something? I wish I had two eyes. It would
make seeing, looking, peering and watching, considerably less
stressful. How is it, that because I wear a monocle I have adopted
an extra eye? You must be blinder than I to think that my spectacle
looks like an eye. Even I can see that it is not an eye and I am
the visually disabled one."

"Two-eyes, you… um… two-eyes, two-eyes. You've
got two eyes."

"If that's your only argument, you can go."

"Okay, I will, two-eyes."

"How lame?" said a rhetorical Mike.

I should like to make it known that it is best
mate Mike, and not the captain as you had all thought until now,
with the token 'mono-eye and patch'. You should also note that even
though Siameyes has a single eye socket, he does indeed have two
eyeballs. Thus, Siamese eyes. Or Siameyes as I prefer. He is not
the pirate with the license to have the token 'mono-eye'. That
license sits safely soundly in Mike's back pocket, folded into
eighths. We should also note that Siameyes' eye socket is not what
you might think. Circular with two squished eyeballs, but rather
two eye sockets which have merged. Siameyes is the product of an
amorous affair between randy siblings. Twin-siblings at that.
Twin-siblings who were also born to twin-siblings, who in turn were
born to twin-siblings, et cetera. In conclusion, whereas most
people can enjoy the very deep gene pool afforded by having
thirty-two great-great-great-grandparents, Siameyes only has the
two. And one of them wasn't 'all there'. We can think of Siameyes'
eye socket as two ox-bowing rivers which gradually grew toward each
other over the generations until they met. This also is noteworthy,
so jotters out: Siameyes' family is working towards achieving
Cyclopes status. The original rivers later became cut-off and
separated from their ox-bows and left an X-shaped lake. Except the
X is curvy. Except in Siameyes' case (where a curvy X-shaped eye
socket is a bizarre notion which only almost happens when he closes
his eyes) his eye socket is in the shape of infinity. For those who
can't picture infinity, it looks like a drunken '8' which has
fallen over. For those very challenged people among us who can't
even picture this, infinity looks like ∞. The last thing we must
note is that Siameyes' eye socket is more conjoined than infinity.
So, in essence, like infinity, less the crossover in the middle.
Like a rectangle with curvy corners and two inward-peering
kinks.

At that moment the party disengaged. It was
decided that enough chat had occurred in the previous while. Enough
to conclude any issues of medium to high priority. Tucker never did
complete his listing of fears, but it is possible that he will get
his chance again, probably as an appendix. Probably not though.
Mike and Shobaloba got to building the confessional. They built it
from holy holly wood. JJ continued to study his watch and the
horizon with false charm, while Siameyes took notes.

The rest of the pirates were consumed in a
thinking festival. They decided to go to work on the life-long
puzzle of why females seem to think that childbirth is the most
painful pain possible.

"I can hardly even remember being born," said
Pobberkins. "Let alone remember that it was the most painful
experience of my whole life."

"I wonder," wondered Tabkey. "Do these girls
have an equivalent of being whacked in the knackers?"

The pirates spent many hours discussing the
conundrum but never came to any conclusion. In fact they only
became more confused as the day became night and in turn became
Tuesday.

 

Several days passed and several stories too. But
none worthy of mention. It was a full fortnight before the next
noteworthy experience occurred. The sea before Apple Bumble split
into two paths. The northern path took them into great danger.
Gales, sea serpents, waves as big as fucking big waves. In fact, no
pirate ship had ever passed this way and survived. But it's all
fiction anyway and let us say it now. Fiction has never been too
fair to the baddies has it? They always die.

Or are imprisoned.

Or die and then imprisoned.

Or imprisoned and then turned into dead
prisoners. Has it ever been known that a pirate ship has taken the
northern route and survived in time for butterfly breeding season?
I do not think so. They are always denied in one way or another. If
the pirates knew how predictable fiction was to them then I don't
believe they would dare take the northern route to the west.

However, to the south was an even more sinister
option. The calm water, islands with golden sunlit beaches and
beautiful songs drifting on the breeze failed to hide the most
obvious presence of party politicians. Thousands of them. Each
island alone could support two hundred or more.

If there was one thing these pirates would avoid
at all costs it was party politicians. To them there was nothing
more appalling than a group of people who heckle for 'the sake of
heckling'. As you well know: Lot's of people shouting 'no' and
'yes' create 'noyes' (noise).

Discussion is fine. Most sea-going fellows are
partial to a bit of discussion. Apart from, perhaps, Iberian
fisherfolk in Cornish waters. Pobberkins himself was once a proud
member of an amateur debating society. But if there is one thing he
hates, it's party politicians. People who criticise the policies of
their opponents because they have nothing positive to say about
their own policies.

Nothing could persuade the pirates to risk their
sanities in the southern seas. So they risked their lives
instead.










Chapter 4
Doing Swell



Almost as soon as the decision was made to head
north, a huge storm came out from nowhere and engulfed the ship.
Shobaloba gave the orders and each mate held his nerve. Instantly,
a wave crashed over the deck. Siameyes was sent sprawling towards
port. Hanging from a stray nail, he managed to hold on just long
enough for another wave to knock him back. This time he was sent
crashing into the wheel. Badly winded and with what felt like heavy
damage to his abdomen, Siameyes just had time to realise where he
was and grabbed hold of the wheel before another wave came crashing
down around him. Initially he had grabbed the wheel for support but
now he was thinking how to regain control of the ship.

Whilst this was happening, Shobaloba, Tucker and
JJ had managed to gain refuge in the hold. There they set about
securing any cargo, which wasn't already fastened. Even in the
relative safety of the hold, there were dangers. At least on deck,
they could determine and prepare which way they were to fall. Down
below, nothing was so predictable. In any one instant a wall could
become the floor and the ceiling, a wall. Cargo of all sizes rolled
about just as chaotically. Tucker had managed to gather the lighter
objects and tie them down. JJ and Shobaloba set to work on the
larger items. This was no easy task. Just as they had managed to
pin a particular barrel of water down, a wave hit the ship and
everything went flying before they could tie it into position.
Gradually they got the vital supplies secured. Lots of precious
bounty had been lost or ruined. Even with deep wounds and the
almost certain knowledge that anyone who hadn't managed to get down
would have been swallowed by the storm, they decided to return to
the deck. Cowardice has its rewards, but these pirates are no
cowards. They are a team. And a team, which isn't going to lose to
a storm.

On deck they found Siameyes wrestling with the
wheel. Even for a novice pirate he showed great courage. He was not
to be beaten any more than any of the others. Mike and Pobberkins
were found tied together by a length of rope. As Pobberkins held on
to the mast, Mike was able to crawl around the deck and gather the
sails. For some had been blown down. If they survived the storm
they would have to repair the sails.

Another series of mighty big waves threw
Shobaloba into Pobberkins' clutches. A similar roping system
enabled Shobaloba to join Mike and grab any part of sail they could
still reach. Some of the sails were ripped and all were slippy with
moisture. The storm was winning. With no rigging to hand, JJ
thought it best to shin up the mast. At the top he bound himself to
the yard with his belt. There he managed to gather a fairly large
sail, which hadn't been blown down and tie it up a bit. The rain
was lashing against his face and stinging his eyes. He could barely
see what he was doing but he knew that he must do it. If not for
himself, then for his friends. He managed to secure most of the
sail before a wave knocked him sideways. His belt failed and he was
delivered into the lap of the gods. Reaching for anything he could,
he finally caught hold of something sharp. It didn't matter to him
what it was or what damage it could do to him. He was not going
down that night.

Sensing that blood was leaking from his hand, he
glanced long enough to realise where the wave had put him. He had
fallen to the deck. His hand was skewered on splintered wood but
the sail was still in place. After yanking himself away from the
plank, he crawled to his cabin where he could stem the flow of
blood with a well-tied man-thong.

Shobaloba, Tucker, Mike and Pobberkins finished
gathering the loose sails and then wondered where Tabkey was.
No-one had seen him. They pondered too long and seconds later found
themselves tangled up in the rope and thrown back down into the
hold. At least they were relatively safe there, away from any more
tidal motions, but they could help nobody.

Siameyes continued to wrestle with the wheel,
and he was doing very well. JJ was able to join him and between
them they sailed Apple Bumble through the rest of the storm without
sustaining serious damage to the hull.

 

And then they were free.

The clouds parted, the wind died and the pirates
collapsed where they stood. Apple Bumble returned to his natural
swaying and the calm breeze filled the pirates with renewed cheer.
But still, Tabkey was not to be seen or heard. In all honesty, the
pirates had given up hope and accepted his death a while ago. They
lay there, coming to terms with their loss. He wasn't just the
ship's cook, but he was also a great ally. He was a friend to
everyone and two shoulders to cry upon when the tough times were at
an extreme.

They laughed for a short while. To be fair, they
didn't know how to cope with the situation. At the same time they
were thankful for their own sanctuary, but it didn't heal the oh-so
obvious and tender wound. They tried to take their minds off the
subject by congratulating each other on their success. It was the
first big, team-building exercise of the entire campaign, and it
brought each of them closer than they had been before.

But the only thing on their minds was the
apparent and sudden loss of their chum. The loss of Ecud-Ronz had
not left the gang so lost for words. In his case it was more
expected. How far can an author take a name-changing exercise? No,
he had to die. It was either that or something else. The
name-changing fun ended after a short while, but he couldn't just
disappear without explanation. I suppose he could have undergone
some form of magical name-fixing type thing. Nah, I doubt you'd
have believed it.

So what other options were available?

None.

That's how many. This is why his death was so
expected. And thus, so accepted when it came.

Although expectation does not always breed
acceptance. But pirate death, if expected, is always accepted. Any
work of nautical fiction will prove that much.

But there was no reason to kill off Tabkey. Only
a madman would have done that. And besides, where were the
tell-tale ball bearings?

So, as the pirates got to their feet and began
to prepare for a Tabkeyless future, a whistling could be heard.
Here was Tabkey, and with him a feast worthy of any
storm-challenging heroes.

"Tabkey, you're surviving," the pirates
cried.

"Of course I'm alive. Why would I die?"

"So where did you go during the storm?" asked
Pobberkins. "It was Hell out here. Well not quite Hell, but it was
quite bad."

"This is why I chose to seek refuge in the
galley. I'm no use in a storm. Due to my top-heaviness and pegged
legs I struggle to stay upright in calm seas," answered Tabkey as
he fell over. "I thought it best to prepare this here feast for my
friends."

"You mean us, right?" asked JJ.

After deciding that the opportunity for sarcasm
was not called-for at this particular moment, Tabkey said:

"My friends. All my friends. This feast is for
all of my friends. For you are all my friends, my friends. And you
are all welcome to the feast. You have duly deserved every bite.
You all did so well."

Then each pirate hugged Tabkey. They each tried
their hardest to apologise for their arrogance. But it wasn't
required. Tabkey knew it was a very sane explanation for his
disappearance.

The meal was good and reminded them of lazy
summer afternoons in the homeland. Each pirate was filled with
pan-fried chips and the most delicate profiteroles ever produced in
rough seas. For the storm was conquered and there wasn't a party
politician for a hundred miles. The west was in sight and plans
were made to complete the northern route. A few smaller storms were
encountered but nothing too challenging. A whirlpool followed for a
short while but got bored and went back to its underwater cave for
supper.

The remaining journey was completed in one
sentence.










Chapter 5
Survival Of The Thickest



Once upon a time, the world was overrun with
atheists. These were not intolerance-intolerant anti-theists.
People who chose atheism because they had a bad experience with
Christianity. No, these atheists were just good, simple people who
knew no better.

That was until one day, when one of the atheists
accidentally killed one of his domestic animals before he went
hunting. He went on to have an above-average day at work, and
attributed his success to the earlier accident.

So, the next day he sacrificed another of his
domestic animals before he went hunting. This time his day was even
more successful and he reasoned that concious sacrifice was better
than accidental killing.

On the third morning he repeated the sacrifice.
Today, however, his hunting was quite unsuccessful. On the first
two days he killed the animals during bright sunshine, but this
morning it was cloudy. So he got to thinking that for the sacrifice
to work, he must do it in view of the sun.

On the fourth morning he waited until the sun
was shining before he made his sacrifice. The hunting that day was
about as good as on the first day, better than yesterday, but not
as good as the second day. He remembered that the second animal he
killed was a plucky duckling, whereas today's was only a sick
chicken. Clearly, the sun prefers to see healthy animals being
sacrificed.

On the fifth morning he sacrificed his finest
swine in full view of the sun. This was the best day for hunting
yet. It was also his last day of hunting until the next full
moon.

Over the course of the next few years the
sacrificial technique was refined many times. He set aside a
special sacrificial blade with a pure unblemished edge, and
encouraged the other men of his tribe to become involved with the
sacrifice. But not the women, for they brought ill luck. They built
a shrine for the sun, upon which Cassidy (the oldest elder)
sacrificed their butchest kid-goat, whilst the other men performed
a ceremonial sun-dance.

They continued to experience good and bad
hunting days, as before, but overall they believed the sacrifices
made them more successful. Of course, the real reason their hunting
improved was because their sacrificing planted hope, faith and
belief within them. If you believe you will succeed, then you will
have a much better chance of doing so.

And with that, religion was born. And religion
survives until today because it is fit. It is difficult to be a
genuine atheist who opposes religion, because doing so would
require the rejection of one of the tenets of evolution; survival
of the fittest. If something has survived for many generations,
then the assumption can be made that it is fit. Therefore, all old
religions are good, because they still exist. The Lord knows how
difficult it is to begin a new religion. So many fall by the
wayside, and only the very best will become established.

Although you can't claim that religion is unfit,
you can help to determine which is the fittest religion of all.
Which one will survive the longest? Some people even think that
atheism will stage a comeback.

 

The west was found to contain very many Waxy
Lyricals. But by this time, the thought of eating such pleasant
critters had become tantamount to cruelty in the minds of the
pirates. It was felt to be very cruel to the butterfly enthusiasts,
since the taming and naming of butterflies was big business in the
west. People would come from all over the world to marvel at the
skilful work on show in this part of the wet spheroid.

Besides being rather inhumane, it is also very
illegal to eat butterflies anywhere other than Badger. It was
recently discovered – by a team of top scientists – that
metamorphosis is only possible due to a chemical which just so
happens to be the strongest placebo known to man. The consumption
of just one individual (caterpillar, chrysalis or butterfly) can
cure all illnesses: From man flu, right up to the most severe
psychological diseases; suchas throwing your money at the best
soccer club simply because it is the best, and apparently
regardless of how many hundreds of miles you have to throw it.

The governments, unable to derive a sufficient
revenue of tax, had no option but to outlaw the consumption of
butterflies.

It's difficult to comprehend how evolution could
have created an animal which requires metamorphosis. It's even more
difficult for somebody who is determined to believe that evolution
is bunkum, because it's easier to find fault in something if you
specifically go looking for it.

The basic process goes something like this:

(a) When Mummy butterfly and Daddy butterfly
(who love each other very much) listen to the soothing tunes of
Burt Bacharach together, how can they not decide to subsequently
get it on? It's an emotional time for the little buggers. Bless
'em.

(b) Mummy butterfly then lays her eggs upon
vegetable matter. This is easy to understand. It's a logical place
to lay eggs.

(c) The eggs hatch into caterpillars, which then
feed on vegetable matter. Again, this is easy to understand. Eating
aids growth and survival.

(d) The fattened caterpillars turn themselves
into chrysalises and morph into adult butterflies. This is where
most people have problems.

How does a caterpillar know that temporarily
becoming soup is a good idea in the long run? The problem is that
people think too much. They suppose the different animal species
are forever thinking: "What should we do, in order to further our
evolution?". That's not the way it works. Animals do not nurture
their young out of some sense of obligation to keep the species
advancing ever onward and upward. They nurture the babies because
that's what they do. If they didn't, their species wouldn't exist.
Even mother cuckoo abandons her egg in a nest where she knows it
will be well adopted. She could abandon it anywhere, it doesn't
make an ounce of difference to her whether the egg is nurtured or
not. Indeed, it's very thick of her to take time out of her day to
specifically seek out a suitable nest for her egg. But if she just
laid it anywhere, then her species would not exist. Parent animals
don't do what is logical or emotional when it comes to keeping the
species going. They just do what they are programmed to do. If they
didn't, they wouldn't exist. I can't stress that point enough.
Those species that don't follow their programming won't succeed.
Likewise; eunuchs, monks and happy-gays don't compete for breeding
rights, which is why they don't exist. The rogues!

The other problem people have with
metamorphosis, is that of: "What came before?". The animal who
first underwent metamorphosis, had parents who didn't need to. The
first creatures who could hear, see, smell, taste or touch, had
parents who didn't need to. The first creature who could control
its own movement, had parents who didn't need to. And which came
first, sense or movement? What use is there for a creature who can
locate important parts of its environment, but is unable to
willingly move towards or away from those locations? What use is
there for a creature who can move about at will, but is unable to
identify the best direction to travel, or even when movement is a
good idea. Presumably, the first creature who could both identify
and respond to stimulus, had parents who didn't need to do
either.

Our first ancestor didn't need an ancestor, but
her children did. Once upon a time our planet was sterile. Then one
day it wasn't. Somehow life just… occurred! Even the simplest
life-forms are amazingly complex. Did our first ancestor just come
together, just like that? If you can believe she did, then you need
to think on, chum-pal. Not only did she have to come into existence
without encouragement, she also needed to acquire the urge to
self-replicate.

These problems prove beyond all doubt, once and
for all, that God exists. I'm glad we've solved that ol' chestnut,
so we can now get back to the story. And I hope to see you all at
church on Sunday.

"Can I say something please?" came a voice.
"Hey! I'm not just a voice," said the voice. "I'm warning you. If
you refer to me once more as just a voice I will never say or do
anything ever again." After a few moments, the narrator decided
that it would be terrible news if Pobberkins failed to play any
further part in the story. "That's better. Thanks," said the mighty
Pobberkins.

"So what did you want to say?" asked Shobaloba,
using an unwelcome suave approach. "Did I just use a suave
approach? Was it unwelcome?"

"It was quite suave, though it was subtle. I
don't think I would have mentioned it," answered Pobberkins.
"Anyhow, I have been considering our current situation. We came for
the butterflies, but seeing as that dream has since evaporated, I
think we should go, um… "

"Um," repeated Shobaloba.

"Sorry," apologised Pobberkins. "That's never
happened before. Anyhow, I think we should go, er… "

"Er."

"Yes. Thankyou for pointing that out! Right, I
think we should go, ergo, for no apparent reason."

"NO APPARENT REASON!!!!" answered the crew
together in shock. "Why, that's the best reason yet."

Ergo, a random direction was calculated and
several days of travelling followed.

 

"This 'no apparent reason', it wouldn't have
anything to do with the grand secret plan, would it?" asked
Tabkey.

Maybe it should be noted, for clarification
purposes if nothing else, that the grand secret plan is Pobberkins'
brainchild, set up a couple of years before the birth of his brainy
child. Of course, Tucker still doesn't know about the plan, and the
other pirates hope that this fact remains straight and true. The
idea behind the plan is to raise Tucker in a state of harmony and
stability for the first thirteen years of his life. After this, the
pirates will begin to torment him to see how long it will be before
he breaks. It might seem hideous to breed a person for the sake of
a bullying strategy, but it must also be noted that no animals were
harmed in the production of this swashbuckler. Adu was axed, but it
was an axe of mercy. He was suffering a lot of pain and I gave him
his release. It was very traumatic for me, but I don't regret it. I
hope I would be able to do it again if I thought I had to. Before
you write in, that little cavy had the happiest possible life
because of me. I am not cruel to animals. I've made mistakes, but
killing Adu was not one of them. Besides, Adu is not part of this
production. At least, he wouldn't have been had I not had to
declare that no animals were harmed. Also, I just ended a fly which
obscured my view when it landed on my monitor.

"Yes," answered Pobberkins. "Tucker is too
melancholy at the moment, we need to make him really happy and
content with his life before we begin the next stage of the
plan."

"He seems fairly happy to me."

"Well, you see, pal-buddy," spoke Pobberkins as
he took Tabkey by the wrist and led him to an area of the deck
which looked particularly untrodden. "We need Tucker to be totally
unprepared for what we have in store. We only have three months
before we must start with the psychological mumbo-jumbo. Currently,
Tucker is in a position from which he could detect what we would be
trying to do if we started now. His state of happiness is one in
which: If something good happens, he knows why; if something bad
happens, he knows why; and if something neutral happens, he knows
when to stop questioning the reason as to why a neutral event would
want to become involved with his life. Under these circumstances he
would detect why psychological traumatising was involving itself
with him. And we would be in a great deal of poo-poo with the
shareholders if anything were to go awry at such a crucial
stage.

We need to get Tucker…"

"Hello, yes?" said the character in question.
"Did I hear my name spoken in secret?"

Both Pobberkins and Tabkey waited for one
another to break the silence and explain why Pobberkins had
secretly said 'Tucker' within hearing distance of the
aforementioned hero.

"Am I a hero?" asked Tucker. "Well, I don't
really know much about that. Of course, 'Tucker the hero' does have
oodles of charm about it. I suppose I would make a good hero." He
continued to praise himself in many ways in many locations for many
hours to come.

Both Pobberkins and Tabkey counted themselves
extremely fortunate that the narrator had stepped in when he did,
for if it weren't for his intervention, then maybe, just maybe,
between them, they would not have been able to explain what they
were talking about. Tucker was revelling in his faux fame, having
apparently forgotten that two of his role-models were having a
strange and secret conversation about him and sauntered off to the
sauna.

"That was lucky."

"That was lucky! Anyway, we need to deliver the
aforementioned geezer into a state of happiness so that he is
content within. Only then will he stop questioning everything. We
can only achieve this if we first discover the one thing which
keeps him in his current groove."

Shobaloba and Mike then entered the scene and
moved to hijack the conversation.

"What is the one thing which keeps Master T in
his present state of happiness?" asked Mike.

"Easy-peasey," said the captain. "His happiness
is determined by his inner security. We need to find some way of
filling him with falsified inner security. When this happens he
will direct all his efforts into wondering why he is 'different to'
other people, rather than wondering, as he currently does, why he
is 'not the same as' other people."

"That, my liege, is why you are my captain and
role-model. You are truly marvellous."

"Yes," agreed Shobaloba. "Yes I am."

Pobberkins and Tabkey buggered off.

"Boss, I've had an idea which could help fill
our budding buccaneer buddy-chum with false inner security."

"So have I."

"This puts us in a tricky situation. If I say
mine first you might claim it was yours too. And if you say yours
first I will claim it as mine also."

"What do you mean you will claim it as yours
also?" said Shobaloba quizzically. "You don't know that they are
the same idea, yet. But I do agree with you on one thing. Neither
of us can go first."

"Neither of us can go second."

"Neither of us can go to third parties for
help."

"Neither of us can go forth in the knowledge of
a job done well until we've sorted this puzzle out."

"And neither of us can 'take the fifth'.
Whatever that means. As I see it, we have only two options. A; we
assume we had the same idea and let it lie, or at least assume that
even if they are different we can both follow up our plans
independently. And 2; we write our plans down on paper at the same
time and then swap. I think we should vote."

"A better idea I've not heard for at least a few
paragraphs."

"That might be because the last few paragraphs
were statements containing no ideas."

"Maybe. Hey boss, I wonder how many people will
check to see if that's true."

"Everybody will. Now, raise your hand if you
like plan 1."

No hands were raised.

"Now raise your hand if you prefer plan B."

No hands were raised.

"Now raise your hand if you're confused and wish
to abstain."

All available hands were raised, including those
which indicated the need to send JJ skyward once more.

"Ah, that'll be time for midday salute. Load 'em
up."

 

On his way down, JJ thought several things. Some
of these were great, world-changing initiatives. Unfortunately, the
anvil absorbed all these bubbles of greatness when he struck it.
The pirates immediately knew that something fantastically super had
been taken from JJ's mind because of the tune emitted from the
collision. Normally, JJ strikes the anvil with a dull thud. Today,
however, there was the definite hint of a ting-a-ling and a smidgen
of a ding-dong-boo. For several minutes the crew tried to extract
what was lost from JJ by asking him what it was. For all the good
they did, however, they might so well as have asked the anvil,
since JJ was, once again, as thick as an average malt loaf. It
needn't be said really, but for the benefit of those readers who
aspire to be at least as intelligent as stodgy cake, JJ was sent
back up in case whatever was lost could be won back. Altitude
brings with it remembrance which can't be remembered at lower
levels. That is to say, if you were ever to have one of those
tip-of-the-tongue annoyingly nagging things which are almost there
but not quite, give yourself a little altitude. Go upstairs if you
can. The scientific knowledge, of anyone who has it, will disprove
it instantly, for the simple reason that, if anything, altitude
would bring with it a lower atmospheric pressure and thereby less
available oxygen for the brain to process such things. But try it.
Do. You obviously can't force the situation. But when the
opportunity next comes, try the 'Ælsop altitude experiment'.

For once and for all, this proves that science
can't answer everything. There are some things for which it would
be wrong to understand why. People who try to explain the origin of
the Universe annoy me. If we knew once and for all, would it make
us happy? I think it would be like getting to the end of a
mahussive maze, to find nothing but a note saying 'what are you
going to do now, Napoleon?' withinside the small crumpled remains
of an empty fag packet. Wouldn't it be better to accept that we are
not the highest form of intelligence and get on with more important
matters? Do ants think they are the most intelligent form of life,
simply because they can't comprehend anything bigger? The answer
is, in all likelihood, a resounding 'YES!!'. Does an anteater
trouble herself with the notion of why she eats ants? I think not.
I think she is far more concerned with abating her hunger. And so
she should. Because her species would not have lasted as long as it
has if she was supposed to worry about those little blighters. Once
upon a time there were species which troubled themselves with
foolish notions, only to die out because they weren't concentrating
on surviving.

Consider the humble guinea-pig, please. He has a
small brain. He cannot begin to comprehend how the grass grows; let
alone space, time and all that other silly nonsense. All the
guinea-pig needs to know is that guinea-pigs can eat, grass can be
eaten, predators can eat, guinea-pigs can be eaten and reproduction
is fun for all the family. All other knowledge will hinder, not
help. Of these five gems of knowledge, two are bad and three are
good. Can you see that this God-given net gain means that even the
guinea-pig has a reason for being cheerful? Jesus gave unto each
one of us, a reason to be a million times cheerful. If evolution
had its wicked way, everything would be ruthlessly efficient and
there would be neither time nor space to enjoy life. What would
happen if our guinea-pig sat down one day and thought to himself:
"I wonder why the grass is greener on the other side?"?

"Because he has yet to eat the grass on the
other side?" thought you, the reader. [Nice one,
mate.]

But consider the peril he will enter himself
into if his mind starts to wander like this. He takes his mind off
the more important task of escaping predators, and before he has
assembled his Bunsen burner and test tube rack, he is in the
clutches of next door's cat. You might think that this was a
particularly intelligent guinea-pig, for being able to begin the
questioning process. But I say unto you, he died before his
ignorant kinsmen.

The first to die are those who won't accept that
there are higher levels of intelligence. It never ceases to
astonish me that BigBangers think humans are at the top of the
tree. Something like that requires great pride. Those of us who
accept that we are not at the top of the tree, by believing in God,
will live a bit longer. Or space-aliens! It also never ceases to
astonish me that people who have met aliens are invariably
considered to be crackpots, while respected scientists know that
somewhere out there, there must be other planets with life living
on them. Why is it that believing in inferior aliens is okay, but
not the believing in aliens who have pre-evolved us and learnt how
to visit us? Probably this is because Hollywood has told us that if
aliens could visit us they would make themselves known, then give
us unreasonable terms to prevent annihilation before proceeding to
destroy us. I think if we ever manage to visit other inhabited
planets, we will not want those aliens to know that they are being
watched. It's a matter of interference. We wouldn't interfere with
aliens we find, but other aliens would interfere with us.
Apparently. I think it much more likely that if they had to, they
would interfere with those individuals whose stories nobody would
believe, rather than be plainly obvious to all and sundry.

I suppose you think that if there was something
watching us, aliens or gods, that we would know about them, or that
they would want us to know about them. Folly of follies! Repent you
heathen souls. If they have the technology to visit or create us,
then they probably also have the technology and reason to go
undetected. Who are we to question their decisions?

As with the guinea-pig, if you know what's good
for you, you wouldn't want to explain everything. Don't try to find
answers for why this is like this and that is like that. If you do,
you are steering directly for your demise. God is watching you with
your relatively feeble brain trying to comprehend creation by using
primitive intelligence (by His standards). It would be like us
watching the guinea-pig contemplate hutch construction – a waste of
the guinea-pig's grass-eating time. When you throw a dice, the
result is not random. With superior intelligence you could
calculate its initial trajectory, spin and all external factors to
calculate the result before it comes to be. Compared to creation,
the mathemagics for this is basic at best, but yet, it is way
beyond the scope of the human brain. Just accept that you are not
the most intelligent thing in the universe and you will find your
happiness. You will begin to appreciate life a hundredfold more
times when you do.

Though you should also remember that reasoning
like this is dangerous. Finding God is a personal quest. Do not
believe in God just because it is the logical thing to do. A lazy
rascal once wagered that if you don't believe in God, then the best
you can hope for is nothing after death. If you do believe in God
then nothingness is the worst you can expect. He bargained that
believing in God via rational thinking, like this, is enough to get
into Heaven. People who go to church just because they don't want
to go to Hell are wasting their time. You should want to be with
God when you die, and more importantly while you're alive. If you
only go to church because you want to avoid Hell when you die, then
you are in desperate trouble, buddy-chum-pal. Heaven is not a nice
place where good people go when they die. It's a place where those
who want it will be in God's presence. If you know what that means
and if you want it, then pursue it through the Gospel according to
Saint Matthew while you're still alive. If all you want is to go to
a paradise land where everything is as you want it to be, then go
to Cornwall. It's the closest you will ever get to your idea of
Heaven.

These were some of the notions, which went in
and out of JJ's mind during the first salute. Subsequent salutes
only yielded situations concerning the very centre of the human
conscious: Emotion versus logic, also known as; the eternal dilly.
JJ doesn't know this, but human beings are blessed (and cursed)
with 2-dimensional problem-solving. Computers and plants are
limited to only using logic. Most, or perhaps all, animals are also
restricted to logic, although some might appear to be capable of
emotion. Dogs have the cranial capacity to learn what is required
in order to receive rewards, for example. Regardless, when
computers and plants make decisions, they always do what is most
logical, what they are programmed to do. Humans do not always do
what is most logical. The dilly involves weighing up logic against
emotion. Is logic better or worse than emotion? Is it better to
choose the option which is more logical or the one which is more
emotional? Is it just impossible to compare the two? I wonder what
would happen if a robot was capable of emotion. I wonder if the
mechanism of emotion is not something which can be scientifically
understood and/or computerised. What is emotion? We could get into
a lengthy discussion involving the ego, the id and the superego.
But we won't. If one reason is enough, I don't believe in them.
Right, that should be plenty enough to shoot all my potential as a
credible philosopher out of the sky.

During the second salute, JJ experienced hubris,
like gallant crusader Sir Trevor, standing proud, shortly before
arriving in the promised land to release Primulas, a damsel in
distress, from her evil captors. "I am so important right now
(emotion). But pride comes before a tumble (logic)." Gravity won
and JJ's fall from grace followed.

During the third salute, JJ experienced envy,
and for a short while he soared like an eagle. "I wish I was as
smart as Saint Tomid (emotion). But I wouldn't want to be burdened
with the responsibility of righting this world's wrongs
(logic)."

During the fourth salute, JJ experienced a
wyvern's wrath. "I want to punish whoever is responsible for all
these painful salutes (emotion). But the best revenge is no revenge
at all, to convince my tormentors that I am better than they
(logic)."

During the fifth salute, JJ experienced the
sloth of a lazy bard who retired aged 29 on the profits of his
début novel. "I can't be bothered to protest any more (emotion).
But they might never relent if I don't stand up for myself
(logic)."

During the sixth salute, JJ experienced a
jester's lust, and was concussed. "She is a sexy bitch (emotion).
But she brings nothing to a conversation (logic)."

During the seventh salute, JJ experienced the
gluttony of a portly friar. "I could fry and then eat a whole damp
squid (emotion). But they always turn out to be less tasty than
anticipated, and make me fatter (logic)."

During the eighth salute, JJ experienced
avarice, like a greedy alchemist whose pursuit of purest green
knows no limits, financial nor moral. "I want more buying power
(emotion). But I already have more than I need (logic)."

When they gave up they asked JJ why he is called
JJ.

"So that we can have this conversation," he
replied.

"We could have had this conversation regardless
of what your name is," said Mike. "Exemplar; Thom with an 'h'.
What's that all about? Is the 'h' silent or loud? And how the
dilly-dickens are you supposed to pronounce Ælsop?!"

"My father was called J, and I am J Junior.
Hence, JJ."

"What did your father's J stand for?"

"Ah, yes! Also Junior. Effectively, I am Junior
Junior. My paternal grandfather was called Senior, and his father
was Senior Senior. Or SS to his friends. He wasn't Hitler's
bodyguard, if that's what you're thinking. Although you can only
begin to imagine the sort of stick he had to endure from the lads
in the submarine. He was a submariner during the war. A ruddy
satisfactory one, too, I'll have you know. His young and
impressionable son was less honourable. He defected to the Nazis
and they made him into a spy. His catch-phrase was 'seen ya'."

 

Mike and Shobaloba have spotted Siameyes peering
very closely at a wall. Siameyes has found a hole in the wall which
allows him to see directly into the female shower-room. Above the
hole is a sign which asks you to not look through the hole.

"Are you going to tell him, or can I do it?"
asked Mike to his captain. "Please let me do it."

"Tell him what?"

"Am I going to have to tell you what, or shall I
wait for you to work it out for yourself? Please work it out for
yourself."

"That it is against the ship's regulations to
use the spy-hole, except in the case of an emergency?"

"No, not that."

"That he won't discover any ladies in there? I
reckon it would be better to let him live with his fantasy. In many
life situations it is often the case that the pursuit is more
rewarding than the capture. Fishing is one such example. Peeping,
perhaps, is another."

"You're almost there. Come on, Captain. You're
being very dim all of a sudden. If you were a star you would be in
Mensa."

"Is that so, fatso?"

"That's so," confirmed Mike, the heaviest member
of this conversation.

"So, what star are you?"

"The brightest star in the night sky, of course.
I'm just that bright!"

"Are you serious?"

"Yes! I am Sirius."

"Well, Mike, I've got an IQ of 142. So
there!"

"No you don't."

"I think I do! I bought a certificate to prove
it."

"If you had an IQ of 142, you wouldn't openly
admit it. It would require quite an effort on my part to get it out
of you. You certainly would not have bought a certificate to prove
it. If you had any excess intelligence, you'd use it to keep quiet.
No good can come from boasting how smart you are."

"Fuck off."

"The only person who uses those showers these
days, is big old hairy Pobberkins," continued Mike. "And didn't we
just see him putting his shower cap on, Cap'n?"

"I've just had a naughty idea," said Shobaloba.
"Let's not tell him. What a shock he will have!"

"That's my captain. Welcome to the
conversation."

"Do you think we should show him the other
spy-hole?"

"No, it is rubbish," stated Mike. "He won't like
it at all."

"He'll prefer it over this one, after he sees
Pobberkins."

"The other spy-hole is in the mast and is nearly
four metres up. It is quite the worst invention."

"It's patented," stated Shobaloba.

"That doesn't mean it's a good invention. That's
a common misconception about patented inventions. You can get
virtually anything patented at the patents office, so long as you
pay the fee. Are they going to refuse your money?"

"Siameyes is well equipped to use the
spy-hole."

"Is that a joke about his eyes?" asked Mike.

"Yes it is. His pupils are close enough together
to allow him to peer through the hole with both eyes at the same
time."

"Why is that such an advantage, do you
think?"

"It allows him to view the depth of objects.
That is something which we could never achieve. Something you can
never achieve, period. And we thought having his eyes was a
disability! Just think of all those lost opportunities, back when
we had lady-mates but could only view them in 2D. If Siameyes had
been here, I'd have gladly traded some of my allocation of the hole
just so he could describe the third dimension to me. I wonder if
Siameyes' ancestors had this scenario in mind when they began their
project."

"You could have achieved depth vision for
yourself. All you would have had to have done was to make a second
hole or make that one wider. I actually feel sorry for Siameyes. A
bit sorry. Not too much, but some. Ordinarily, being able to view
depth would have been a marvellous thing, but on this occasion it
will only be working against him."

"Argh!!" screamed Siameyes.

"There it is. It's all happening now."

"What's going on?" boomed Pobberkins as he
entered the scene, wearing nothing besides his shower cap. "Oh, I
see. You were spying on me! I suggest you begin praying,
pronto."

"Please, sir, no, sir. I wasn't spying on you. I
was… I was… "

"You was what?"

"I was only looking through that hole because I
wanted to know what was in there. I was hoping there might be
something nice to see. I mean, I'm not saying you're not nice. Oh
no, what am I saying? I think you're lovely, but I am not that sort
of boy."

"How can I believe that? Here I am, naked as the
day I was born (when Pobberkins was born he had much hair, and his
parents tidied it all up with a shower cap) and here is some little
punk who, to my knowledge, has never had a girlfriend, watching me
having a private wash. I think this situation is abundantly clear.
Do you enjoy seeing me naked?"

"Pobberkins, you are regularly naked. If I
wanted to see your body, why would I need to spy on you?"

"It's a good point, well made. Perhaps you like
seeing me when I don't know that you are seeing me?"

"No, no, Pobberkins. I'm not like that."

Truth be told; that was a lie. Siameyes is like
that. He likes to secretly watch people moving secretly. They don't
have to be naked, and often it is better when they are not. He just
likes to watch people doing mundane things, without them knowing
that somebody is watching. He likes knowing something that his
subjects don't. He finds the situation to be terrifically
empowering. He particularly likes to watch JJ. He likes watching JJ
so much that he has forged a career out of it.

"I'll let you off with a warning this time,"
offered Pobberkins. "But if I catch you spying on me again, I will
end you. I will fucking end you. You got that, chief?"

"Yes, sir. Thankyou, sir."

"Wait a second. You just said that you are not
like that. You implied that you are not the sort of person who
enjoys secretly watching people. Only people who enjoy secretly
watching people know that such people exist. So you were watching
me!" stated Pobberkins as he began to get very cross.

"Oh no, I'm going to die." Siameyes closed his
eyes and waited for the end.

But then he had a clever thought.

"Hang about! You must be that sort of person
too. We can extend your logic by saying; only people who enjoy
secretly watching people know that only people who enjoy secretly
watching people know there are people who enjoy secretly watching
people."

A couple of minutes passed by, while Pobberkins
tried to understand the statement. Siameyes repeated it a few
times, partly to help Pobberkins to understand and partly to make
sure that what he was saying was the message he wanted to
convey.

"You're right. I do like spying on people. Who
do you think built the spy-hole in the first place? Me!"

"So, we are cool now? You're not going to end
me? Please don't end me."

"We're cool. In fact you can join my Voyaging
Voyeurs club now. That was all just a trial to see if you had what
it takes to be a VV."

"There's a club!" exclaimed Siameyes with
passive intensity in his voice. "Who else is in it?" he asked with
intense passion.

"Ach, we all are. It's part of the
you-know-what, the… er… the GSP. Even Tucker is in it. He would not
think that we were using our spying skills against him, if we were
thick enough to let him know we had a club."

"Would you really have ended me if I had not
twigged it?"

"Oh my, yes," said Pobberkins.

"What, really? Nah. No way would you have."

"He really would have," affirmed Mike and
Shobaloba, entering the conversation. "He has ended the lives of
many a voyeur who did not pass their initiations. Pobberkins, here,
raised the funds for the entire mission, and he only wants pirates
who can competently help him to study his son. That involves being
able to talk yourself out of high pressure situations, should you
ever get caught in the act of spying."

"So, you all passed that test, then? Even JJ is
a VV?! But he's a consummate numpty, full of rem. I should know,
for I've documented his entire adult life, even before he became a
super-model. No way could he have found his way out of that
situation? The accusation of being a voyeur would have clean bowled
him. He'd never have been able to, oh wait now I remember. How did
I forget JJ's greatest, most glorious life achievement? It was one
of the highlights of his year, that year, when he wiggled as a worm
through his initiation to join the fabled Voyaging Voyeurs of Apple
Bumble." [For those readers who are 'outside the know', 'rem'
is a Yeovil word which has not caught on anywhere else.]

"Hang about!" said Shobaloba. "You mean to say
you knew about the club and the initiation, but yet you would have
been ended today had you not passed it yourself?"

"What can I say? I was caught up in the moment.
I had not known that this was to be my own initiation. I feel like
a real pirate now. RARR!! Shiver my timbers! But let us suppose for
a second that I am not a voyeur. Would I have been ended?"

"If you were not a voyeur, I would not have
caught you spying on me in the first place."

"But I wasn't intentionally spying on you,
Pobberkins."

"The evidence outweighs your testimony, Si. Can
I call you Si? Si the spy. Spyameyes! I did a funny. Regardless, I
am fearful that we will keep getting back to that little bit of the
conversation until one of us believes the other. So, just for the
benefit of that, I will say that I believe you were not spying on
me." Pobberkins delivered an enormously exaggerated wink on the
'not spying' bit of that sentence.

"I WAS NOT SPYING ON YOU!! I THINK YOU ARE
GROTESQUE!! I HAVE NO INTERESTS IN THAT QUARTER. NONE, YOU HEAR
ME?!"

"That's not a very nice thing to say. You're no
Athelstan, yourself, you know!" [Athelstan (the Glorious) being
the most handsome of all Saxon kings – a weakly publicised
scientific fact, nevertheless popular among pirates.]

"If Tucker had failed his initiation?" asked
Siameyes, in an attempt to move the conversation along a bit.

"That was a badly delivered question. I would
never ask a question like that. You must feel all dirty
inside?"

"It is a question, but I won't comment on my
delivery of it. Would you have ended Tucker if he had failed his
initiation?"

"My boy's initiation is one of my favourite
stories. Suffice to say, he didn't fail. But if he had, it would
have completely ruined the grand secret plan. Because I would have
had to have ended him. Otherwise, the trade union would have had my
guts for starters. I can't have one rule for most employees, and
then a different rule for one special case. Without consistency, we
are nothing more than hypocrites. I am no hypocrite."

"What happens to those pirates who are never
caught in the act of spying? Are they ended, or are they
spared?"

"There might be one or two, here and there, but
I haven't met any yet. I reckon they would be spared, but we would
have to consider these persons with great suspicion. One would have
to be some unhinged to be somebody who doesn't enjoy secretly
watching other people doing mundane things."










Chapter 6
Father Mike



"Oh bother!" said Shobaloba, having only just
realised something was missing, big time. The captain had
everything anyone could want from life. A ship, a crew, an inbuilt
compass. But there was suddenly a bad feeling brewing. It was a
feeling of complete loneliness and utter emptiness. Where the heart
was supposed to be, there felt only to be a void, devoid of
substance. A deep chasm of abysmal blackness. Torturous panic took
over. "Botheration. What is going on?" Needless to say, Shobs went
to visit Mike in his confessional.

"How can I help you, my child?"

"I met a girl with autumnal hair."

"And?"

"And!" answered Shobaloba. "She met me."

"I can see how that could be a problem."

"What?!" exclaimed the captain, using a level of
surprise not previously attempted. Shobaloba took it as an insult
that 'being met' might be a problem for other people.

"I can see what the problem is. The problem you
came to talk to me about."

Mike either had some previous knowledge of the
situation or was guessing the problem. Shobaloba ruled out the
latter option and banked on the former.

"So you think I should kill her, or kill
myself?"

"There is another option. You don't have to kill
either of you. You could discuss your feeling with her. I take it
you haven't yet discussed with her?"

"How can I? I yearn for her like the literature
critic yearns for a sentence what is rubbishly wrote, like the
river yearns for salt and like suppliers and demanders yearn for
each other. I cannot speak to her, and I cannot not speak to her. I
will not commit myself to discussion with her, Father."

"Break this down for me please, Captain. Why
cannot you speak to her?"

"If I speak to her I run the risk of delivering
a bad first impression, and I yearn ever more so."

"You have met her already. You said so. The
first impression has been delivered."

"I mean the first impression since I developed
this yearning. The first time I met her, she was just this lass,
y'know. Since then, the yearnings have developed."

"So why cannot you not speak to her?"

"If I don't speak to her I run the risk of
leaving her without her knowing my feeling. That would eat me up
from inside, and I will yearn ever more so."

"Hmm, and you cannot commit yourself to
discussion. Make no bones about it, this is a messy one for
sure."

"Are you qualified enough to guide me,
Father?"

"Would you like me to talk to her?"

"No! Don't do it. That's the worst thing
possible. Either she think of me as someone whose yearning isn't
strong enough to talk to her directly, or she think you a lying
man. Or worse, a joking man. And a joke develops. And the joke is
me. She laughs, you laugh, everyone else laughs. I cry, and I yearn
ever more so. Why can't I kill her or me?"

"Killing you would result in decaptainisation of
this vessel. Killing her would result in lost revenue for Tucker's
online sweet-shop."

"I hadn't thought of it that way. So, what would
you do in my situation?"

"Just tell her what you told me. You never know,
she might enjoy being told how pretty you think she is. Stranger
things have happened! As you've already said yourself; she'll think
your feelings aren't strong enough if your words came from me. I
suspect that this girl is nothing more than a passing interest. I
tell you, one day you will meet somebody so beautiful that you will
find it impossible to not tell her directly about how you feel. And
you won't want to waste any time at all doing so.

So, yeah, I think you'll be alright. Boy, if you
thought you had problems… "

"I'M NOT A BOY!!"

"… if you thought you had problems you should
try being Pobberkins for a day. Yesterday he confessed to me that
he killed a man."

"Are you dobbing him in to me?"

"Nope."

"That's ludicrous!!"

"No, it is not. He confessed to me because he
knew that it would not lead to his arrest. If that was not
possible, then he would not have talked to anybody. I think it is
better for his soul that he discusses his sins without fear of
reprisal, rather than bottling them up."

"Well, I am going to arrest him anyway."

"I'm afraid you can't. Look around you. What's
said in the confessional, remains in the confessional. Phew! I
really needed to get that off my chest. Thanks. Your ears have been
great. Perhaps, you will now confess your feelings about it to
Pobberkins. Then we'll all be hunky-dory. Besides, he's been
arrested for it once already. He went to court, and even though the
evidence against him was staggering, the jury unanimously found him
to be not guilty."

"Oh! What was his defence? Did he say it was
assisted suicide, like I did when I killed my best friend who was
already dying of an incurable degenerative disease?"

"No, he didn't say it was… what did you just
say?"

"It was costing too much money to keep her alive
and I was due to go on holiday the next day for two weeks. I didn't
want her to die while I was gone. I wanted to be with her at the
end. And I didn't want to see her deteriorate any more than she had
already done."

"Did you have to go on holiday?"

"Yes, it was a very traumatic time in my life
and I needed something to look forward to."

"Why couldn't you wait until she died
naturally?"

"Because I'd booked the holiday weeks in advance
and gotten a super deal. I didn't want to lose it and I didn't know
she would hold out as long as she did."

"Could it be that she wanted to live?"

"Look, I made my decision. Until you've been in
precisely the same situation, you are not permitted to have an
opinion. Now, tell me what Pobberkins' defence was?"

"Art. He claimed the murder was a work of
conceptual art. The jurors were so afraid of advertising their
inability to recognise art, that they had to let him go free. And
not only did he get away with it, he also won an award. Fancy
that!"

"Stone the crows! That is a fascinating tale –
if true."

"Well, no, it isn't true. He was only nominated
for an award. He lost out to a racist rapist. The Stuckists were
furious again, to the absolutely euphoric delight of the art
contest organisers. Controversy is good for publicity, as far as
they're concerned. I have a growing belief that the Stuckists are
actually 'in' on the whole scandal."

"Can we change the subject, please? I don't like
this one."

"Did you know that Pobberkins is worried about
his mass?"

"Yeah, but I don't think he's all that big. I
think he is a healthy size. What did you say to him?"

"I advised him to wear tighter fitting
clothes."

"The logic being? asked Shobaloba.

"If you wear baggy clothes, your body will grow
to fill them."

"Will it work?"

"Who knows? Maybe it won't help him to lose
weight, but it might stop him getting any bigger. If nothing else,
at least it will reduce his hours of nakedness."

"We can only hope and pray for that."

"I have one final piece of Pobberkins-based
gossip. This one involves you. You should know that his
determination for you to succeed is beginning to overwhelm him. He
told me that somebody who is abroad should pursue happiness. At
least, I think that's what he said."

"Odd. Pobberkins really said that?" asked
Shobaloba, very puzzled. "Have you got any information regarding
Tucker and the grand secret plan?"

"Not really. It's petering out into
nothing."

"What about Tabkey? Is he any further along on
the road to Christianity, yet?"

"He says of all the Christianities available to
him, he hasn't yet found one compatible with his beliefs. He
currently describes himself as Amish-ish. He longs for a simpler
life, but isn't quite ready to embrace the full love of God."

"Would that be because he is a hardcore
atheist?"

"Yeah, that kinda gets in the way, doesn't it?
He says he is far too intelligent to believe in God. But
intelligence doesn't come into it. It neither hinders nor helps.
Like modern art."

"How so? You mean like artistic ability has no
bearing on whether a modern artist will be successful or not? It's
not the best analogy I've ever heard."

"Not quite. I was thinking more along the lines
of; how does your average punter know whether a work of modern art
is good or not? Or even if its the right way up! I'm intelligent
and I can't tell the difference between good and bad art unless I
look at the price tag, or recognise the name of the person who
created it. But that shouldn't be right. A work of art should only
be judged on its artistic merit. I wonder what would happen if you
took two similar pieces of art, one by a famous artist and one by
an unknown artist, swapped the names over and asked normal people
to value the two pieces. I bet they will put a higher price on the
one they think was made by the artist they've heard of."

"No, I'm sorry. I won't understand what you are
talking about until you satisfy my thirst for a better analogy. Try
harder."

"I'm telling you that I can understand why
atheists like Tabkey are angry towards Christianity. Is it fair
that random chance decides who gets it and who doesn't? Is it fair
that any amount of study or intelligence will not improve your
chances of becoming one of the lucky, lucky people? Why can't I
tell the difference between good art and bad? What am I doing
wrong? I know what I like, and what I don't, but that doesn't seem
to matter at all. It's as if there's a secret fraternity of art
critics who get to decide for the rest of us who is allowed to
become a super-successful artist. I wouldn't mind so much, but
their choices seem to be completely random. I hate the injustice of
it. And atheists probably don't appreciate being told how to live
their lives by people who have been selected by an imaginary god. I
want to be able to identify good art because until I can, I'll be
made to feel ignorant, by people who find it easy to identify the
best modern art. People who, otherwise, are not more intelligent or
studious than myself."

"Okay. Analogy accepted."

"Tabkey told me that everybody will be Amish-ish
when the oil runs out. In the future, these years we're living in
now will be referred to as The Easy Age, because most of our work
is done for us by fossil fuels."

"What a preposterous thing to say! Clearly I'm
not working him hard enough. Has he tried joining an atheist
support group, like the humanists or secular society?"

"Yeah, but he describes them as empty."

"As in; lacking numbers?"

"Kinda, but more like empty in terms of lacking
purpose. He says they only form their groups for the sake of
forming groups, and as a protest against religious groups. They
have no real passion for it."

"Oh. I want to talk about me again. Let's talk
about me. Do I tell the girl with autumnal hair that my heart
yearns for her? Even though she isn't the one, I would still like
to woo her for a while. She is very pretty, after all. An
exceptional specimen."

"No, I've suddenly and without warning changed
my mind. What you must do is this: Consider a system."

"Consider a system," repeated Shobs, in pub-quiz
style.

"You are very rude! Consider a system. Consider
the worst possible first impression you could make."

"I could humour her by talking about blood,
phlegm and bile."

"Good, good. Please, go on."

"I could tell her a really bad joke."

"Preferably one that she's heard many times
before. Like; which fairground ride must be made of iron?"

"I don't know. Which fairground ride must be
made of iron?"

"A 'ferrous' wheel!"

"That was terrible."

"Is it the worst possible first impression you
could make?"

"No, I could insult her by saying she smells of
shells and her face makes me quake."

"Brilliant! But you could do worse than
that."

"I could, um, er… what could I possibly do,
worser (more worse) than insulting her? I could, er, I could, hit
her? YES!! That's it. I could beat her up."

"Super, Shobaloba. Absolutely first class. And
how would she react to this? If she felt the same way about
you."

"She might… kiss me?" asked Shobaloba,
tentatively.

"Correct. And so, if that's the result of the
worst possible first impression, consider, if you will, the result
of an average first impression. After all, are you likely to beat
her up?"

"I suppose not."

"You suppose correctly."

"An average first impression? That could result
in almost anything. But what if she feels differently to the way I
do?"

"A tricky one, to be sure. If you beat her up
then I guess you might have a fight. Who is likely to win the
fight?"

"Me."

"So you have to weigh things up now. If she
likes you then she will kiss you. If she doesn't like you, then you
will win a fight. Is that such a bad outcome?"

"No. That's a great outcome."

"Now consider this very different system.
Suppose for example that you were able to execute and deliver a
great first impression. And for years and years you continue to
supply her with great impressions. Then you marry her. Then you
deliver a sub-standard, or worser, a bad impression. How will she
react?"

"Maybe she reacts badly. Maybe she realises that
I'm not as super-superb as she thought I was pre-marriage."

"Correct! She realises who you really are."

"Hey! Watch yourself there. The ice is beginning
to creak." Shobaloba was of course speaking of the creaking of the
metaphorical thin ice upon which Mike's side of the conversation
had begun to encroach.

"What I mean is; it is better to show her the
worst of you before the mutual feelings begin to overlap and
entwine."

"Okay, Father. I will start with a left upper
cut. From there, in her eyes, I can only improve."

"So what have we learned?"

"I don't have a problem at all. In fact, she is
the one with the problem. The only way she can win is to submit to
my charms. Oh, thankyou, Father."

"It is okay, Captain. Good luck, my child."

It is a shame for all involved that Father Mike
isn't exactly the most experienced chap in the world when it comes
to wooing strategy. In fact you wouldn't have to search for long
before you found a pirate with more knowledge on the subject. Here
comes one of them now.

Now Tucker is a very special boy. So special is
he, that he is able to realise this himself. He had no problems and
he had nothing to confess, but he was bored and thought he might
play with Mike a while.

"Oh Father, I despair," despaired the young boy.
"What does it all mean? I am guilty of a great sin, and now I don't
know what to do. I thought I could clear things up if I just put it
back where I found it."

"The pomegranate?"

Tucker paused for a very long time. It is true
that his fictional sin involved a pomegranate. There was no way
that Mike could have had any prior knowledge of this sin because
Tucker thought it up only a minute or so ago. At least, Tucker was
convinced there was no way that Mike could know. Of course, the
grand secret plan has been going much longer than Tucker has been
growing. Everything which Tucker thinks, says or does was written
into his deoxyribonucleic acid a long time ago. Tucker began to
think that something sinister was happening. But what does he do
about it? Does he change his story and tell Mike it has nothing to
do with a pomegranate? No, maybe Mike is one step ahead of his
game. Maybe if Tucker changed the story, Mike would know he was
going to do it. Also, if Tucker was to change the story then it
would be off-the-cuff as it were. At least the pomegranate
confession had had some preparation to it. Mike might be able to
rip apart an improvised confession. Also, he doesn't want Mike to
notice that he has noticed something odd. Tucker is compelled to
finish the original confession or risk losing valuable clues at a
later date.

"Tucker, you okay?"

"Sorry about that, Father. I just noticed how
nicely decorated this confessional is and I am marvelling at it.
Phwoar!"

"Sir Thanksalot, Tucker. I aim to please. Now,
carry on."

"Well. It started very soundly yesterday
morning. I picked up a pomegranate. Tabkey shouted at me. Really,
really loudly. It made me cry, Father." At this point, Tucker
voluntarily opened the flood gates. He is a very talented boy after
all. Crying on cue is not a problem for this lil maestro.

"There-there, Tucker my boy. It's okay. You know
how Tabkey is about people playing with his fruit. He doesn't mean
anything hard by it, but he is under constant stress in the galley.
The smallest thing can snap him. So what happened next?"

"When his back was turned I picked up his only
pumpkin and ran out with it. I stole it."

"Hmm? That would explain the quality of last
night's pumpkin soup. Go on laddie-o."

(Now is a good time to remind ourselves that
this was a fictional sin. Tabkey did indeed have only one pumpkin,
but the soup quality cannot be blamed on a lack of starting
materials.)

"That is my sin. I stole. I surely will burn for
it."

"Maybe so. But that's not my problem, is it? Get
out!"

And that was it. Tucker was very disappointed
with the outcome but at least he was left with a clue. Even if he
didn't know what it was a clue for, yet. Mike was disappointed as
Tucker hadn't left any presents. The narrator was disappointed
because it was a poor run of dialogue which had looked
semi-promising at the beginning. JJ was disappointed because he
hadn't been mentioned for such a long time. Not now though. The
readership is disappointed because it is beginning to think that
the rest of the book is never going to kick into top gear. They
think it's alright so far, but if the rest of the book carries on
in the same way then they will probably feel that the author's full
potential was never quite realised.

Moving on and away very quickly.

Somewhere else on the ship a fight is breaking
out. Pobberkins had had quite enough of Tabkey's bizarre fry-up
technique. That is, Pobberkins hates small round things. This
includes beans, peas, nuts, sweetcorn and basically anything which
could be considered small, round and edible [the only
exception, of course, is sweetcorn which, contrary to popular
belief, is so far away from edible, so far I just can't see how
anyone ever thought it should be sold as food]. There wouldn't
be a problem if Tabkey knew how to avoid putting beans with
Pobberkins' fry-ups, just like a ridiculously atrocious café near
Grindleford railway station in the Peak District. How hard can it
be to not put beans on a plate? Anywhere else in the world, a
similar request would be embraced with loving arms, due to the
financial benefit received through the saving of SRTs.

But anyway, getting back to the ship in
question. And especially the fight. Because we all enjoy fictitious
pirate fights. Pobberkins began with the obligatory
name-calling.

"Tabkey, you are a poo-brained fatty-cat."

Now, we must dissect this power-combo before
progressing. Using 'poo-brain' at this stage is easy enough to
understand. But the beauty of following it up with 'fatty-cat'
could prove invaluable in later rounds. When Tabkey heard
'poo-brain' he was hurt but not so much that he would lose
concentration. 'Fatty-cat' had quite the opposite effect. He was
unhurt, but deeply confused and very much deterred. His reaction
was a poor one.

"Jareeeeeee!!" said his mouth, in a fashion
similar to that of a mumble. But clearer. Almost precise in its
delivery. So effectively, not at all like a mumble. More like a
screech. Then again…

This insult is largely unpractised and as a
result cannot be well researched nor fully understood. It will be
interesting to see what Tabkey follows it up with.

"Whatcha lookin' at, cutey-pie!" yelled
Pobberkins, with the confidence of someone who has won many
fights.

Oh wow. We have here witnessed something you
probably thought you never would. This insult is straight out of
the pro-manual. And when coupled with 'fatty-cat'. Well, to put it
bluntly, it's legendary. To be more definite, it's exceptional. If
it was a poker hand, it would be a royal flush 'on the flop'. But
this isn't poker, it's a scrap. So don't go getting any big ideas
about who you think will win. If nothing else, Tabkey is an
excellent bluffer when he needs to be. Right now, he really needs
to be. He will need something very powerful and something very,
very soon.

"You are yoghurt."

Another quite poor response from Tabkey there. I
fear that this fight will only ever have one winner.

"So, like most fights then?" asked Siameyes in a
semi-confused and rhetorical manner.

Pobberkins has now had enough of the insulting.
And who can blame him? Tabkey is there for the taking. All it needs
now is a well placed thump.

Pobberkins begins swinging his heavy fists and,
moving towards Tabkey, suggests: "You're down to earth and like to
be close to nature!"

"Are you insinuating that I play for Man Flu?"
asked Tabkey, taking a dive.

Pobberkins misses with the thump and his
momentum carries him past his fallen foe. Tabkey sits on the deck
with his arms outstretched as he looks about for the referee.
Shobaloba steps in and awards Tabkey the sought-after penalty.
Pobberkins turns around and prepares himself for Tabkey's
attack.

"Egg-bound!!" screamed Tabkey, indicating that
he was indeed capable.

"Argh!"

"Egg-bound!!"

"Stop it, stop it. I can't take much more."

"Egg-bound, egg-bound, egg-bound!!"

"Please stop. Foy the love of Anne. I implore
you. Please, cease this."

"Egg-bound!!"

Moments of silence passed. Pobberkins realised
that his suffering was what was inspiring Tabkey. If Pobberkins
could somehow block out his pain then maybe Tabkey would stop. Long
enough for Pobberkins to regain some composure. Long enough for
Pobberkins to re-enter the fight. All he had to do was suppress his
feelings of pain. Much like a boy must suppress the pain of
rejection when a girl refuses his company. Or like a girl must
suppress feelings for a boy who is worthy. Pobberkins bit into his
woolly jumper and whimpered for three minutes. Tabkey, having
thought the fight was well fought, had begun to sign autographs. He
got as far as JJ before this happened:

 

"I am Pobberkins, with hair so
huge,

it hampers me when I try to
luge.

You are Tabkey, with cooking so
true,

but beans in my breakfast simply
won't do."

 

The autographing session finished and the crew
hugged each other with their loving arms until the chapter
finished.










Chapter 7 A
Long And Sleepless Night



There was a very personal temptation, which
wouldn't fit the bottle any more. For so long he had been
struggling against this urgent urge, and at precisely 1:57 pm could
resist no more.

"So mateys," announced Shobaloba. "I don't know
why the narrator has asked me to call this meeting as there is
absolutely nothing to announce. Also, I would like to know why it
has to begin shortly before 1.57 pm. Maybe it is because it is the
most sinister-looking time of all the hour and minute combinations
there are. I do hope nothing sinister is going to happen. However,
I can tell by the squint in the narrator's eye that something
sinister will happen, and most likely it will happen to me. Going
back to my original observation however, I can't think why there
should be a group meeting, as there is absolutely nothing to
announce."

"Except for my desire to announce what a good
hair day it appears to be, all round."

"You are bob-on with that, Mike. I would like to
thank everyone involved, for his good hair on this day. Special
thanks go to Fwuffy, Poppy and Wij in the dressing room. Without
their help none of this could have been possible.

Apart from that, though, I cannot see any other
reason to… "

At which point, the captain shouted 'yelp'.

"YELP!!"

"Wow! You yelped!! Why did you just do that
thing that you just did, just now, just there? Are you experiencing
sensations of pain?"

"Yes, I am. Quite considerable pain. And for
some reason I am releasing red milk out of these new holes in my
chest."

"That's not red milk," said the chef. "What
you've got there is red blood. Red milk is far less tangy. Oh yes,
red blood out of new holes is a good indication of a stabbing."

Unable to get over the idea of a stabbing left
the captain in such a state that sensible sentencing was no longer
possible. "Hey, no, how, pearls and a sword chain! If that which
clown face gribble spoon! Never bicycle laminated smooth paste!
Cheese, wood and Oliver-biscuits!"

"Just sit down and get your breath back. Reach
for the penguin, Shobaloba. Reach for the penguin."

It must be noted at this point that aboard Apple
Bumble a saying was said for whenever a hooded pirate of the
piratehood was required to catch one's breath. 'Reach for the
penguin' went into a bowler's hat along with other phrases, like;
'stack the sticks of years gone by' and 'wry smiles only yield
thunder'. 'Reach for the penguin', was the quote randomly
selected.

And before you ask, yes. Shobaloba is sporting
an ultra-fine hooded fleece on this day. Although, at this specific
time, it serves no compensation whatsoever.

"In all my piratey years, I've never once been
stabbed quite like that. Okay, so who was it? It were you, weren't
it?" Shobs said whilst pummelling the narrator. "Why did you do
that? Why didn't you run away? What are you smiling about? Who do
you think you are? Am I asking too many questions? Will you give me
a bad narration in future chapters for beating you up? Can you
answer me? Are you conscious? Can you still count down from five to
one? Have you decided when I'm going to stop asking these
questions?"

To which the narrator answered in his own
inimitable way: Yes it was me. I could nay resist nay longer. I had
to stay here to narrate. My bitch loves me. Your narrator. Slightly
too many. I will always give a fair narration so long as you keep
me out of the Failed Narrators' Guild. I am. Barely. Five, four,
three, no I cannot go all the way to one. Now, or then.

"Good answers. But I will still have to punish
you. For the rest of the chapter you will narrate from the stocks.
And yes, I am aware of your power to end the chapter right now, if
you wish. However, seeing as you have indicated such a fear of
being banished to the Guild, I shall assume you will take the
punishment like the man you are. You are a man, after all."

Due to grief and shock, your (very male)
narrator temporarily lost his skill. He looked about himself for
something to help him start once more. Then Tucker out-stared a
stray seagull and Siameyes visited the garderobe (toilet). Usually
a narrator wouldn't pick up on such things, but at the time it was
crucially important to narrate anything – despite its triviality.
He did manage to avoid narrating Tabkey's ever-so-slight leftward
leaning. It appeared that Tabkey had foolishly misplaced a peg and
for a brief second leant over nearly ten degrees. It wasn't obvious
to anyone else, but this narrator was born for observations of this
grade. For a brief moment, Tabkey glanced about him to check if
anyone had noticed his folly. As he walked away he appeared to
mumble towards his pegs and the deck-boards with several 'choice'
expletives. He was trying to convince them that he was the innocent
one. But alas, he was resigned to the fact that he had made a bad
error and must accept it face on.

The remainder of the afternoon welcomed the
first battle since the demolition delivered by Araf Slow in his
inflatable galleon.

A pedalo containing a lonesome man in a brave
attempt to pedal across the ocean was approaching Apple Bumble. The
pirates weren't so sure it was friendly, despite the very legible
words painted on the side:

 

PEDALLING THE
ATLANTIC BLUE FOR CHARITY

IF YOU ARE APPLE
BUMBLE, TRY NOT TO ATTACK

 

A following support crew and a television
chopper also failed to convince. It didn't help that Shobaloba was
exercising a new-found lust for power. Thus, an attack was
planned.

Pobberkins, Shobaloba and Mike each took their
positions behind the cannon. JJ filled a water pistol and Siameyes
cut loose the emergency cutlass. Tabkey found a custard pie and
took his stance, well away from any dodgy-looking deck-boards.
Tucker and his schizophrenic friend played a game of curbies to
help while away the time.

Six hours later, the lonesome Toby O'Nest was
vanquished and taken, a prisoner for to be.

Celebration carried on late into the night until
Tucker delivered the devastating news that he had eventually lost
the game of curbies by 189 to 188 on penalties, after extra time.
This news brought with it a mist of misery. Tabkey asked for the
possibility of a recount, but it was a vain attempt. The buccaneers
were so distraught, that hammock rest was agreed to be the only
option left to them. It is assumed that the state of slumber was
taken. Although from the location of the stocks it is impossible to
confirm anything other than the fact that Toby (on a rack) and the
narrator both had a rough night. Not that anyone cares very much
about that, though.

 

Please enter your name.

>JJ

Where are you from?

>My mum

Choose your character: (1) Brave warrior, (2) Vague
vagabond, (3) Serendipitous mage.

>1

Greetings, brave warrior JJ of My mum. Are you ready to
play Double Monarchy Glen? (1) Yes – begin game, (2) No – start
again.

>1

Loading. Please wait…

You are in a wooden hut. West is a door. Through a
window you can see: nothing. You can hear the faint sound of a
distant waterfall. There is a tap here. There is a desk here. On a
chair sits a wise old man. You can see: an empty holdall, a map, an
unlit lantern, some matches, a sandwich, a parchment of text, a
small seashell.

You are carrying the following: a goblet.

You are thirsty.

>Drink.

Drink what? You are very thirsty.

>Drink tap.

A tap cannot be drunk. You are weak from
thirst.

>Turn on tap.

Water flows. You are dying of thirst. A wise old man
begins to whistle a merry tune.

>Fill goblet with water. Drink water.

You fill a goblet. The cool water quenches your
thirst.

>Get all.

You take: an empty holdall, a map, an unlit lantern,
some matches, a sandwich. You cannot carry any more.

A wise old man stops whistling.

>Talk to old man.

A wise old man smiles at you.

>Look.

You are in a wooden hut. West is a door. Through a
window you can see: a scary bear. You can hear the faint sound of a
distant waterfall. Water is flowing from a tap. There is a desk
here. On a chair sits a wise old man. You can see: a parchment of
text, a small seashell.

>Put all in holdall. Get all. Turn off tap. Read
parchment.

Done. I do not understand 'parchment'.

>Read note.

A parchment of text says: The bravest warrior of all is
the one who fights alone for what he believes, without armour or
weapons, but with just the intelligence in his brain. The greatest
superhero of all was Flash Gordon. He saved every one of us despite
possessing absolutely no special skills. All he had was the courage
of a man.

>Open door.

A door is locked.

>Unlock door.

You do not have the correct key for that
lock.

>Examine window.

Through a window you can see: nothing.

>Open window. Go through window.

A window cannot be opened. I do not understand 'go
through'.

>Ask old man for key.

A wise old man smiles at you.

>Examine old man.

A wise old man is here with the following:
nothing.

>Examine desk.

A desk is here. There is a drawer in a
desk.

>Open drawer.

You open a drawer. In a drawer there is: a gold
key.

>Get key.

You take: a gold key.

>Unlock door.

Done.

>Exit hut.

A door is closed. A wise old man begins to whistle a
merry tune.

>Open door. Exit hut.

You are in a wood. A path leads north. East is a wooden
hut.

>Close door. Lock door.

Done. A Spanish waiter is here with the following:
nothing.

>Hit Manuel.

The audience laughs.

>Hit Manuel.

The audience laughs.

>Hit Manuel.

The audience laughs. A Spanish waiter moves
north.

>Wait.

Time passes.

A scary bear is here with the following: a sword, an
axe, a dagger, a mace, a mace, a mace.

>Hit bear.

With what? A scary bear strikes you with a sword. You
are dying.

>Hit bear with seashell.

You give a seashell to a scary bear. A scary bear
strikes you with a sword. You are dead.

Thankyou for playing Double Monarchy Glen. Would you
like to play again? (1) Yes please, (2) No thankyou.

 

Tucker was awoken by the presence of light at
3am. His candles were all on fire and this aroused great suspicion
within him, for he could not have fallen asleep in the first place
had even one candle been left lit. He swiftly eliminated three of
the six possible suspects. It could not have been his father
because of his candle angst. A remembering reader might recall that
Mrs Pobberkins is now a semi-successful candle monitor in northern
Kent. An imaginative reader would know that she had in fact used
this career change to escape from Pobberkins.

Nor was it Siameyes, as he would have been too
busy studying JJ, and the whole shebang was way too artistic for
Shobaloba. This left Tabkey, Mike and JJ as the main suspects. All
three had access and motive for such a stunt, but he is unable to
deduce the guilty man without further evidence. He checked the room
for clues. Finding nothing, he ventured outside where the other
pirates were already assembling.

Shobaloba was suffering nautical nausea. Some
naughty person had smuggled in the rotting carcass of a nautilus
and the aroma had forced the captain to find fresher air. Shobaloba
knows who is responsible but is willing to allow Siameyes the
opportunity to confess, first.

Siameyes just wanted to be carefree for five
minutes but now seeks answers after severing those hated benign
tentacles from an unfamiliar sea creature. He is furious with
whomever gave him the motive to pull such a stunt, and is crazy to
learn what that motive is. He intended to draw up a list of
possible candidates, but could only remember one other ship's mate.
So he laid all the blame upon the innocent shoulders of
Pobberkins.

Pobberkins had woken up because he was the wrong
way round in his bunk. He is very angry, more than anyone. Why he
had been turned around during his sleep completely baffled him but
he is sure it required the muscles of at least two pirates. He
could only rule out Tucker from his enquiries because the kid is
too feeble.

Mike has been completely shaved bald, and not
just his head. He is smooth, man. But he quite likes it, and is
looking to thank whomever is responsible.

Tabkey woke up because his comfort-blanket had
fallen to the floor. This happens most nights, so he is not
suspicious of any foul play. Instead of questioning his woken
state, he decided to check his inner thigh. He thought; "what the
hey, it's not something I do every day." Somehow, a stupendous
tattoo of a sneezing kangaroo had found its way onto his starboard
stump. (Actually, it was on his port-side leg, but that doesn't
sound as good. A lie, yes, but not a serious one. I hope you will
forgive me for it.) "This is what you get when you expect the
unexpectable," he conceded. Deciding that the damage was done, he
thought it would be best to face the quest head on. Most people
might give in and sob if they found a stupendous tattoo of a
sneezing kangaroo on their inner thigh. But not our Tabkey. He
began to imagine stories as to how this kangaroo became so involved
with its nasal passage. He doesn't want to blame anyone for the
mishap. He assumed it was either Pobberkins or JJ, but isn't fussed
either way. No-one else on the ship owns a tattooing kit so it is a
safe bet that one of those two is the culprit. He was on his way to
visit the goat for a beaker of milk when he noticed that everybody
else was already awake and up.

JJ is awake because he had been playing a
computer game all night. He now needs a bedtime story and some
reassurance that he is going to be okay. He is hoping somebody else
is awake to provide the services required. Tonight is JJ's lucky
night.

"Have you been playing that game again, JJ?"

"I just can't get past the bear," replied
JJ.

"Oh, come on! The bear is easy to defeat. If you
can't get past her, what chance… "

"Her?" interrupted JJ.

"The bear's gender isn't specified. But it's
interesting to me; Shobaloba, that if I had referred to the bear as
a 'he', then you probably would not have batted an eyelid. Why is
it, that if the gender of something or someone is not specifically
stated, then we assume that it must be male?

Anyway, if you can't get past the bear, what
chance have you got against the red admiral? Let alone the tall
giant! All you have to do is go outside the hut and wait for the
bear to show up. Then go back inside the hut. The bear will follow
you. Then you have to do three things in one command line. Exit
hut, close door and lock door. The bear will be stuck inside."

"What about the old man? I can't leave him with
a scary bear with a sword, an axe, a dagger, a mace, a mace, a
mace."

"Why not?" asked Tucker.

"It's inhumane."

"He's a computer character. He has less
consciousness than a cactus."

"I don't even know how you can play such a
game," said a concerned parent. "If you practice the psychology of
killing in a computer game, then you would find it easier to go
ahead and really kill somebody in real life."

"Dad, it's just a game. You're not supposed to
let it confuse your ability to decide between righteousness and
wrongeousness. It's an opportunity to be truly heinous, but not be
punished. Drag your knuckles back to your cave, you dinosaur."

"Seeing that we are all up," observed Shobaloba.
"I suggest we congregate in my forecastle. Bring the narrator, I
want him to see this. There's no need to release him from the
stocks."

 

The forecastle is the captain's private cabin.
Among Shobaloba's most prized possessions is a crystal ball.

"What's going on, Captain?" asked Mike.

"That's exactly what I would like to know. More
specifically: What's been going on? Some bad things have befallen
us, and I'd like to get to the bottom of them."

"You already know I did the nautilus," cried
Siameyes. "Even if I wanted to, I don't think I could have covered
it up. I just wish I could tell you why Pobberkins made me do
it."

"I did not make you do it!" asserted Pobberkins.
"Why do you assume it was me?"

"I fear we are losing ourselves here," said
Shobaloba. "The crystal ball will vaguely suggest to us what might
have happened:

 

Crystal ball, crystal
ball,

tell me all, tell me
all.

With all your powers,

show us what happened in the last
few hours,

please."

 

A few moments passed by, while Shobaloba stroked
the orb and peered very closely at it. Lacking an over-active
imagination, Shobaloba was resigned to admit that the crystal ball
was a complete waste of time.

"Well, that was clear as mud. No it wasn't.
That's the problem. It isn't clear as mud. It's clear as crystal.
It's crystal clear that a crystal ball is not worth the crystal
carbon it's made of. Let's try the tea leaves."

Tabkey boiled a kettle and Shobaloba fetched the
fortune-telling tea-set.

"I think I know where you went wrong with the
crystal ball," said JJ. "You're supposed to look beyond the
ball."

"Don't be a twat all your life, JJ."

"Sorry, Captain. It was only an idea.
Sorry."

"Tea-time," said Tabkey. "Cap'n, I've had a
thought. What if this doesn't work? What else have you got around
here that might help us to find out who gave me this confusing
tattoo?"

"Hey, nice roo, dude," said the others after
Tabkey showed them all a bit of leg. "Have you any other
tattoos?"

"Thanks, friends. On my left arm I have
emergency information, suchas my blood group, the phone number of
my next of kin and a statement regarding my decision to opt out of
donating my organs in the event of my death. However, I am happy to
receive transplanted organs, should I ever need them.

And on my right arm I have a tattoo of a
space-rocket."

"I'm confident this will work," said Shobaloba.
"But if it doesn't, I've still got the tarot cards, something I
won't name because it might be protected by trademark (out)law and
the universal astrological forecast for all people every day. I'll
begin scratching my head after I've exhausted those options.

Right, gentlemen. Have we finished our teas?
Okay, tip your leaves onto the table."

They did this. They then watched a puddle of
spent tea leaves festering before their very eyes.

"Nothing's happening," observed Pobberkins.

"Hush," said Shobaloba. "Something is happening.
Look!"

Shobaloba was right. The tea leaves were
arranging themselves into a message and the pirates read it
together:

"Another barmy doomsday prediction: On the
thirtieth of March in the year of our lord, one billion, this world
will lose the last of it's water and become dry. Precisely four
billion years later it will totally die.

But let's face it. By then, We will all have
emigrated to Valhalla crater on Callisto (a Jupiter moon). reading
this was just a big waste of your time. the sooner you stop reading
this warning, the more of your life you will salvage. just stop
reading this instant! don't make me come over there. you're making
me most angry."

"Well, that didn't help us at all," said
Shobaloba.

"Hiss and boo," agreed Mike. "Piss and poo."

"Tarot-time," said Tabkey.

After they wiped up the mess, Shobaloba laid the
tarot cards out on the table.

"Pick a card, any card."

Tabkey pointed to a card, any card. "Seven of
Cups. What does that mean?"

"I don't know," answered Shobaloba. "Does it
want us to try the tea again. Next."

Shobaloba took one of the teacups, turned it
upside down and placed it in the centre of the table. Meanwhile,
the others chalked the letters of the alphabet, leaving a space for
spaces, in a circle around the edge of the table.

"Hey y'all. Put one finger on the cup and let it
move itself. I'll read out the letters. Hold onto your hats because
here we go!:

S – H – O – B – A – L – O – B – A –
space – I – S – space – A – space – S – E – X – Y – space – B – I –
T – C – H "

"Shobs," groaned the others.

"Sorry guys. I won't do it again. Serious this
time:

T – H – E – space – O – C – C – U – L –
T – space – I – S – space – A – space – P – I – L – E – space – O –
F – space – H – A – E – M – O – R – R – H – O – I – D –
S

You guys," groaned the captain.

"Sorry, Cap'n," said the others.

"That just leaves us with the horoscope."

While Shobaloba rummages around for it, I should
just like to squeeze in a disclaimer:

 

The astrological forecast printed hereafter should not be
taken seriously. It is intended to be used as a fun distraction
from real life. Any prediction which can be construed to seem
relevant or accurate is purely coincidental and completely
unintentional. Any advice should be consumed alongside a
(metaphorical) tonnage of salt. Horoscopes follow the proven
formula of providing positive-yet-vague advice and inspiration. The
effect on the customer is one of gentle encouragement. The forecast
could come true if you successfully find a way to fit the vague
wishy-washiness of it around your own situation, then pro-actively
seek out the 'promised' positive results. The trick is that by
believing something will come true, you will actually make it come
true, all by yourself. Occasionally, more specific predictions will
come true, and those times will be remembered and used to enforce
in the mind of the customer that there is some truth in astrology.
However, nobody remembers for very long the many more predictions
which didn't come true.

 

"Here'tis:

Today is your lucky day, mate. that person
you fancied for so long just might be ready for you to talk to them
about it. your financial situation could do with a bit extra
attention today, but don't worry too much about it. we're all
poorer than we would like to be. doctor says more fresh fruit and
exercise. i say that's not a half-bad idea. munch on a juicy pear
whilst you walk around the block. new friends can be made today.
see how many people you can share a high-five with. if you want to
accelerate the new friendship, talk to them about the euphoric,
horrific, or familiar weather you've been sharing
recently.

I give up. I guess we'll never know exactly what
happened last night.

Oh look, it's morning. Release him."










Chapter 8
Tripping



It must be noted that much of the writing of
this chapter will be inspired by Irish cream liqueur, microwave
pizzas, the music of Mister Hannon and a very special pipe. Hence
the title. Though, try not to concentrate on that for too long, but
do wish me luck. Here we go…

Shobaloba was out on deck all alone, wandering
about with no target destination. It was dark and windy, and
although it wasn't raining in the literal sense, there was a fine
sea mist sweeping over the deck.

"My cagoule protects me and I feel at ease.
Physically, if not mentally. For mentally I am anything but 'at
ease'."

Shobaloba was being dogged by female problems.
The girl. Unfortunately, for Shobaloba, Mike had abandoned the
confessional when it turned out to be a bad idea.

"Ahoy there, matey!" came a shout.

Shobaloba turned the ship so that Mike could be
faced, face on. "Ahoy Mike. How goes the day?"

"The day is dandy. And I am with it. I noticed
you weren't watching the movie with the rest of us and came out to
see if anything is the matter."

"It is, Mike. It most definitely is. But please,
don't miss the movie on my account."

"No bother. It is a bad film anyway. The plot is
somewhat lost on me, as it seems the director was only ever
interested in wowing his audience with special effects. I expect I
could go back for the final hour and not have missed anything of
any significance."

"Well, you will watch New Zealand-set fantasy
trilogies won't you? What did you expect?"

"I know. Plus, this is only the trailer!"

"Really?"

"Well, no. Not really. You don't know Cassim,
one time ruler of pre-communist Russia, do you?"

"I think I saw a documentary once."

"I'm fairly sure you didn't."

The captain and the first mate stood silently
for a while. The wind had, of course, changed direction and the
both of them were now sheltered from the sea spray. Shobaloba
exhaled with an acute sense of detachment and looked far out to
sea.

Mike broke the silence with a question which
contained no conventional question words. "The girl?"

"The girl," replied Shobaloba. It is curiously
delightful to experience question-and-answer movements like this
which use exactly the same words in the same order. However, the
emphasis of delivery was very different. When the question was
asked, the tone increased from 'the' to 'girl'. But when the
question was answered the tone decreased. And even though Mike's
'the' was his least emphasized of the two words, it was delivered
with more emphasis than the captain's 'the' in reply. Had Shobaloba
been in positive mood then we would be reading a totally different
dialogue. First off, Shobaloba would say both words with a grin.
Due to this, both words would be said with much more flavour than
Mike had managed and have increased tone also, thus maintaining the
pattern. But more importantly, neither pirate would be out on deck
discussing it in the first place. Shobaloba would be with 'the
girl' (spoken with narrative monotone) saying nothing but 'the
girl, the girl, the girl', et cetera. Mike would be suffering the
film with the others whilst muttering to his self 'the girl,
tut-tut-tut, the girl', et cetera. As it is, Shobaloba has good
reason to be in negative mood, hence the negative direction of
tone. Mike's mirrored direction of tone turned the hole façade into
a twotone.

"My yearnings have changed."

Mike didn't say anything.

Shobaloba was annoyed by this.

"Mike are you listening to me?"

"Uh-huh."

"She has chosen somebody else's company. She
refused my company and chose somebody else's."

"Did she refuse your company or did she not know
of your yearning."

"She didn't know. I missed my opportunity to
tell her. Now I ache all the way from within to without. But she
had the choice. He is no more forward or confident than I. But she
saw his golden mullet and forgot all about me."

"I am so sorry to hear this. Is his ship, is it
a big ship?"

Shobaloba dreaded this question.

Eventually, "he has no ship."

A look of shock crawled over Mike's face and
exited on the other side. It was followed by clenched merriment.
Mike tried hard to contain his bemusement. "He has no ship and
still she chose him. Well that's a whack in the knackers if ever I
heard one. That must be causing all sorts of psychological trauma
to you." Mike said these words with lashings of character.

Shobaloba was unimpressed with Mike, and turned
the ship accordingly, in order to face away. "She doesn't know that
I have a ship."

"Oh. I'm sorry. At least that takes the shine
off the insult. How do you yearn now?"

"I feel sad. She has made a choice and it is the
wrong choice."

"It's not fair to say you think somebody else's
relationship will fail. It's hard enough to make love work without
the pressure of having to prove some people wrong. If either one of
them is your friend then you should support their relationship all
the way. Trust them to know what to do. After all, it's their
business, nothing to do with you. And don't tell anyone else that
you think the relationship will fail. It's a cheap shot, because if
you're victorious in your prediction then you can say you told them
so. And if it doesn't fail. Well, how can you prove the success of
a relationship? You'd have to wait until one of them dies. By then,
most people will forget that you predicted a break-up. Astrologers
regularly use that trick. You're better than that.

So you think their relationship won't last?"

"Not even until the trilogy ends. So, next week
some time."

"And then she will be able to make the right
choice. And choose the pirate with the ship. She must know about
the ship."

"But no. It doesn't matter any more. She chose
him when she thought we were both shipless. He is her choice when
on a level playing field and I must accept that. Taking her on now
would show my weakness. And I must be strong."

"You're very right. But how do you know she has
made the wrong choice?"

"Because I am perfect for her. I am her soul
mate."

"Yuck! I never expected you to use those words,
Captain. But doesn't this mean that she too is your… 'soul
mate'?"

"No. Not any more at any rate. She was. But now
I know the situation has changed, I can change myself so that
somebody else somewhere else will become my soul mate."

"And so, presumably, somebody else somewhere
else will fill your position and become her new… " Mike was still
struggling with these next two words. "… 'soul mate'?"

"No."

"No?"

"No. She doesn't know that the situation has
changed because she wasn't aware of it in the first place. She
cannot change to become somebody else's soul mate. She will be left
with a vacuous feeling of incompleteness for the rest of her life,
whereas I can move on."

"But you don't need to change. You can wait for
her to come back."

"No. The decision was made. She chose him and
they will have fun for a week. It's the best fun she will ever have
and she should savour every second of it. But it could have been so
much better."

"You are displaying fantastic maturity and
complete resilience. I like it."

"It is superficial. I am dying on the inside. If
only you knew. If only you could feel my pain."

"You must fight this, Shobaloba. Tell me, have
you ever been in love before?"

"I was very in love once upon a time, but mother
didn't approve, so we parted."

"What? No! You're not supposed to do that. Yes,
mothers are supposed to disapprove. But you're supposed to defy her
wishes and prove her wrong. It's a test. If you can overcome
mother's disapproval, then you can overcome anything."

"Oh? That's a shame. She was a wonderful
girlfriend who made me very happy. For the only time in my life I
felt really alive. She went on to be quite successful in life. She
got her medicine degree and became a doctor, married my rebellious
twin-brother, no less, and bore two children for him. She even
saved mother's life when she contracted hypochondria after being
nibbled by an evil weevil. She coulda been mine if I'd stood my
ground a bit. Oh well."

"Did she ever bust your balls?"

"I'll let you rephrase that."

"I meant; did she ever rock the boat?"

"Rock the what now?"

"It's her test. Being in a relationship is much
like being in a boat. If you work together you can survive all that
the ocean throws at you. Then there comes a time when the sea
appears calm but the boat is rocking violently and you can't
understand why. You discover, to your horror, that she is rocking
the boat. She is testing you to see how horrendous she can be
before you jump boat. I'm surprised you don't know about it. You,
of all the people I could be talking to right now."

"That's what that was! Golly me, I didn't twig
it. All the time the sea was calm but the boat was rocking. I just
assumed I was to blame in some way. If I'd have known she was
causing the rocking I would've left long before she met mother.
I've enormous respect for bigamists and adulterers now. One woman
is tough enough, I say."

They stood quietly awhile, inspecting each
other's cagoule.

"Mine's got a hood. Yours hasn't."

"No. You're right."

Time passed and the stars began to appear, but
the moon was busy renewing herself beyond the horizon. The sun was
just clocking out after registering a very average day at work and
the clouds were neither here nor there. A fresh wind rustled
through Pobberkins' hair. This gave a unique sound.

Mike jumped around in surprise, while Shobaloba
jumped on the spot in surprise, before turning the ship in
surprise.

"Pobberkins! How long have you been standing
there? It's very rude to eavesdrip like this."

"Eavesdrop," corrected Shobaloba.

"Eavesdrip is better," recorrected Mike. "A drop
is an inanimate object. Drip is the animation of the drop."

"The animation of an inanimate object," muttered
Shobaloba quietly. "Hmm?"

"Long enough. You have no secrets from me now.
So I will tell you mine and we can be friends."

"I'm not sure I want to hear this."

"Give'm a chance," said Shobaloba.

"That was slack of you."

"Give him a chance."

"There's no need to get fruity with me."

Pobberkins looked at his comrades until he was
sure the squabble was over.

"Thankyou, Captain. As I was. My secret will
take you on a mysterious journey through time itself. I just read
your diaries."

"Is that it? Is that your secret? You really are
an all-of-time great chap, aren't you?" asked Mike, sarcasmically.
"I was hoping you might tell us something embarrassing. To even the
scores, as it were."

"I could tell you something embarrassing.
Something I read concerning Saturday morning, 18th of
December."

"Enough!!"

"It amused me."

"Well, you will be a simpleton won't you?"

"I don't like that. I want you to apologise. I
am not a simpleton."

"I won't apologise, Pobberkins, because I
believe you are a simpleton and because you read my diary."

"Our diaries," added Shobaloba carelessly. The
captain couldn't care less about the actual conversation or breach
of trust, but felt obliged to get the facts straight
regardless.

"Yes. And who else's?"

"Everybody's. I know everything. I know that you
are psychologically manipulating my son."

"You knew that already. It was your idea. You
employed us for it! Have you read Tucker's diary? Does he know
anything?"

"He's a very special boy. His diary is full of
coded hieroglyphs. Maybe he knows. Maybe he doesn't."

"You seem very 'at ease' with this. I think it
is important that we should know if he knows. It could ruin
everything."

Shobaloba walked away, having lost interest in
the conversation long before it began.

Pobberkins replied to Mike's previous enquiry.
"The certainly circular cycle. He knows. We know he knows. He knows
we know he knows. It doesn't stop. It's like when you face two
mirrors together. In which mirror does infinity sit? Can it be in
both?"

"So does our plan for him continue?"

"Certainly. We know no other way of living. And
anyway, I have a plan."

Shobaloba's sobbing continued and could no
longer hear the conversation because of it, although the other two
could hear their captain's wailing.

"Waaahhhh!! Pity me! PITY ME!!!!"

Meanwhile, Tucker, Siameyes, Tabkey and JJ were
watching the film. Well, Tabkey was watching the film. Siameyes and
JJ were locked in an arm wrestle of magnitude fifteen. A perspiring
JJ was boasting that he had once managed to reach magnitude
nineteen. Sweaty Siameyes knew this to be a lie, but couldn't
challenge the boast for running the risk of being noticed. Tucker
was playing 9-ball pool. Witless chatter began when the film
started to repeat its battle-scenes for the countleth time and the
arm wrestle was abandoned at half-time due to a flooded pitch.

"Look at this, guys," said Tabkey. "I've got a
packet of crisps in which I get to add the salt from a sachet.
Fancy that! What they don't know, is that I've also added some
vinegar! Go me!"

"Go you indeed. What's for supper?"

"I thought we might have vegable lasagne."

"Are you up to it?" asked JJ cockily. "I
remember the last vegable lasagne you tried to make for us."

"Aye, I know where I went wrong with that one. I
didn't go at the onions for long enough."

"Well, you know what they will say," interrupted
Tucker. "Forever endeavour, for ever and ever."

"I like that. Yes, do you mind if I tattoo
it?"

"Go for it. But copyright it to me won't
you?"

"Sure thing, buddy."

"One small problem, Tabs," said Siameyes. "I
don't like vegables."

"Nor do we. So I use vegable substitute."

"What's that?"

"Horse."

"Lovely stuff. I'm in for some of that. That
Lithuanian Lady we used to know wouldn't like it at all. Although
she probably would if the vegable substitute was made out of
animals that can swim. I bet she'd eat a seahorse. Heck, she'd
probably eat a landhorse if it was swimming at the time of
capture."

"Hey guys. Anyone wanna play pool wi' me?" asked
Tucker. He had just perfected his swerve shot and wanted to use it
against someone.

There was a pause as JJ and Siameyes waited for
somebody else to go.

"Don't worry, I'll go," said JJ.

Siameyes deflected the insolent remark by
showing that he could still fire his longbow, if necessary.

JJ fetched his cue and joined Tucker at the pool
table. Tabkey emerged from within his pile of popcorn dust and went
to prepare supper. Siameyes sat in melancholic mood whilst he
prepared his own special pipe. He began to experiment with two
methods. He noticed that although the second method required less
smoke it made him cough more, whereas the full-lung method
delivered the greatest sense of serenity. His smoke rings were
superior in the still cool air. There was none of this 'ring going
through ring' nonsense. Soon he was bored of the rings and began to
experiment with higher temperatures of combustion. He was delighted
to discover that when the bowl of his pipe became too hot to
handle, a very special sensation entered him via his alveoli. He
called out to Tucker to tell him the good news.

"Tucker! You can keep your cigarettes. I knew
there was something wrong with them. They don't get hot enough to
chill me like this pipe does."

Tucker was very annoyed at this untimely
distraction. On average you only get about one chance per rack
(even less so on a turbulent sea) to demonstrate a swerve shot. He
heard the call just as he was about to play. He missed the cue ball
and scuffed the cloth. Then walked over to Siameyes and sat down
opposite him whilst JJ cleared up.

"Can I have a toke, please?"

"Ooohh, I don't know about that. Are you sixteen
yet?"

"You know very well that I'm not, but yes. Yes I
am."

We may like to note here that most people
believe what they want to hear. Siameyes is no exception. He used
to work on the door of a dancing building. If a pretty girl said
she was eighteen then it was all he needed to hear to let her in.
Only men and the mannish require identification.

"Here you go, laddie-o. Build up the temperature
until you can no longer hold the bowl. Then fill your lungs."

Moments passed. Tucker got to work and Siameyes
watched with glee while JJ picked his nose.

"Wow! That is capital!" exclaimed the honorary
16 year old. He got up and began to walk around the room. A
beautiful look of peace and serenity covered his face and he was at
one with himself. "JJ, you should have a toke."

"I think not. Smoking is hazardous to your
health, don't you know?"

"The best things in life aren't free, JJ. But
usually they are exceptionally good value."

"If it's all the same to you, I won't. One of us
should maintain a sense of respectability."

Tucker and Siameyes creased themselves laughing.
"You've never had a sense of respectability about yourself in all
your life."

"I have so," replied the retired super-model. "I
used to be respected by a lot of people."

"I think you'll find that they didn't respect
you at all," said Tucker. "They admired the 'clothes' (Tucker
performed the necessary inverted commas with his fore fingers to
show that the word 'clothes' was to be taken in the loosest sense)
you 'almost' (and again, except JJ joined in this time, but I don't
know why) wore for them, but thought you were degrading yourself.
And you were. If that's respectability then I'm my auntie's
uncle."

Now, this might sound like a nonsense statement
but unbeknownst to Tucker, the very inbred JJ really is the
mother's brother of his father's sister. Therefore, the previous
statement didn't carry the weight of insult which had been
intended. Siameyes knew this hidden truth, of course, but couldn't
decide whether or not to laugh along with Tucker.

 

Out on deck, Shobaloba had returned to the
conversation but couldn't find a way into it. Mike and Pobberkins
are in heated debate and Tabkey (carrying two buckets of onions)
has joined them. Unfortunately, we have joined in mid-conversation
and so I apologise if it doesn't seem to make much sense from the
outset. Let's just hope one of them gives us a clue.

"Can you not just discuss this over a nice cup
of tea in the morning when you've both had time to think about
it?"

"That might work, Tabkey. But Mike will still be
way out of line in the morning."

"I don't know why you are so objectionable to my
request," stated Mike. "My offer is more than generous and I am
willing to negotiate terms. You don't have to do anything. Is that
such a difficult task?"

"It is."

"Is it?" asked Tabkey, who had begun to think
that Mike might have some valid points in his argument.

"It most definitely is. And I am putting my foot
down. I won't agree to any of it because it is a silly
request."

"Well, I don't care. I'm going to sneeze whether
you like it or not," said Mike.

And with that, the mates departed. It was a
silly debate and one can only wonder why Pobberkins was in such
opposition to it. Perhaps he is experimenting with authoritarianism
these days. Shobaloba tried to speak, but was reminded of a lost
opportunity to speak with the girl with autumnal hair. And this
reminiscence sent the captain running for the private privacy of
the privateers' privy. Tabkey walked on through to the galley and
Mike looked for a bright light. But Pobberkins' massive shadow kept
getting in the way.

One can only hope that something worthy of my
word processor is happening in the lounge.

A deteriorated Tucker is lying huddled and quiet
on the floor in the darkest corner of the room, but he is okay. In
fact he looks very happy. Siameyes is at the piano, playing and
singing his heart away. JJ is running around whooping, coughing,
whooping-coughing, hiccoughing and carrying what appears to be
Siameyes' pipe. His hullabaloo has attracted the attention of
Pobberkins and Mike who have entered the room. It seems odd that
one should note Tucker's actions (or distinct lack of) before
Siameyes' and Siameyes' before JJ's.

"Be my son dead?" asked the lad from Somerset.
"And what be's going on 'ere then?"

"I'm okay, daddy. I had some special pipe."

"Who allowed this? Who is responsible?" Then he
noticed JJ with the pipe and wondered why he too had first noticed
Tucker ahead of JJ. "Be that your pipe, young JJ?"

"Yes, I won a raffle."

Pobberkins then thumped JJ and stuffed the pipe
out of sight. "Don't be giving my lad special tokes. A-choo, a-choo
and a woopty-doo!!"

I suppose it should be noted that this latest
statement won't make sense to those who don't yet understand. It is
pirate code for, 'have you forgotten the grand secret plan?' or
similar alternatives which essentially help to remind each other of
the grand secret plan without bringing Tucker into the domain of
suspicion. Also, doesn't it seem unfair that JJ should receive the
punishment? Although, truth be told, he really had just previously
won the pipe from Siameyes in a raffle. Anyway, JJ is currently
experiencing sensations of pipe-nirvana and, thus, is oblivious to
the pain.

Mike had already begun to nurse Tucker back to
consciousness while Pobberkins and JJ joined Siameyes at the piano
where the three of them made a beautiful noise. Pobberkins took
control of the low notes, JJ sang like a castrato and Siameyes
married the extremes with his velvety voice and faultless playing.
Mike and Tucker kicked back and allowed themselves to enjoy the
show, which lasted the best part of an hour, before, finally,
supper was ready.

"Supper's ready!" came the shout from outside.
This didn't work so Tabkey tried again.

"SUPPER'S READY!!" Again, failure. So Tabkey
resorted to the old faithful tactic employed by Ange at Barrington
House during the early 1980's when her naughty children were
playing in trees at the top of the garden.

"Sweeties!"

They came a-running.

Shobaloba was already at the table with bib
fastened securely and cagoule hanging upon a peg. Tabkey laughed
sarcastically.

"Wooo!"

When all were seated, Mike delivered grace.
Tabkey was a little bit annoyed that Mike had decided to thank God
for the meal that he had been slaving over for the past hour. But
he didn't say or do anything to advertise his suffering. He doesn't
like to make enemies for himself.

Shobaloba really enjoyed the lasagne and took
great comfort in knowing that there were more important things in
life which were going well. It had been discovered that the girl
with autumnal hair had a tattooed coccyx. Tattoos, as you know, are
the marks of picts, pirates and prisoners. Since she was not a
pirate, it follows that she must be an ex-convict. Or worse;
Scottish!

Shobs had closure, and returned to be the boyish
funkster who everybody loved, most liked, but few lusted. However,
somebody else had been crying for a good while and the captain
pounced at the opportunity.

"Hey Tabkey, what's wrong? Why you cry like a
little girl?" asked Shobaloba in the most patronising way
imaginable.

"I've been persevering with onions," sobbed
Tabkey.

"In your pipe, I'll get the matches," laughed
Pobberkins.

"Oh. Sorry. In my pipe, enjoying the aroma. Hey,
Tabkey!"

"What's up, Cap'n?"

"You won a gold medal didn't you?"

"Yes, I did."

"Did you know that Mike did too?"

"I did not know that. What was your sport,
Mike?"

"Wheelchair basketball."

"But you're not parallel. You've got all-a your
limbs!"

"Well spotted, Tabkey. Isn't it funny? You, the
disabled one among us won your gold medal in an able-bodied running
race. And I, with my able body, won mine from a wheelchair."

"I meant; are you allowed to play wheelchair
basketball if you can walk?"

"Why not? I wasn't using my legs. They were
strapped down. They afforded me no advantage whatsoever. Indeed,
the extra mass I had to carry around the court, compared to some of
my team-mates and opponents, meant they were more of a hindrance to
me than a help."

"I won my gold medal in the gaymes," said
Pobberkins.

"Are you being silly?" asked Mike. "I think you
are. Do you think the normal games is only for straights? Oh
you!"

 

After supper the crew gathered once more in the
lounge, this time accompanied by a cask of ale, several tankards
and a bong made from the wood of a tree.

"Why did they outlaw smoking in pubs?" asked
Mike.

"Because non-smokers are nasty bastards, who
simply adore forcing the rest of us to endure their fruity farts
and whiffy body odour," answered Shobaloba.

"Oh, that's a pity. How do you take the piss out
of a publican?"

"Order a lager!" laughed Pobberkins and Tabkey
together.

"But I like lager," mused JJ. There was
confusion in his voice, but at least he knew there was supposed to
be some sort of a joke there. There's hope for JJ yet.

Or is there…

"I've got one. What's the opposite of a public
house? A private garden!"

Silence engulfed the room like a thick moorland
fog. Everybody stopped what they were doing and stared at JJ.
Siameyes finished piano-playing in mid-song, the pool balls forgot
how to roll and the fire blew itself out. The moths which had been
circling the lamp found a place to perch, before wiping their
weeping eyes with their wings.

Shobaloba, Tabkey, Mike, Pobberkins, Siameyes
and Tucker crept slowly out of the room, leaving JJ chuckling to
himself whilst they went to bed.










Chapter 9
Pimp My Raft



Shobaloba, the captain, had learnt that the
reason for losing custody over the girl with autumnal hair to the
chap with the golden mullet was because of the apparent lack of
ship. Shobaloba was only ever interested in the shallowest of
girls.

So. A decision was made to modify Apple Bumble,
and thus devalue him by 25%, by building a ruddy gert rear spoiler.
They used the holly wood which, previously, had served as the
confessional. By it, Shobaloba thought they would acquire a 'holy
spoiler'. The seven buccaneers went about building the ruddy gert
spoiler.

"Captain?"

"Yes, Tucker?"

"This glue what we are using to build the ruddy
gert spoiler, what we are building in order to compensate for your
lack of… you know what. The trouser department."

"Yes, Tucker?"

"It claims to be stronger than the wood
itself."

"Yes, Tucker."

"Was this glue used to build the ship?"

"Yes, Tucker."

"Could the ship have been built completely of
glue, without any of the weak wood in the way?"

"No, Tucker."

When they were finished, the crew back-stepped
to admire the view. JJ back-stepped far, far too far and plopped
into the blue, blue sea. Everyone laughed at his misfortune.

"I've got a great view of the ruddy gert spoiler
from down here!" JJ yelled with a chuckle. "It looks naff!"

"Perfect," said Shobaloba. "We know it's a ruddy
good ruddy gert spoiler when it only looks naff. Bad ones look
terrible."

"Huzzah!!" chorused the crew. "Huzzah for
Shobaloba!"

"We've got some wood left over. What should we
do with it?" asked Mike.

"I've always wanted a cowcatcher," said
Shobaloba.

"I don't quite know where to begin, regarding
the unworkability of that idea."

"For sea cows, not land cows. Let's teach those
meddling manatees and do-gooder dugongs a lesson they won't soon
forget."

So they built a cowcatcher too. They also
installed some neon underlighting and a device for making the sails
produce a loud rasping noise. They sounded as though they were
holey, giving the illusion of damage and inefficiency. To complete
the job, Shobaloba's name was written onto the forecastle
windscreen, but nobody knew why. Nobody except for Mike, who had
stressed the importance of advertising ship ownership,
previously.

"Would you like a personalised registration
plate, Shobs? I could knock you up a 5H084L084 or maybe 499L3
8UM8L3?"

"Er, no thankyou, Tabkey. I don't think so. I'm
not a complete tosser. I don't need a personalised registration
plate. Nah, I'll stick with K987TTY, if it's all the same to
you."

"I'll do it for less than thousands of Euros.
I'll do it for free. I'll pay you for the honour of doing it."

"I said 'no'.

"Fine. But at least let me remove the
embarrassing 'baby on board' sign, please. Do you know how angry it
makes other ships be to see that sign? They hate the accusation of
being reckless sailors who need to be told when to sail carefully
by ships with delicate passengers."

"Okay, Tucker is no baby no more, but you are
wrong with regard to your comment on BOB signs. They don't exist to
tell other ships to sail carefully. They exist to explain why the
ship with the sign is sailing unusually carefully for the
conditions.

Right, now we must test the ruddy gert spoiler.
My calculations tell me it will begin working at a relatively low
speed. Say, 125 knots. There or thereabouts. My old man once told
me you shouldn't have a ruddy gert spoiler unless you intend to
obliterate the speed limit on a regular basis. Anyone think we can
break our record of 8 knots so that we can begin the tests?"

"Well, I think we will need a really tall
waterfall in order to even approach that sort of speed. Falling
down the Angel Falls might allow us to see if the ruddy gert
spoiler works but I don't think we could repeat the exercise in a
hurry."

"You will burst my bubble wont you, Mike?" said
Shobaloba regrettably. "HEY!! I don't regret saying that!"

"I think he means," began Mike. "OI!! Don't you
interrupt me! I think he means you regret the whole spoiler idea,"
finished Mike. "That's better."

"Well, duh!! I can see, now, that it was a bad
idea. But at the time nobody challenged it and so nobody has the
right to challenge it now. We'll keep it on because I hope I'll be
paddling in the shallow end very soon."

The pirates started painting a part of the ship.
They painted it to suit the season they were approaching. They
painted it dark beige. They gave up when it started to snow.










Chapter 10
Should Cows Wears Boob-Tubes?



Four weeks passed without incident before an
island was spotted to the south. Shobaloba was eternally vexed
about this, because even from a great distance, exciting
lightning-fireworks could be seen. This is the main reason Apple
Bumble is going there. The other six pirates enjoyed every minute
of the journey, while the captain searched high and low for a
reflection. Mirrors would have been ideal, had they not all
perished during the storm. Instead, the plight was to fashion a
set-up using prisms.

A task somewhat trickier.

Trickier than the one with mirrors.

Mirrors which were pined for.

They began to orbit the island. When they were
due west, the firework show finished. Shobaloba began to react
crazy-like.

"What's up, Cap'n?" asked Tabkey. "It doesn't
work when you stand in front of me when tapping my left shoulder
from the right hand side. You would have to be standing behind me.
Even then, it would only work if I wasn't used to it. And even
then, it would only be funny in the mind of a pre-teen."

"I resent that," butted in Tucker.

"I reckon we should make land."

"And how exactly does one make land, Mike?"

"Er, let me rephrase. Hmm? Nope, I can't. I
reckon we should make land."

"I reckon we should drop anchors and explore the
island," said Tabkey.

"That was it. Yes. It was on the top of the tip
of my tongue but I just couldn't… er… hmm?

"Couldn't 'find the words'? Dude, you need
altitude."

"Yes. What's wrong with me to… er?

"Er, 'today', perchance?"

Mike nodded slowly and abstained from speaking
again until he could work out what had gone wrong.

"This new island is much smaller than Badger,
isn't it?" asked Tucker, upon landing. "I can see all of it from
this beach."

Pobberkins went for his customary plod and came
back after two minutes. "Very small," said he. "But lots going on,
nevertheless. I found a village of women… "

"Wahoo!! We found Amazonia!" yodelled Shobaloba.
"Yodel-adle-ee-hehoo!"

"Halt! I hadn't finished. I found a village of
women rabbits."

"Hmm? That's not quite as good."

"And besides, the particular Amazonia we are
looking for is slightly larger than this, a bit more tree-ey and
not particularly famous for its female tribe."

"What are the rabbits doing?"

"They're in trouble Cap'n. They're all out of
sync since the males perished. There is one woman human. She's
trying to lead them to safety but I didn't stick around to find out
how successful she's been."

"Let us vote. Tucker, what do you think we
should do?"

"I'll agree with my daddy."

"Pobberkins?"

"Go. Leave this place. Something killed those
men and I don't know what. We too are in danger whilst we remain
here."

"Tabkey?"

"I would love to cook a big rabbit stew."

"I'll take that as being a vote to stay," said
Shobaloba with quizzical malfunction and juxtapose. "Siameyes?"

"Yes. After all, if we died now what would
happen to the story? It's far too early to finish our feeble lives.
Only the good die young, so I've been led to believe."

"JJ?"

"I'm with Pobberkins. I'm too precious to
die."

"Well, I reckon we're safe enough. There can't
be too many things which don't kill female rabbits but are capable
of killing big burly pirate dudes. Whatever killed those men, well,
it intrigues me. I'd love to meet that woman human. Er, er, I mean
I'd love to find out what killed those men." Shobaloba failed to
hide the embarrassment and Tabkey sought his revengeance.

"Shobaloba's in love, Shobaloba's in love."

"Shobaloba and the rabbit woman in a tree,
K-I-S-S-I-N-G," added JJ, who always enjoys a good sing-song-along.
Or a bad sing-song-along, as demonstrated on this occasion.

"Mike, the decision remains with you. Should we
stay or should we go now?" asked Shobs whilst glowing deep
crimson.

Mike initiated a game of charades and the others
gathered round. Some sat down, while some remained standing. But
it's not important to know who stood and who sat.

"Five words," said Tucker.

Mike nodded.

"A book?"

"A film?"

"A computer game?"

"A fire engine?"

"Ten kitchen utensils you won't find in a
student flat?"

"A sentence?"

Mike nodded.

"First word," said Tucker.

Mike pointed to his eye.

"Eye?"

Mike wobbled his hand indicating that Tabkey was
close.

"I! First word is I," announced Pobberkins,
triumphantly.

Mike nodded. Tabkey kicked the sand upon which
he was stood and muttered, "Dag nammit! Very close."

"Second word."

Mike pointed to his ear.

"Sounds like."

Mike pointed to Pobberkins' wellingtons.

"Sounds like wellingtons."

Mike shook his head, readjusted and pointed to
Shobaloba's flushed face.

"Sounds like pink."

Shobaloba, who had managed to quench the
embarrassment down to pink, now returned to crimson. Mike
nodded.

"Drink. I drink?"

Mike shook his head and formed a 'T' with his
hands.

"Tink? Think! I think," said Tabkey.

Mike nodded.

"Third word," said Tucker.

Mike scratched his head and tried to work out
how he would perform his next clue.

"We should?" said Tucker, seeing where this was
bound.

Mike clapped and nodded approvingly. Everyone
cheered and Tucker lapped it up.

"Fifth word. I think we should… " said Tucker,
like a monarch.

"Sounds like," said JJ.

Mike began to pray. "Dear God, please help them
to get this right." Of course, current rules apply, he didn't
actually say these words in an audible sense. But Jesus could hear
him well enough, as the positive result of this particular charade
(pun intended, yes sir!) will prove.

"Sounds like pray."

Mike nodded.

"I think we should stay!" hollered Shobaloba,
Tabkey and Siameyes triumphantly.

"I think we should stay," muttered Pobberkins,
Tucker and JJ dejectedly.

 

Shobaloba went off in search of the rabbit
woman.

Immediately there was a lull in the
conversation, even before there was one. Fearing such things, the
rabbit woman spoke.

"Big boat?"

"Yes?!" replied Shobaloba, not knowing how else
to answer such an awkward question.

"Oo are ya! Oo are ya!" chanted the woman.

"Do you claim to not know 'oo' I am? I am
Captain Shobaloba, captain of the pirate ship; Apple Bumble. I am
sort of famous by now, yes I am."

"Why-aye man, that's champion. My name is The
Bronx, but you may call me The for short."

"That's an interesting name, The."

"My parents named me after the borough of New
York City in which I was conceived. Initially I was Manhattan
because they thought conception occurred at the moment of release.
They later learnt that conception actually occurs some hours
afterwards, and since my mother spent most of the rest of the day
in The Bronx, they assume I was conceived there."

"Credit to them for sticking to their principles
and naming you after the venue of conception. But 'The Bronx'? Good
golly that's a strange name!"

"Yes, well it's champion to meet you, Shobaloba
pet. High-five! By the way, your spoiler is naff."

"High-five back at ya. Thanks, I was hoping you
would like it. Do you have a claim to fame?" asked Shobaloba with
one of the better chat-up lines from that book; A Pirate's Guide To
Courting.

"Odd question, but why-aye, I do. One of my
ancestors invented bread. But he was quickly forgotten when a
business rival, and downright rotten scoundrel, invented a bread
knife."

"Those lousy carpet designers up to no good
again, no doubt?"

"Er, quite. Also, I nearly solved the problem of
global warming."

"Nearly isn't nearly good enough, I say,"
quipped Shobs.

"I invented a way to illuminate a whole building
from one light source. Instead of having one or several light bulbs
in each room, you have one very bright bulb."

"How many Tomids does it take to change a light
bulb?"

"What use for light bulbs when the puns shine
out of his farce!"

"Ha-he-hi-ho-hum! I didn't know it was a
joke."

"The photons produced from this one very bright
bulb are channelled throughout the building to every room via a
network of fibre optic cables. The brightness of the bulb
fluctuates throughout the day as demand increases or diminishes. It
means that lighting costs are severely reduced. It works in the
same way as central heating, so I called it Bulbous Bronxosaurus. I
like dinosaurs, you see."

"Hey, me too! I love them. Did you know that
Brontosaurs were afraid of the dark? Did you also know that to help
them through the dark nights, they invented and patented
incandescent illuminations, millions of years before we humans
worked out how to do it? It's a pseudo-scientific fact."

"A pseudo-scientific fact, you say? I don't know
what that means, but it sounds awfully clever. You've convinced
me."

"Y'know, you could have called your invention
'Central Lighting'. Or 'Centralighting', if you enjoy portmanteaus.
How about Bulbous Bronxosaurus Centralighting? Oh, hang about. I
think somebody already 'owns' the 3-letter acronym."

"I didn't think of that. Hey, you're smart. And
Funny. I can tell that we are gonna be friends."

"Well, you must be very rich from it now."

"Oh no, not at all. My motivation was not
financial."

"WHAT?!! But that's not the American dream.
That's a betrayal to our founding fathers."

"Yes-yes, most über-capitalists are American,
but not all Americans are über-capitalists. My motivation was to
save the planet, but because I didn't patent it, somebody else did.
As a result, 'his' invention was not widely adopted. And for future
reference: Although I was conceived in America, I was actually born
and raised on Tyneside."

"You said that Bulbous Bronxosaurus is much
cheaper than having lots of bulbs?"

"But if you own the monopoly, like he did, then
you can charge whatever you like. He made more money by selling it
to a few people who could pay very much for it, than he could have
made by selling it to everybody for a competitive profit. The only
people who bought it were businesses who wanted to put forward a
public image of greenity. And now our planet is doomed."

"What happened to the 'inventor'? Are you not
peeved that he benefited from your loss?"

"Nah, not too much. It would be another victory
for him if I was, and I can't let him have that. After all, he is
the one who has to live with his crippling guilt. He is the one who
has to look at the most hated man in the world whenever he looks
into a mirror. Besides, he spent all the profits on a tropical
island paradise which disappeared under the waves when the glaciers
melted and the sea levels rose."

"Irony!"

"Will you help me with the rabbits now?"

Shobaloba considered continuing the exchange of
pleasantries, but just then remembered Mike's earlier advice when
confounded by yearnings.

"OW!! Why did you hit me, pet?"

"I have yearnings. I should very much like to
take you for my girlfriend, so that my pals won't think I'm a
loser."

"Champion! Me too. But first we must help these
rabbits. Get your crew and help me to harmonise."

"Done and done."

The crew assembled itself beside the rabbit
warren. The Bronx was accompanied there by fifteen female rabbits.
Each of which had completely lost all rhythm since the males
expired. Bruce the buck rabbit lay wasted at their feet.

"They have no leader. And with no leader they
are doomed to become soon perished."

Sensing a stupid situation, Mike walked
away.

"Er, may I just say that they are doomed anyway
since there are no males to help continue the family, rhythm or no
rhythm?" stated Tucker.

Everybody ignored him and forced him out of the
courting hexagon as they worked together, to get her. They had all
become entranced by The Bronx's radiance. There were five of them
left and none were willing to share this babe-on (beautiful lady).
Tucker, of course, was both too young to find The Bronx appealing
in a romantic sense and too wise to think that she herself would
find attraction in him. He back-stepped, gained a loftier position
upon a nearby pedestal and watched four feeble attempts at courting
and one semi-promising attempt coming from the direction of the
pirate with the ship. Mike remained beside the seaside (beside the
sea), where he dithered and pondered.

Is The Bronx indeed a point of outstanding
natural beauty, or had it just been a matter of fact that the
pirates hadn't properly replaced Mike's mother? (JJ's transvestism
never quite had the effect he desired.) It is, as yet, undecided.
If she really is a beauty to be holding in one's arms, then it
merely puts past beauties that little bit more into the shade, and
nobody should be allowed to rival Buttercup in that respect. If
she's a repugnant two-toothed hick, then what sort of a story is
this anyway? Beauty or hick. At the moment she is neither, and yet
she is both. One can't help but want for her to be a beauty, then
for her and Shobaloba to live happily ever after. [It's not
going to happen. Hopefully you can already tell, by her name, that
she won't be around for very long.] But this itself is a
boring storyline which has been written to its death over the
centuries. One day it'll not be romantic because the button of
romanticism which authors wish to press will have become numbed
through overuse. So she is a hideous hick with dental issues. The
more one tries, the less one can see why such a heroine would
bother about rabbits' rhythmic problems. Maybe the males died out
because she ate them, raw, with lashings of carbonated sugarade.
This might explain the teeth, but there is no static caravan, let
alone a trailer park for her caravan to be in. Can she be white
trash without one? A tricky dilemma which may never be resolved.
Possibly it is for the best that her appearance, or lack of, is not
truly known. It would make the reading experience that much richer
if it was up to the imagination of the individual. Some of you
might dare to declare that somebody is capable of describing
neither beauty nor haggardness. This would certainly explain the
indecision. So to silence the doubters, that somebody shall attempt
both.

Her eyes shine like the full moon on a clear
starless night. Her eyes are puffy and pussy, with heavy drooping
bags below and above.

The button nose owns curves which are incapable
of distrust. It is crooked in several places through over-picking
and small hairs emanating from the bridge point toward a drip of
nasal fluid on the tip.

Cherry lips surround a delicate mouth which
could never launch a word of cursing. She belches loudly from her
massive mouth and her pooey breath could make a kissing man
flinch.

Her dainty ears are as if sculpted by a master
craftsman. She lost her own ears in a fight and now wears the pair
previously grown by her grandfather, Erwin.

Thick, flowing, coffee-coloured curls frame her
angelic face. The lice infestation in her mousey mullet is
proof-positive that she has lived without shampoo for quite some
time.

Her shapely body possesses all the curves deemed
necessary. Her trunk is of uniform width between coward's neck and
cowherd's ankles.

Her clothes were made from the silk of virgin
silkworms. She sports an upturned bin liner, with holes for her
head and arms.

She is all of these things, she is none of these
things. She is some of these things or she is plain as day. The
decision is not somebody's, it is everybody's.

But beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and
today each pirate has beautiful eyes, with three exceptions (Mike
once and Tucker twice). And beauty is also in the mind's eye of the
reader. Hopefully, all future references to The Bronx will not be
contradicted by whichever appearance is chosen, by the reader, at
this point.

 

A night cycle passed.

"I found The's cave last night. Would you
believe that I found it in the second-to-last place I looked!"

Everybody perked up and began wondering which
pirate had said this. The readership is also, one assumes,
interested to know who got lucky with The Bronx.

"Yes, what a night!" yawned a particular
pirate.

At this point we will freeze time, just to
annoy. Who is the yawning pirate? Perhaps, like with The Bronx's
appearance, it is best to not know. Each pirate is stood looking at
each pirate, waiting for another clue. It won't help. Even the
particular pirate doesn't know it was him who spent the night with
the girl. A solar eclipse occurred just then for the convenience of
the story. The lucky pirate was informed, via a whisper, of his
luck.

"Wahoo!!"

"Tabkey, you sly beast," said everybody else
present.

"Yes it was me. I am the man! In her cave she
keeps a tally. It turns out that she was marooned long ago. They
left her with a water purification unit, a vegable garden, an
orchard, a lobster pot and many containers of vitamin pills and
other necessities. She wanted for nothing. And although she is a
vegetablarian who doesn't believe in eating land animals, she
killed the male rabbits for their bones. She uses them to record
how long she has been here."

"Quite peculiar, old chum," said Shobaloba.

"Yes, I thought it odd too, but that's the story
I've been told to tell you. I also have to vouch for it being
true."

"Did you bang?"

"Nah. I asked her for rumpy-pumpy, but… "

"She said 'no'?"

"No."

"No!"

"No. She said 'yes'."

"Yes?"

"Yes."

"Yes!" exclaimed Shobaloba. "So what went wrong?
You managed to fail from that position? There's no hope for you,
mate, with all due respect. I mean, I thought I was shy!"

"I told her that I wasn't going to enjoy
conquering her if it was going to be that easy. I want to work for
my kicks. Why do you suppose some people are gay? For the
challenge, of course. They don't actually enjoy it. What do you
think happens to marriages in which the female gives herself too
easily to her male? The male conquers elsewhere."

"That's very masculist of you," spat The Bronx.
"So it's the woman's fault if her man cheats on her? I don't know.
Give the goods too easily and you're a slut. Hesitate and you're a
tease. I suppose rapists rape because the fight is oh-so-rewarding
for them? I suppose rape victims should just lie back and take it,
ensuring the rape is unsatisfactory and he won't re-offend?"

"No, I did not say that!! That is a horrendous
thing to say, you vile bitch-whore! I was only saying, that in
consensual coitus, let him believe that he earned his release. And
f.y.i., The, barefaced bare nakedness; not sexy. Not sexy at all.
Leave something to the imagination, please, regardless of how
fantastic your body might be. And I'm not necessarily saying that
yours is. One of the first things that attracts a man to a woman is
the mystery of who she is, both physically and mentally. He'll lose
interest as the mystery disappears."

"It works the other way, too," said
Shobaloba.

"Don't be silly. The only thing girls are
attracted to is rippling muscles. Why else do you think The chose
me?"

"Life, the universe and everything will cease to
be mysterious when all the questions have been answered," suggested
The Bronx. "It's very much like flat-pack furniture. In fact, I
can't believe how much it isn't unlike flat-pack furniture. At the
end there'll be one bolt (answer (42)) left over and we won't know
what to do with it. But we'll have a very nice wardrobe (scientific
encyclopaedia), nevertheless."

"The, why are you so very, very topless?" asked
JJ. "I say, that's very liberal of you. Toplessness is a criminal
offence."

"Correction. It's very liberated of me. I might
ask why most of you are all so very, very clothed. It seems that
most of you do not what day it is today, and will I assume that
Pobberkins is only naked because that's his way and that he is
quite unaware that today is James Spark's Day? This is the day to
cast off all upper clothes in honour of the patron saint of
toplessness.

To protect the eyes of the prudes who think
nipples are evil, I suppose you think that cows should be made to
cover up their udders, yes? No. You can only be offended by
toplessness (and breastfeeding) if you choose to be. And anyway,
there can be no crime without intent. I did not intend to offend
you with my voluptuous shoulder boulders, and therefore I could not
have committed a crime."

"We're not from your parts, The. We had no idea
that we should be semi-naked on July 22nd," said Shobaloba.

"Actually," interrupted Pobberkins. "Tabkey and
I are from near The's parts. We had a pub in Newcastle called
Western Lodge. Tabkey ran the kitchen side of things and I balanced
the books. As with every other business in the world that
advertises on television, we needed to have a motto. Ours was:
"West is best". It earned us one whole extra customer."

"You balanced the books?" asked The Bronx.

"Yes. Unfortunately our bookshelves were very
shoddy, and it took a Libran librarian's special talent for
balancing to store all the reading books upon them. Besides
balancing the books, I was also responsible for the finances. I ran
a tight ship, but we got by. And even though Tabkey has been
cooking for me for many years, he still can't get my fried
breakfasts right."

"Fairly hairy, bare and burly, how did your
tavern go? I ask because you and Tabkey are here now, working for
me, Shobaloba." [Yes, I know. Pobberkins is the real boss, but
The Bronx can't be allowed to know that in case she should tell
Tucker. Keep up.]

"It went very, very well for a few years. The
taps flowed clear and true with real ales, ciders and meads. The
house favourite was Weston's Country Perry, a refreshing pear cider
from Herefordshire which, unlike most alcoholic drinks, doesn't
hurt. Live music from living musicians played every night of the
week, but not so loudly that our customers couldn't also have
conversations. Our food was good and pure. We bought fresh fruit
and vegables from Stanhope Street and sourced ethically reared meat
from Northumberland farmers and fishers. Six days a week we served
a selection of house favourites, but on Wednesdays we served
Mexan-Texican food, suchas chili-con-carne and Mexican lasagne
(enchilada innards arranged between tortilla layers). Instead of
scratchings, our patrons had to make do with jerky. Drinks-wise, we
went with mezcals and American gulping-whiskeys. We called it Wild
Western Lodge and all the staff wore ponchos, sombreros and spurs.
Our hottest dish was a bowl of seeds that tasted like
lightning."

"It sounds great. So where did it all go
wrong?"

"Things were marvellous. Things were fabulous,
in fact. We were doing so well, we decided to employ an attendant
for the johnathan. Such was the fashion at the time."

"Oh yeah, Smithers was a godsend," added Tabkey.
"You've never seen his equal. I used to go to the bog even when I
didn't need to, just to watch him turn the hand dryer on."

"Smithers was such a success. He doubled our
profitability overnight and we were able to employ an attendant for
the looise. That's when things took a turn for the worse. We were
legally obliged to employ the best person for the job, and it was
our bad luck that the only applicant of child-bearing age was
slightly more qualified than all the others. Smithereens fell
pregnant and eventually we had to close the pub because we couldn't
afford to keep paying her while she was at home caring for my baby.
Here he is," he said, indicating which of the pirates was Tucker.
"Hello, Tucker!"

"Hi, Dad."

"There's a whiff of unnecessary aftershave about
you today, son?"

"Last night my voice dropped. I mean my balls
broke. I mean, ah you know what I mean. I have come of age. See my
bum-fluff moustache here? I notice a lady among us, so here I am
trying to woo her. I'm feeling very incorrigible today."

"Hello Tucker," said The Bronx. "Aren't you a
dashing young fellow? Phwoar!! I won't be treating you like a
boy."

Tucker went shy and blushed so loudly he forgot
to greet The Bronx with the customary high-five.

"I'm afraid Tucker already has a
girlfriend."

"Actually, father, it's rather complicated.
She's very needy all of a sudden. She can't cope with our prolonged
separation and wants me to return swiftly to her side. But I just
need a bit more time to finish what I need to do here. Where's
Father Mike when you need him? I'm having relationship
problems."

"Now, you listen to me, you son of a sexy
bitch," said Pobberkins. "You are in a relationship, therefore you
have relationship problems. If you ever find yourself in a
relationship which doesn't provide you with problems, then it's
time to panic."

"She's accusing me of infidelity, and is asking
me to go on television to take a lie-detector test."

"Oh. Well, that's a different matter altogether.
Regardless of whether or not you are an infidel, she is incapable
of trust and will never find true love with anybody. It's game
over.

Consider yourself lucky that you aren't married
to her. Divorcing your mother cost me many millions of Euros. She
convinced me to marry her without the need for a pre-nuptial
agreement, because she said that what we had was true love. It
works out, for the short time we were together, that she cost me
well over a hundred Euros an hour. A prostitute would have been
better value than that. But I was silly. I was certain she was 'the
one'.

After that, I decided I could probably not make
it work with any woman. I have since tried to be ascetic, but
something is missing. Infuriating as women are, I do miss the
companionship. I wonder if there is a way to enjoy companionship,
without enduring a pathetic girl?"

"I might also consider monkery as an alternative
lifestyle. I reckon as a travelling monk. Though, I'd prefer to be
a monkey."

"Whatever you say, Friar Tucker. Here, boy,"
said Pobberkins, handing his son a fun-size packet of sweeties.
"Next time you meet a young lady whose companionship you would like
to keep, but cannot find the words to begin the courting process,
take one of these romancing sherbets. Each one is pre-printed with
a chat-up line. That's how your mother and I got together. I like
the big girls, you see. And she was enormous. I spied her standing
next to another big girl one night at the pub, shortly after she
started working for me. Tabkey dared me to walk up to them and read
the first chat-up line from a packet of sweets he had been carrying
in his satchel. Me, not being somebody to decline a dare, took his
sweets and marched up to the pair of big girls. Two things happened
when I said 'bingo'. The other girl shrieked and punched me in my
face, but your mother laughed and kissed my face better."

"Did 'that guy he is' work for you? I understand
his swineherd's pie is 'to die for'."

"Alas, Shobaloba, no. Truly, his swineherd's pie
is a heavenly delight. But for health & safety reasons we
couldn't employ him to work near food in a commercial setting
because he couldn't wash his hands."

"Unlucky! Couldn't Smithers wash his hands for
him?"

"No. 'That guy he is' willingly told me that if
he was forced beyond his will to sum Smithers up in five words, one
of them would be 'intolerable'."

"What were the other four words?"

"Kind, friendly, selfless and generous."

"Damn it! If only he was forced beyond his will
to sum Smithers up in four words."

"I suspect that 'intolerable' would be top of
the list, regardless of how few words he allows himself to
use."

"What became of Smithers?"

"You wouldn't believe me, even if I told
you."

A few moments passed by in which both Shobaloba
and Pobberkins waited for one another to continue the
conversation.

"Well, are you going to tell me?"

"Oh my, no. I said you wouldn't believe me.
Suffice to say; Smithers enjoyed good times. Very, very good
times.

The, we've never heard of your Saint James
Spark. Something rings a bell, but it's not a semi-naked
fella."

"Why-aye man, that's some foolish talking ye got
yerself there, me laddie-o. James Spark, a portly mathemagician
from Yorkshire, taught us some time ago that to cover the bosom is
to yield to the serpent. As Eve did. James Spark never wore any
upper clothes and he rejoiced at the feeling of liberation it
afforded him. He taught us that liberation is the greatest feeling
in the world. What could be more liberating than being separated
from one's clothes? Our clothes remind us of our weakness, of our
shame. Be not ashamed of God's creation."

"Why do you only have one day of toplessness
each year?"

"You've never been 'oop north', have you,
Shobaloba?"

"Funnily enough, no."

"July 22nd was chosen for reasons fourfold. A, a
winter's day would not be popular. B, being unliberated for the
rest of the year helps us to appreciate that one day of liberation
so very much more. C, seeds found in his gut proved beyond all
doubt that James Spark probably died on July 22nd, a Wednesday. And
D, demand for anniversaries suggests supply is necessary."

"And ee-by-gum, he liked pi," quipped Tucker.
Tucker, assuming that nobody got it, decided whether it would be
worth trying to explain himself or if he should simply let it go.
He let it go. It left him believing that everybody thought he was
Stuart Pidiot. He let them have that. "Fuck 'em all," he thought.
"They're the stupid idiots if they don't get it."

"Eff off, Tucker," said JJ.

"Gee, that's not very nice," said Shobaloba.

"How did you know that, Tucker?" asked
Pobberkins.

"I wonder if he had a budgie, but it died?"
wondered Mike, from afar.

"Joke," answered Tabkey. "Tucker's such a jester
at times."

"Okay. And you still honour his memory today?"
asked Siameyes.

"Laugh out loud. Of course we do. He showed us
the way. There is more prejudice associated between the millions of
different clothing styles than between the thousands of different
body types. When everyone is topless, nobody stares, nobody judges
and nobody feels awkward. Now, I do feel a little awkward because
most of you are clothed and drooling."

"We usually have fireworks to celebrate the
efforts of terrorist, and all-round bad-egg, Guy Fawkes," said
Pobberkins.

"I know. How bizarre it is that you still do
that! He's the most revered villain in British history, apart from
highwayman and communist Robin Hood, of course. Do you not think
it's about time to forget Guy Fawkes and move on? Answer this; ten
thousand years from now, will people still be remembering his
efforts to rid the British empire of democracy?"

"It does seem silly, now you mention it."

"So we decided to celebrate something else with
fireworks. It's only a shame that the northern sky in summer is so
light for so long, and we can't see the fireworks in all their
glory."

"But this toplessness. It seems like a conflict
of interests to me. If a lightning-firework goes bad, you're less
protected than you would usually otherwise be."

"It's the life we choose, risks and all. But you
forget that the fireworks were last night when I was fully
unliberated. James Spark was taken from us at some unknown point
during the night. The anniversary days either side of his death are
both celebrated, but in different ways.

How do you suppose clothes came about in the
first place? Animals don't care for clothes. So when did we start?
If you believe in adaptation of species, then you also believe that
we are advanced monkeys. Do monkeys need clothes? Alternatively, if
you believe in God, then you will probably believe the story which
introduced shame. How so were Adam and Eve ashamed of each other?
Something went badly wrong there. In a way, clothing was a
punishment laid down by God. Their liberation was removed because
they sinned. But why should we suffer too? Why should we suffer for
somebody else's sin?"

"Your argument is sound and faultless. We will
join you in commemorating your James Spark."

 

At first, the pirates found themselves to be
wary of their new-found liberty. But soon they began to realise the
full glory of liberation. The pirates felt triumphant and
high-fived one another, like crazy people.

Then a speedboat came whizzing in to shore. A
couple of young whipper-snappers named Hamilton Crescent and
Darnell Place hopped out while pointing, laughing and snapping
their whips at the bare-naked pirates. They went back to their
vessel and sped away. To the utter dismay of the pirates, The Bronx
was no longer a part of the island's scenery. She had been tempted
away by an even naffer 'ruddy gert spoiler'.

Everybody clothed up as Mike entered the scene.
Even Pobberkins dressed up. In fancy dress, no less.

"Oh bother. Mike, I don't suppose… "

"No, Shobaloba. I don't think so."

"You didn't let me finish. And how is it that
you now speak? So fluently and gracefully, might I add? Like a
swan."

"I read this particular part of the script while
you were all failing to sparkle. You say 'Oh bother. Mike, I don't
suppose… ,' at which point I interrupt with 'No, Shobaloba. I don't
think so.'"

"Yes, that's what happened alright. But I was
kind of hoping you might know what I was going to say."

"No, it's not in the script. What were you going
to say? I am sorry for interrupting you. I hope you can appreciate
that it was against my will, yet still out of my control. I also
worked out what was wrong previously, regarding my verbal
constipation. It's the same answer. It was in the script. Seems
silly now."

"Oh bother. Mike, I don't suppose you could
reopen the confessional, could you? I need guidance."

"No, Shobaloba. I don't think so. You forget, my
child, that my confessional is now a ruddy gert spoiler. We could
go and sit on that and talk if you like."

It would be rude if a certain upcoming word
wasn't explained right now! You see, 'it's not' and 'it isn't' are
two ways of shortening 'it is not' from three words down to two.
Shobaloba will now introduce us to a further shortening.

"No, it'sn't the same. Nevermind."

"Wacky," said Tucker in a tone which was worthy
of concluding any chapter worth at least its weight in salt. Seeing
as this chapter is approximately less heavy than one grain of salt,
when in digital form. And also noting that this chapter cost more
to produce than that same grain of salt, one can only hope that
this particular chapter is certainly worth its weight in salt. If
not more so, but that's not in question is it? Only whether it's
worth at least its weight in salt. Which it probably is.










Chapter 11
Small Round Things



"So, how long has she been here?" asked JJ.

"Shobaloba, what are our plans now?" asked
Tabkey. "Are we to stay here?"

JJ looked for an answer. He gave one of those
'er, why didn't you answer my question?' looks.

"Well, Tabkey. There's little reason to remain
now, I think. We'll stock up on stuff that we could use. I want
those bunny biatches. The water purification unit and lobster pot
could also come in handy. Hey, stow everything else, why not? If we
have space, take the beach too. But leave JJ behind. His character
is now superfluous. Nothing more can be done with him."

JJ's jaw dropped gapingly as he began his
characteristic squeal-appeal. "No, please don't leave me. I'll be
good. I've changed. I'm a totally different person now."

"No! You will never change. You are exactly the
same as you always were. So long, goodbye and farewell, JJ."

"But how will you honour Joan of Arc without
me?" asked JJ thinking his redemption was in this. Surely he was
needed after all.

Shobaloba hesitated pausingly, as though there
wasn't another way to hesitate. The very idea of being caught out
on a mere technicality! Especially by JJ!!

"We'll sort something out I'm sure," doing well
to disguise the bluff. "Who am I kidding? I don't care for Joan.
She was merely my excuse for firing you out of a cannon.
Toodle-oo!"

The entire beach was successfully stowed in the
hold, which left JJ with 'rock all'. He sat down on the remains of
the island and watched his friends sail away. A tear swelled in
each of his eyes. He convinced himself that it was only some very
funny joke and that they would return any second to embrace him
with cuddling arms.

Still he waits.

 

"Right, where shall we go now? We can either
go:

(a) In a direct line away from there,

(b) Rubh'an Dùnain, or,

(c) Any way the (westerly) wind blows."

"Captain?"

"Pobberkins."

"If my calculations are correct, all three
directions are one and the same."

"Well that is a coincidence. Rubh'an Dùnain it
is then."

 

Time passed.

Tucker was smoking the special pipe, which was
now public property. Pobberkins developed concern over his son's
addiction and called a meeting with the others.

"What's the matter, Pobberkins?" asked Mike.
"You look like somebody who's just paid full price for a sofa."

"My son is addicted to the pipe. More
specifically, the tobacco within. What can we do?"

"I suggest cold turkey," suggested Mike. "He can
no longer smoke if we hide his smoking utensils."

"Slight problem there, Mike," said Tabkey.
"He'll get irritable. He may become unpredictable."

"Let him smoke, I say," said Shobaloba in a
characteristically benevolent way.

"No, he mustn't smoke. Otherwise he may turn
into another Pobberkins," said Siameyes.

Pobberkins tightened his eyelids in Siameyes'
direction.

"What?"

Pobberkins kept his eyelids tightened, lifted
his chin, turned his head 30 degrees clockwise (about the vertical
axis) whilst still keeping eye contact with Siameyes, then slowly
nodded once before returning to the conversation.

"What?!" asked Siameyes again, with a smidgen
more desperation. "Ach! I need to do a poo. Please don't reveal any
revelations involving Tucker's love-life while I'm gone. Y'know,
information that I might wish I had learnt later on."

"How about this," began Tabkey. "We make him be
allergic to tobacco smoke. I had guinea-pigs when I were younger. I
developed an allergy to them when I was about 20 years old and so I
could no longer cherish my pets in the way I used to. I didn't
enjoy that much, but sure enough it did teach me not to have
guinea-pigs as pets. Not that I'm sure it was a particularly good
lesson to learn."

"How can we make him be allergic to tobacco
smoke?" asked Pobberkins.

"Ah! The ultimate question."

"No, Shobaloba. It'sn't the 'ultimate question'.
It's a question. It'sn't more than that."

"That's my word, Mike. You shan't steal it from
me before I have a chance to copyright it."

"You cannae copyright, you canny co-pirate."

"What are you jibber-jabbering on about now,
McMike?"

"'It'sn't' has always existed. All information
has always existed. You cannot claim to have been the first to
write something which has always existed."

"What are you even talking about? Where has all
the information always existed? In earlier solar systems? Until
they send their outlawyers to tell us they were first, I will claim
'it'sn't' is my word. It'sn't anybody else's. I own it, wholly. So
fuck you, you Cockazoid!" [Cockazoid is a derogatory way of
pronouncing Caucasoid, another word for Caucasian. I am a
Caucasoid. As we learnt in the last chapter, crime requires intent.
I cannot find the intent to offend my own breed, therefore I am
allowed to write Cockazoid. Whether or not Shobaloba is allowed to
say Cockazoid, that's for you to decide.]

"There's really no need to get aggressive."

"Actually, that was a bit aggressive of me.
Sorry, Mike. It was my understanding that words of cursing are only
the problem they are, because of the people who won't use them,
rather than the people who will. If you put something up upon a
pedestal, it just becomes more attractive. If you tell people not
to say 'fuck', what do you think they are going to want to do? I
reckon if it wasn't on that pedestal, then it wouldn't be said by
very many people. Liberal types only use it in order to cause
offence, and it only causes offence because the conservatives
choose to be offended by it. I wonder how many people will use the
ultimate swearword, after having read this next bit? It is far and
away the worst cursing I ever opened my ears to."

"You're right, Captain. Pedestals! Who needs
'em? But what's this ultimate swearword, of which you speak? And
what does it mean?"

"Oh my. The ultimate swearword is so bad, that I
can't tell you both what it is and what it means. If I did, it
would sicken you. Would you like to know what it is, or what it
means?"

"I'm sure I can handle both. If you can."

"You might change your tune after I've told you
one part."

"Okay. I reckon this; knowing what it means
would be like knowing how a magic trick works, but not having first
had the opportunity to work it out for oneself. Or knowing a
punch-line without knowing the joke. Like: "And there's me, y'know,
not having a clue what to do. So, in the end I just said 'fuck
off'." I would dearly love to know what the first part of that joke
was. I fear I never will.

Tell me what the ultimate swearword is,
please."

"Trice."

"Ouch!! That is bad. I think I'm about to barf.
Please don't tell me what it means. Eurgh. I need to sit down. That
was appalling."

"What did I tell you?"

"Okay. Sorry, Shobs. You were right, I was
wrong. I'm man enough to admit that. Back to the case in point.
Your word 'it'sn't' has always existed. In pi. The Holy Bible.
That's in pi. The rules of Chess. In pi. Our story. Also in pi. How
to make swineherd's pie. Guess where? Yep. Pi. It's all in pi. I'm
putting the 'pi' in piracy!"

"If you don't shut up and tell me what the dilly
you are talking about, I will put the 'irate' in pirate. Pi is just
an infinite series of random numbers."

"Not quite random. But yeah, pi is an infinite
non-recurring series. What does that mean, Mike? Well, I'll tell
you. Every sequence of numbers exists somewhere in pi, an infinite
number of times. Your word can be converted to a number. Consider
that every different letter, number or punctuation mark, et cetera,
can be converted to a 2-digit sequence of numbers. Lower-case 'i'
could be 35, 't' could be 46, the apostrophe could be, I dunno, 80,
why not? Lower-case 's' could be 45, and 'n' could be 40. If we say
that 00 signifies a line-break, then 'it'sn't' (in isolation) would
be 003546804540804600. Somewhere in pi, that sequence exists. We
don't need to find it, we just know that it's in there somewhere,
an infinite number of times. And that's just a simple example. You
could convert the Holy Bible, the rules of Chess, our story and
even the instructions for making swineherd's pie into numerical
sequences. It doesn't matter how incredibly long those sequences
would be, they all exist in pi, and they have done so for all of
time. Even if they weren't in pi, they are only numbers. How can
anybody claim ownership of something which can be reduced to a
number? Literature, music, images, films, computer programmes,
games, architectural or engineering art and design, maps, medicine,
prophecy. The list is endless. The only hope you have is to fight
your corner and convince people that your 'new information' is not
just a numerical sequence which has always existed in pi."

"Woah, horsey! I didn't understand any of that,
therefore I think you are wrong. But I'm so afraid you might be
correct that I won't ask you to explain it more clearly. Instead, I
will begin heckling you. Boo, hiss. Look everybody. Mike's a wally.
Boo, I say. What you said is heresy."

"Not, mayhaps, pi-resy?" suggested Mike.

"YES! Piresy. Brilliant! It's not too late for
that, is it?"

"No, Captain. You were just in time. Well
done."

"Thanks, mate. Phew!"

"How will we make Tucker be allergic to
tobacco?" repeated a despairing Pobberkins. "Nice one, Captain.
High-five! Piresy indeed. Are you going to copyright that word,
too?"

"I might. I just might. What do you think,
Mike?"

"I think we should solve the Tucker
problem."

"Okay. Well his DNA is already woven. We can't
do anything with that. Mike, what is it you think that caused your
guinea-pig allergy."

"Well. It was one guinea-pig in particular, I
believe. Siobhan was her name. She had short sleek hair as opposed
to her rough'n'ready ancestors. You know what, I didn't believe in
random until I met a guinea-pig. There really is no way to predict
the colouring, patterning or fur style of a baby guinea-pig just by
looking at its ancestors. They just pop out completely different,
and illogically non-camouflaged. Evolutionists really hate
guinea-pigs because of that. And that's why guinea-pigs are used in
scientific experiments. It's a sort of revengeance.

I believe that in Siobhan's coat she harboured a
particular mite or tick which I was allergic to. Does that
help?"

"I think so. You know something? It has given me
an idea. We could put into the tobacco something which Tucker is
already allergic to. Is he allergic to anything you know of,
Pobberkins?"

"His ex-girlfriend. Pretty little thing she was.
Is."

"His ex-girlfriend? How unfortunate!"

"Problem is, I think she is neither resistant to
fire nor capable of pipe-placement. Ha, ha, ha," chuckled he to
himself as he tried to imagine the look Tucker would employ should
he ever find his ex-girlfriend sitting in the pipe. Everybody else
noticed Pobberkins chuckling to himself and decided it was probably
best if they didn't know why.

"Anything else you can think of,
Pobberkins?"

"Well, he joined the crew because of the
unbearable hay fever he suffers in early summer. The big blue
during pollen season is very alluring to him."

"Anyone got pollen?" asked Shobaloba.

"Oh, let me check. Noooo!!" replied Pobberkins
in a haughty cumpelik manner. [Cumpelik is the surname of a
Czech lad I knew in 2001, whose catchphrases were 'noooo', 'yeeees'
and (when addressing me) 'stupid English bastard'. He was a good
egg. Though, not as good as Pavlyk or Luci.]

"I've got pollen," interrupted Siameyes,
conveniently, returning from the long-drop.

"Why?" asked everyone else present. "Good
poo?"

"It seemed like a good idea at the time. At the
market on Badger somebody came up to me and asked if I needed
pollen. I bought all he had. And yes, my poo was okay. Thanks for
asking."

The real reason is that he had won it in the
market raffle. But Siameyes, being Siameyes, thought he'd have a
laugh at his own expense. Rip the take out of yourself if you're
going to rip it out of anybody, because you cannot offend yourself.
Thus, you can go further with the joke. It's the first law of
comedy.

"But why? Why? How, why? On what grounds would
anybody ask if somebody needed pollen?"

"He said there was a shortage of pollen at my
next destination and a surplus on Badger. He convinced me I would
make a fortune when I sold it on in the west."

"And did you?"

"The penny dropped, they laughed and I tried.
But not necessarily in thAT ORDER. Sorry, I hit caps lock when I
went for the 'a' just then. So here I am with a bag of pollen and
you people need it so badly. I'll consider your offers."

"How about I'll thump you in the face if you
don't yield?"

"How about 'no', Tabkey?" replied Siameyes.

"I'll give you a gold tooth for it," offered
Pobberkins.

"Why would I want a gold tooth?"

"Why would I want a bag of pollen? Actually,
scrap that."

"How much did you pay for the pollen?" asked
Shobaloba.

"Tut-tut-tut, third rule of trade, Shobaloba.
Don't, on any account, tell the buyer how much profit you intend to
mAKE. Damn my fat fingers to ABERYSTWYTH!"

"Well, what would you like for it?"

"50 Euros."

"Ooh, I don't think so."

"That's my price. Take it or forsake it."

"Let's barter, like grown adults. 10 Euros?"

"No, 50."

"40?"

"50."

"45. And that's my final offer. Truth be told, I
don't know the value of it but I do need to believe I'm saving
money. I would offer 50 if you were willing to ask for 60."

"Have you ever tried a Tomideal, Shobs?"

"What's a Tomideal, Siameyes?"

"I write down my lowest selling price, while you
write down your highest buying price. We then show our prices. If
they overlap, then we split the difference (logarithmically) and we
both feel that we are getting a good deal. The ideal deal.
Conversely, if my selling price is higher than your buying price
then there is, what I like to call 'no Tomideal'. No more haggling
is possible. You just have to walk away if that happens."

"I'm game."

Shobaloba deliberated with the others. They
finally agreed on the maximum price they would go to. Siameyes
showed his price, €50. Shobaloba showed €60.

"54 Euros and 77 cents it is. But I'll let you
have it for 50 if you take me off cleaning duties for a day. No,
make it two days. And could you see your way to moving the very
common 'a' key to a more central position on the keyboARD?"

"No."

"Don't be awkward, Shobaloba," said Mike. "This
bartering dialogue is already arduous. You have an opportunity to
end it. It is a very reasonable offer if you will let me say
so."

"You're right. I was letting haggling get the
better of me. For two days, Siameyes, you will not need to push a
mop nor wave a duster. But I cannot help you with the 'a' key I'm
afraid."

"I thought not, but thanks for looking into it.
Here's the pollen. It's really top grade stuff. The guy on Badger
told me… ," at which point Siameyes realised it probably wasn't top
grade pollen. It possibly wasn't even pollen, so he thought he
should keep quiet, now that he had won.

We might like to note that Siameyes performed
superbly well, especially for this latest action. Even I was fooled
for a second, and you will probably have to read it several times
before you finally conclude that you don't get it. Then you will
need to discuss it with somebody, maybe in an internet forum.
Perhaps you will never get it, even if you manage to get people,
who do get it, to explain it to you. It's a bit like Christianity
in that respect. Some super intelligent people just don't get it
and probably never will, no matter how hard they try. Whereas it is
plainly obvious to others. Now, that is evidence for intelligent
design. Not that evidence is ever going to be enough on it's own,
of course. Isn't this world a wonderfully mysterious place?

"Thanking you kindly, Siameyes. So, now, can you
tell us how much it cost you?"

"A Cuagau." (A Cuagau is a small 11-sided coin
made from an alloy containing equal parts of copper, silver and
gold which, on its own, is enough to buy the starting materials for
a marriage cake but not the person-hours necessary to construct a
marriage cake. Strangely, the starting materials necessary to
construct a Cuagau costs more than a Cuagau. However, it is not
feasible to acquire Cuagaus and sell them for scrap value, because
the person-hours required to separate the metals costs more than a
completed marriage cake, less tax.)

"That was awfully reasonable of him."

"I thought so too, initially. But see, you don't
understand. He wanted one of the Cuagaus which my father was given
by a king when he knighted him for our family's services to
inbreeding. Royal families, as you know, are very keen on 'keeping
it in the family'. I treasured that Cuagau very muchly, and it
pained me to trade it."

"Bonza!" exclaimed Shobaloba, quite
unexpectedly.

"You see, the major misunderstanding with faith
is that people think evidence is key. It is important, but in
precisely the opposite way to which you are expecting."

Every pirate then turned in Mike's direction to
see what could have inspired such profound forethought. Fortunately
for Shobaloba, Mike moved into the eye-line of 'said captain'.

"Hey, of course there is a scientific answer for
everything. There has to be. Otherwise, faith in God would not be
rewarding. He set the whole universe up so it could be explained
another way, a scientific way. That way, you have a choice. His way
or the sci-way.

Jews, for example, are waiting for the Messiah.
And it's incredible to me that they don't believe Jesus is their
Messiah. To them, he either is the Messiah, or he is Satan. They
can't claim he was only 'a good man', because it's not an option
for them. They surely must think, therefore, that Christians are
Satanists. But good trees yield good fruit, and bad trees bad
fruit? I'm baffled, bamboozled, bedazzled and bewildered. I'd love
to know what sort of Messiah they are waiting for. Perhaps they
simply want one they don't have to share with us filthy gentiles.
But that would be like winning the lottery and turning the prize
money down after finding out that you will have to share the
jackpot with another winning ticket-holder.

However, I believe that the more important thing
about Jesus is not the fact that he is the Messiah, but whether you
yourself believe he is the Messiah. Are you a bad person if you
believe Jesus is the Messiah, even if he isn't? If you live by his
teaching and believe whole-heartedly that he was sent from Heaven
to redeem you, then you will receive great joy in your heart. You
could serve a useful life, and be completed by it. That's even if
he isn't the Messiah. Imagine now, the sort of life you could enjoy
if he is the Messiah. That's a life you cannot begin to comprehend
or justify from the outside, looking in. You must be some sort of
masochist to not choose to follow Jesus. All you need for a
fulfilled life, therefore, is faith."

"I feel sorry for the Jews, they have suffered
much persecution," stated Shobaloba.

"I don't," said Pobberkins.

"TAKE THAT BACK, POBBERKINS! IMMEDIATELY!!"

"Make me, bitch."

"Anti-Semitic sentiments are illegal. Apologise
before I make you walk the plank."

"I will not, Shobaloba. I am allowed an opinion,
and in these waters I am permitted enough free speech to defend
it."

"You appear to have forgotten that the Jews
suffered the holocaust."

"And we suffered the Vikings. The difference is
we stopped suffering them when they stopped pillaging. But a few
Jews are still feeling sorry for themselves, and chasing
compensation, decades after the holocaust ended."

"Listen, Pobberkins," interjected Mike. "The
only religion you are allowed to criticise is Christianity. All
others are protected by the PC brigades (police constables and
political correctors). In the United Kingdom, a Christian country,
comedians are allowed to say something like: 'This Holy Bible, it's
rubbish.'"

"That's not even funny," said Shobaloba.

"It's not. But some people find that sort of
thing funny because it strikes out against all that's good and true
about our civilisation. Also, the audience prompter tells them to
laugh and applaud approvingly."

"That disgusts me."

"It disgusts all of us, Shobaloba.

However, a similar jibe which criticises the
holy text of any other religion would swiftly end the career of the
comedian."

"That's a shame."

"Well, it's something we have to live with I'm
afraid."

 

I must state that everybody involved with the
writing, printing and distribution (including the cute librarian
who dealt with you, who, incidentally, yearns for your return) of
this book wishes to distance themselves from Pobberkins'
anti-Semitic statements. I would like to make it known that his
opinion is his opinion and that at the time it was beyond the
control of any of us. I would also like to apologise on his behalf
and on behalf of any pirate who has already you, or will do so
later on in the book.

After five minutes a much nicer conversation had
already begun. It was a story of how Shobaloba became a pirate.

"I was on holiday one summer, back home in the
land of the (lawyer's) fee," began Shobaloba. "You know the place.
The only nation in which there is a lawyer on speed-dial on every
phone. Well, I was just minding my own business."

"As you do."

"Yes, Pobberkins! As I did. I was browsing a
market stall in Honesdale. The sweetcorn sold in the Poconos has to
be seen to be believed. It is quite exceptional and demands
thorough inspection. I went in for a closer look when, all of a
sudden, my arm was grabbed and pushed up behind my back."

"I received the standard-issue pigspiel and was
told that I was being arrested for mass murder. I was a little
taken aback by this flying accusation. But I went along with it,
thinking I was on television. As though it was some practical joke,
set up by my funnily-named twin-brother, Randy. It didn't help
that, while I thought it was a joke, I admitted to the murders and
owned up to a few more, some of which were before my time, and in
states I had never visited. They sentenced me to a date with the
chief axecutioner. He bought me dinner and we had a lovely evening.
Six months later, when I was being measured for the chopping block,
I began to think it wasn't a joke. On the evening before my
axecution I asked my favourite guard if I could see some
photographs of him with his new girlfriend in a passionate embrace,
exchanging public shows of affection."

"Genius, Shobaloba. There's some blue sky
thinking outside of the box. The sickly sickening couply sickness
and diarrhoea kills you before your head is cleaved from your
precious torso. Though I'm not really sure which is worse?"

"I was taken ill and my death was delayed while
I recovered. In the mean time, they caught the real murderers and I
was set free."

"Did they apologise, or compensate you in any
way?"

"They gave me a ticket for the next ship
returning home. I took a wrong turn and ended up on Apple Bumble,
accidentally-by-purpose.

However, the most fascinating part of it was
that one of the murders I was convicted of was actually an act of
self-defence. Lots of people said it was an injustice that I should
receive a death sentence for it. They said they would have done
exactly the same thing if they ever found themselves in the same
situation. Therefore, they also were convicted, even without any
guilt of an actual crime to their names. It was enough just to have
the intent to 'murder' in self-defence; to be victimless criminals.
So, although I was set free, they weren't. And are dead."

"Bizarre story, Captain," said Mike. "It really
highlights the folly of capital punishment. Financial and
incarceration punishments could, theoretically, be shared out among
sympathisers. But death is an infinite punishment. How else can one
death sentence be divided among many criminals?"

"My turn now," said Tabkey. "I was friendless,
brainless, helpless, hopeless! I went to a job shop, in Greenland,
and filled out a questionnaire to find out my vocation. I was told
I had a 74% match with being The Rapist… "

"You mean 'therapist', surely?" asked Mike.

"Can you imagine me being a therapist, you
worthless piece of shit? No, genuinely there was a vacancy for town
rapist. It doesn't pay very well, but the rewards are there if you
work hard enough! I'm being silly of course. It was actually a 74%
match with being a critic for The Rapist, a thrice-monthly magazine
which specializes in critical analysis. But I couldn't see myself
criticising other people after they have strived to create lovely
things.

I had an 81% match with being a razor innovator,
but I decided there could be little job satisfaction from merely
suggesting an extra blade every six months. I thought twenty was
plenty, but I was wrong. William of Ockham would spin like a lathe
in his grave if he knew what was going on in the world of male
grooming.

I also had a 55% match with being a job shop
statistician and a 98% match with piratical misdemeanours. I asked
for the necessary form and the next day I was introduced to the
previous captain of this ship. He asked me if I could cook. I asked
if he could captain. He laughed at my insolence and hired me there
and then. That was three years ago."

"Well, as you all know already, I was born on
this ship," began Mike. "That's about it really. I was the bastard
boy-child of a sexy Czech or Slovakian bliss-wench and any one of a
number of ex-riggers who enjoyed piracy 'way back then'. My
mother's contract terminated soon after I left her breast. I'm
hoping we might be reunited some day."

"I am quite the opposite," said Shobaloba. "I
know exactly who my father is, but nobody knows who my mother
is."

"Wha! How does that work then? Surely your
father would have a clue."

"Well, he has a shortlist. It was the seventies.
Everything was a little blurry back then. The midwife was 'off her
face' apparently. There were seventeen babies born that week and we
all got mixed up. The mothers chose babies like children choose
puppies. Except that, 'I want the yappy dachshund with wagging
tail' would be replaced with 'I want the fair girl with green
eyes', and such like."

"So who chose you, and more importantly, how can
you be sure who your father is?"

"I was fourteen before somebody chose me. My
adoptive mother wanted twins, you see, but she could only push one
baby out, not without a serious attempt for a second, mind you. By
then, of course, mothers received the babies they personally grew.
This mother, mysteriously, had acquired a 'grow one, get one free'
coupon. She took me because I was the only child left on the shelf.
In fact I had been there, alone, kicking my heels for nearly a
decade of time.

My father, it is written, was a very prolific
fellow, quite resourceful for his years. A plumber by trade. His
business card motto read; I'll attend to your S-bend, then do some
plumbing.

All the children at school looked like me."

"Mike, do you think your background kinda
disqualifies you from being our resident reverend?" asked Tucker,
doing his best to change the topic.

"Not at all," replied Mike. "Jesus came to save
everybody, not just those from socially upstanding conservative
middle-class lineages. People forget that Jesus himself was a very
liberal dude. His closest friends included prostitutes, petty
criminals and tax collectors."

"Wasn't one of his disciples a phisherman?"

"Yes, I believe so."

"Which one?"

"Is it important? Did you know any of them?
Would it rock your North African citadel if I told you it was, for
instance, the other Judas?"

"Wow! Really? The other Judas? Well I
never."

"I said if it was the other Judas. Anyway,
Jesus' liberalism was responsible for his downfall. The
conservative Jewish leaders hated the changes he was making and the
questions he was asking. He had to be ended. Y'know, I reckon if he
was alive today he would be rejected by many of the people who call
themselves Christians. People have turned Christianity into a
meticulously organised and conservative religion, but it wasn't
supposed to be that way."

"I thought the Jewish leaders hated him because
he was born into the wrong family? If your father is a lowly
carpenter and your mother a virgin, then you won't come to much and
shouldn't get big ideas about yourself. If you want to be a leader
of people you first have to make sure you are born into the correct
family."

"There was that, yes. They didn't like being
told what to do by a working class upstart.

Can I call myself a Christian? Sure. Maybe. Why
not? But I don't need to prove myself to you. I started out bad,
but I came good in the end. I'm not perfect, I've got my faults and
I make many mistakes. But I'm giving it a go and having a
blast."

"Good for you, Mike. You're an inspiration to a
generation," said Shobaloba. "Tucker, your turn now. What's your
name and where do you come from?"

"Er, my name? My name is Tucker and I was born
inside the Bermuda Triangle, but I've never been there."

"What? How? Wooo-oo!" chorused the crew in
reply.

"Well. I was there for a few seconds, while I
was being born. But I haven't been back since. I was born aboard an
orbiting space station and my father calculated that at the exact
second I was born, we were directly above Nonsuch Island. So I was
born there, apparently. Ironically enough, it does exist."

"It's true. It's so, so true," added Pobberkins,
weeping from one eye with what appears to be some sort of
melancholic reminiscence. However, something about his crying
doesn't seem quite right.

"A grip, father? Get one!" said Tucker. "You've
never been fond of me. Don't pretend to start now."

"I wasn't crying about that," replied the
father.

"You miss mother?" asked Tucker with a stronger
element of surprise. "You hated mother after what she did to your
pub."

"That's true too. So, so true," replied
Pobberkins as he began to blub with both eyes. "I wonder if she
ever made a single important decision in her whole entire life,
when she had a man to do it for her. And was she ever happy with
the decision he made? Girls, you got your equal rights.
Congratulations. But do any of you want to start campaigning for
equal responsibilities? I didn't think so. It makes me so mad, I
wish I was screaming! But I don't think I could cope with all the
grooming that would be necessary for that, nor the marching through
the streets expressing how 'proud' of my sexuality I am. Besides,
my eyes are not nearly shiny enough, not even when I'm crying. Like
I am now."

"Yep, your gaze is all wrong," agreed
Shobaloba.

"Why is there water leaking from your eyes?"
asked Tucker. "Is it a sign of your weakness?"

"I was remembering how I forgot to register your
birth. I was so proud of my calculations that I forgot to register
the birth. Theoretically, you don't exist. Not with any of the
governments, anyway."

"So I'm an alien then?" asked Tucker. "Cool-os!
I have already achieved piracy and aliency and I'm not yet a teen.
My mates will be so jealous when I tell them. But what's with all
the crying? Look at you there with all the tears."

"You're not an alien. You're a pikey-git. And
that makes me, by association, a daddy-piker."

"Oh dear," said Tucker, with so much doom that
he had to lie down on the floor and assume the recovery
position.

"Nevermind," said Shobaloba cheerily, trying to
raise spirits. "You're in good company, because Tabkey is a circus
oddity. Look how he walks, constantly fighting the crosswinds."

"Gee, thanks, Cap'n. You're no hero either.
Those ridiculous side burns are ridiculous. If you're going to grow
a beard, do it all at once, why don't you? Slowly developing them
into a beard, so that nobody notices, is ridiculous. It's as if
they are creeping ivy."

"I admit it. I am a bizarrity. But that means
four of us are whackoes… ," began Shobaloba.

"… which means that we are the majority,"
continued Tabkey. "Therefore, I propose that Siameyes and Mike are
the freaks because they are normal."

"Normal!" exclaimed Siameyes with four parts
astonishment and one part pride. "I feel quite good about
that."

"Er, yes, correction needed," said Tabkey. "Mike
is the only freak, because he is normal. And the rest of us are
normal, because we are freaks."

Normal Mike felt quite left out due to the
camaraderie which was developing between the five freaks.

"I don't know who my daddy is."

"That's upsetting, Mike. But it doesn't make you
a freak."

"I like watching other people play snooker."

Shobaloba was furious at this revelation. "Tell
me, do you applaud when somebody pots a plant?"

"Of course."

"Then you're plant-potty, you pot-plant in a
plant-pot. Don't you realise that a plant is the easiest shot in
snooker? If the touching balls are lined up for the pocket, it will
take immense skill and effort not to pot. Watching other people
play snooker is the least satisfying hobby of all. I can feel my
brain decaying when I watch snooker for twelve hours a day for two
weeks."

"If the sport of snooker is so dull, Shobs, how
would you enliven it?"

"First of all I will contest your sneaky claim
there, that snooker is a sport."

A laborious discussion followed which we can
skip. Few things in this wonderful and varied world are more likely
to cause argument than the defining of what is and what is not a
sport. Whether snooker is a sport (as Mike would have it) or is not
a sport (as Shobaloba would have it), to me at least, is such an
unimportant matter to have an argument about. The centre of this
reasoning is the following question. Does it make something better
if it is called a sport? Not at all. Why are some people determined
to define what makes something be a sport. It seems that snooker
fanatics like Mike would twist their definition to include snooker,
and snooker shunners like Shobaloba will twist their definition to
exclude it. I just don't understand. Ask me if I think snooker is a
sport, and I will tell you I don't care either way. It doesn't
affect the appeal or non-appeal of snooker one jot whether it's a
sport or not. Likewise, it doesn't detract from or add to the
family of sports as to whether snooker is included or not. (Very
cynically,) I perceive sport to be something in which triumph is
more important than trying. Don't get me wrong, I always play to
win. Anything less would be an insult to my opponent(s). But, for
me at least, losing slightly is much more satisfactory than winning
easily. What can be better than having an almighty contest and
ultimately squeezing out a victory or witnessing somebody else
experience that joy when they win? Certainly, there can be no joy
from being crushed or watching somebody else be crushed because you
were not well-matched opponents. Nothing is less exciting than an
uneven contest, for the spectators or the competitors. Then again,
maybe I am wrong. If triumph really is more important than trying;
if only winning matters, then I will never be a good sportsman. I
can live with that. Could you?

Shobaloba eventually moved onto stating ways in
which snooker could be improved.

"I would make the table a foot wider, introduce
another colour and one extra red. Instead of a triangle of reds, I
would have them in a square. I will call this brand new game:
Gothic Snooker. I'm going to patent it so that I can convince
gullible people that I am a good inventor."

"Heck, not this again. Deja vu or what! A good
inventor doesn't invent one invention. A good singer doesn't sing
one song. A good writer doesn't write one similar example."

"Yes, even I know that. But the public at large
see the word 'patent' and immediately think 'good invention', and
by extension they see me as a 'good inventor'. The patent justifies
itself. Without it, there would be no market for the
invention."

"How often were you dropped on your head, as a
baby?"

"On me 'ead? Thrice. Just the three times."

"Okay, so what's Gothic about 'your'
snooker?"

"The black and white balls are quite
Gothic."

"But they are in normal snooker too."

"Ah! But also, the table is supported by Gothic
arches."

"How much does that change the sport? Would it
be wildly different if played on a table supported by Tudor arches?
Do you have to dress up as a Goth in order to play?"

"I would have a trio of scatters on the stage
playing tunes, freestyle-ee. I don't like jazz, but anything is
better than listening to snooker analysts saying things like; 'he's
potted a ball' and 'he's potted another ball' and 'he won't want to
miss this next shot'. I would have some jugglers, tumblers,
plate-spinners, ballerinas and bullfighters plying their trade and
giving the spectators something to keep them from sleeping.
Finally, I would remove the snooker equipment as it would only get
in the way of the entertainments if it was left."

"I go ten-pin bowling regularly enough to list
it among my hobbies," continued Mike. "I have my own bowling ball
and shoes. And I wear a special glove."

The others simply began to feel pity for
him.

"I'm the sort of golfer who goes out of his way
to make sure the other golfers are following the rules. And I spit
at the feet of those found wanting. Also, when spectating at major
tournaments I'm that 'fun guy' who shouts out to the players,
reminding them to get their little balls 'IN THE HOLE!'."

"Mushroom Mike, maybe you should just leave us
alone."

"I've got it. You'll love this. I claim wins 'on
time' in friendly correspondence Chess games on the internet."

They welcomed him with cuddling arms. "Mike, you
can be president." Even though he had to lie, Mike did not regret
it.

It's here we ask ourselves: Why begin a game
without the full intention of finishing it properly, by hook or by
crook or by rook? Didn't the mighty taa once say that hollow
victories only afford hollow glory? Better to join the website for
Chess reasons and win, draw or lose using your own ability, cunning
and skill. Better to abort the game, than win by default in move
three because your opponent has uncharacteristically died. Have
your rating points, taa doesn't care for them at all. But don't end
the game before it has a chance to be fun, or until you are sure
your opponent isn't coming back. Don't kill the game before it gets
good. That's (Chess)nuts, and begs important questions as to why
you started the game and joined the website.

"Mike, if you please. How do you bypass all
sense of decency, to win at any cost? I thought it was only
professional sportsmen who believe that only the result
matters."

"Well, you have to believe that your opponent is
cheating by using more than his five days to find the best
move."

"That's where I must be going wrong. In
traditional over-the-board games where players both begin with 2
hours, say, you can understand claiming the win when the opponent
goes 1 second over time. After all, you get two hours total
thinking time each, and presumably both players use every second of
it. Afterwards, there is no reason why the players can't go on and
play the final moves to see how the game might have ended.

But with time limits of five days per move, how
can you be so crazy, to claim your opponent used all five days to
find a move? Then claim a win when they go a second over the limit.
The five days limit is simply a useful guide. If they use six days
it's not because they are cheating, just that perhaps they had
something else to do in the last week."

"I can't tell you why your opinion is obviously
wrong, so I will just tell you that you are wrong and that you are
a stupid."

"Why not? If I'm obviously wrong then it should
be very easy for you to tell me why."

At which moment everybody, bar Mike and Tucker,
left the room and went in the way of the games room. The narrator
wasted no time in considering which line of narrative to
follow.

Four players assembled around the computerised
table-soccer table. A minute of silence preceded the game. The
players were mourning the fact that soccer matches may not begin
these days without a minute of silence. Shobaloba and Siameyes were
Man Flu. Pobberkins and Tabkey were The Yeovil. The score was
nil-all, first to nine. With his 'special eyes', Siameyes locked
his focus onto a loose ball and put away the first goal.

The game restarted and Pobberkins sent a
searching pass upfield for Tabkey. A powerful shot was driven
towards the goal but it bounced off the crossbar and rolled all the
way back to The Yeovil's half. Shobaloba lined up for a shot but
dummied instead and allowed the ball to roll on. Pobberkins'
defenders were fooled but he still had the goalkeeper in-between
the ball and the goal. But oh no, disaster for The Yeovil, the ship
bobbled, causing the table to wobble and the ball to trickle past
the goalie and into the goal for two-nil. Tabkey was attributed
with an own-goal.

The next kick-off was fiercely contested between
the midfielders. It pinged about like a Scottish midge near an
Englishman's skin and finally found freedom in Man Flu's half.
Tabkey lined up, but his shot was blocked by Siameyes. A precision
pass set Shobaloba up. Despite having possession of the ball,
Shobaloba's striker was facing away from goal and closely marked by
two defenders. Nobody could have scored from that position, so
Shobaloba did what had to be done and the player threw himself at
the defenders, arms waving all the while, just as Pobberkins was
about to neutralise the attack. The player writhed about in agony
inside the penalty area, while all four players pummelled their
'intimidate referee' buttons.

It's no secret that incorrectly awarding a
penalty is a much lesser evil than correctly acknowledging a dive.
Believing a defender is guilty of mis-tackling is one thing, but
accusing an attacker of cheating is a massive faux pas.

The expression on Shobaloba's player's face
changed from excruciating agony to ecstatic jubilation, the very
second the penalty was given. Three-nil.

Their fourth goal began in the clutches of The
Yeovil's goalkeeper. He spun the ball out in front of him,
intending for it to roll back. But instead, it rolled onward and
into the feet of an attacker who calmly slotted the ball into the
unguarded net.

At that very moment a very brave Mike walked in
and noticed something was very, very wrong.

"I'm afraid you're going to have to stop doing
this."

"You've got more balls than me," stated
Shobaloba.

Pobberkins took a swing at Mike but lost his
balance and missed by quite a distance, conceding another goal in
the process. Tabkey was less than impressed with anyone at that
particular time of his life. For Shobaloba and Siameyes were
humiliating his beloved green-y-whites, Pobberkins was an inept
defence, Mike was an unnecessary distraction and Tucker had begun
sneezing all over his busy hands and blowing smoke rings into his
line of vision. Like any soccer fan he became unable to think
logically and started to blame the referee for his team's lack of
ability. He took the game far too seriously and began clutching at
straws.

"OFFSIDE!! REF, ARE YOU BLIND?! HE DIVED!!
CHEAT, CHEAT, CHEAT! YOU'RE 'AVIN' A LARF. PASS THE BALL, I PAY
YOUR WAGES!!"

It's no surprise that the principle reason for
there being violence in soccer is because it is a near-contact
sport. Players get close but may not man-handle each other. This
results in a bottled-up desire to touch, often resulting in the
attempted removal of each others' shirts. Sometimes it all becomes
too much to tolerate and players lash out at each other. Consider
the full-contact sports of boxing and rugger. Boxers and ruggerers
are supposed to touch their opponents' bodies. Therefore they can't
suffer pent-up sexual frustration. So, can violence be removed from
soccer by encouraging players to touch each other? Perhaps players
cuddle each other after they score goals, just to get it out of
their system. But why is it that there is violence between soccer
fanatics? Is it because the tension on the pitch spills over into
the crowd? Or are they stressed out from the importance of having
to associate themselves with the most successful team? Or is it
because of crowd segregation?

Mike was studying the skewered wooden
soccerites. "I'm afraid you are contravening laws laid down by the
professors of political correctness. Both teams should have at
least one black player; hewn from darker wood. Both teams should
have at least one lady; with bosom bulging. Both teams should have
at least one older player; with walking stick and flat cap. Both
teams should have at least one reformed juvenile offender; a
smaller player atop a skateboard. Both teams should have at least
one pregnant player; with belly bulging… "

"That reminds me of our pub," laughed
Pobberkins.

"Don't you start," cried Tabkey.

"Both teams should have at least one disabled
player; with wheelchair. Both teams should have at least one
happy-gay; a shiny-eyed male with neat hair or a female with heavy
Venus tattoo. Both teams should have an office joker… "

("What about me, perennial substitute Tommy
Trouble? I'm the famous The Heinous Woeful Clown. I've got quite an
appetite for being random in the right way."

"Shut up, Tommy. Nobody cares what you
think."

"Tommy doesn't count. He tries too hard to be
weird."

"You're not funny, Tom. You're not funny.")

"Both teams should have at least one poorly
player; with woodworm. Both teams should have at least one
'big-boned' player. Both teams should have at least one polish
migrant… "

"Hold on a second, Mike," interrupted Shobaloba.
"Are we allowed any slim, heterosexual white males withinside the
age of employability, with a clean criminal record, no disability,
pregnancy, illness, a duty to entertain or tendency to
pillage?"

"Let me check," replied Mike as he thumbed
through the rule book. "It appears not. It seems there wouldn't be
enough room on the team to accommodate anyone of that
description.

Besides, the scoreline is ludicrous. The real
Man Flu would hate to be associated with playing goal-rich (and
therefore entertaining) soccer. No, the reason they have been so
successful in recent years is because as soon as they get into the
lead they tend to close the game out and make sure they concede no
more goals. Any extra, counter-attack goals that they subsequently
score are a bonus, but certainly not a priority. To them, only
winning matters. They adore 1-0, and if the only goal of the game
comes from a controversial penalty, then all the better."

"That's pea-brained!" concluded Tabkey, pushing
Tucker to the floor.

"Don't be doing that, Tabkey!" warned Pobberkins
as he conceded yet another goal. This time an embarrassing lob. "If
anyone is to subject my boy to physical abuse, it will be I."

"Sorry, Pobberkins."

"You're forgiven, easy mistake to make."

Just then, the ship stopped.

"We've arrived," announced Shobaloba, tapping in
Flunited's seventh goal. "Let's go."

"Call it a draw?" appealed Tabkey.

"No."

"Next goal wins?"

"No. Let's go."










Chapter 12
Rubh'an Dùnain



There was only one hour of twilight left in the
day. The pirates didn't know this for the fact it wasn't, but they
thought it best to act as though it were.

The ship had come to rest in a very small and
secluded cove which has just one narrow channel connecting it to
the ocean-wide. The pirates were flabbergasted. They had never
before seen such a place. Strewn about the shore were hundreds of
man-made bottles and other stuff which had been blown in from the
blue. Most curious of all were a pair of iron spheres, each one
about the size of (self-canonized) Saint Tomid's ego. The pirates
had no idea what they were, who used them, where they came from,
when they were deposited or how they came there. But they agreed it
would be good for morale if they had a name and back-story, albeit
a very fictional one. For, until they had names, two of the mates
expressed alarm as to whether they might be unexploded bombs. They
decided that there should be a fell-walker (named after a species
of mountain and a Hebridian half-island) who visits whenever he
can, to repair and protect the orbs which he cherishes, prizes and
beloves. Shobaloba duly christened the balls in his honour: Graham
and Lewis. Ironically, or otherwise, the same chap was known as
'Iron Balls' to his friends, due to his fearless desire to scuttle
up mountains on bad-weather days.

Meanwhile, more curious oddities were observed.
A wall atop a cliff provided much amusement for Pobberkins.

"Somebody has built a very substantial, yet
completely pointless wall which looks totally capable of defending
the tiny grass patch on the other side of it."

"Is it a patch of tiny grass? Because I would
pay to see that," said Siameyes. "And possibly help build a wall to
protect it."

"No, Siameyes. Just a tiny patch of ordinary
grass. We would all pay to see tiny grass, so if it had have been
tiny grass I would have made extra-special mention of it at the
appropriate time. Which I didn't."

"Did you notice any clover there?" asked
Tucker.

"I didn't look for it and it's not the sort of
thing you notice. By the way, hello son. Good pipe?"

"Not bad, not bad. A-choo, a-choo and a
woopty-doo!!"

The other pirates jumped. Their feathers were
very much ruffled by this. Does he know this is a code line? No.
No, he doesn't. The truth is; he had heard this phrase so often
that he recently began to follow most genuine double-sneezes with
the 'and a woopty-doo!!' bit. He had just been smoking so I suppose
he had a genuine responsibility to double-sneeze.

"I reckon I'm gonna quit smoking. I'm not a big
fan of this sneezing nonsense."

"I think that's a good idea. But, why are you so
interested in clover all of a sudden?"

"I'm on the prowl. I'm hunting for a four-leafed
clover. They're very rare y'know, and they're very, very
lucky."

"Do you know why they are rare?" snapped Tabkey.
"It's because people keep picking them. There would be a lot more
of them if not for that. If only they knew that it's the roots of
the villainous horsetails which carry the best good luck."

"Carrying on," said Pobberkins. "If I had forced
somebody to retreat to the other side of that wall, I would not
need to wait long before they were obliged to surrender. Even if
they didn't, a couple of well-placed guards would ensure they would
be no trouble while I conquered the rest of their land. They would
be welcome to build a new community, if they so wished, with those
few square metres of prime, sea-view real estate on ordinary
grass."

The pirates decided the only logical explanation
for the wall was for it to be a natural feature, which happened
purely by chance when the silt settled after the last ice-age.
Don't scoff, I say. Some people believe that life on earth came
about because it was likely to happen somewhere. Why not here? If
some people can believe that, then why not let the pirates believe
a wall happened by chance too? A wall is just one of many
formations that can be made from stones. If there are enough ice
ages and enough stones, it is very likely that a wall will happen
somewhere. Again, why not here?

 

The pirates built a camp-fire, upon which they
toasted marshmallows and beside which they drank fizzy pop. The
ship could be heard to be making a gentle creaking noise which
added to the eerie atmosphere of the ancient place.

They were very mellow now. Even Tabkey had
calmed down a touch.

"Time for a scary story, gentlemen?"

Sensing approval, without proof of, Shobaloba
began.

"A man went to a haunted house. He saw a ghost
and ran away screaming. The end."

"Captain, if that story was a fish it would be a
sardine. A tinned sardine in tomato sauce."

"I think I know what you mean. Thanks, Tucker. I
didn't think it was my best but, yeah, thanks anyway."

Tucker looked at the others and they looked
back, every man shaking his head in a united display of disbelief.
A haughty and naughty Shobaloba sat grinning like a fool,
aloof.

"Shall I try?" asked Tucker.

"Please do," urged Mike. "Hurry!"

By now the atmosphere had fully arrived. A sea
fog had encroached. The pirates could still see each other very
clearly, thanks to both the moon and the fire. But they couldn't
see anything else through the mist, except for Graham and Lewis,
complete with their loyal carer, who had just begun to polish.

"Hello," came a stray and new voice. "Please
ignore me, I have to do this. Carry on as you were."

The ship continued to creak and groan somewhere
behind Tucker. "Once upon a time… "

"You've ruined it already. Anybody knows that
believable stories cannot begin with 'Once upon a time'," muttered
Siameyes, quietly enough so that nobody else heard him.

"… there was a town. In this town there was a
terraced street with two surnames but no Christian name. The first
thing tourists would notice about Road Lane was that even during
the daytime nobody would venture down it. The local cartographers
knew all too well of its past to even dare draw it on their maps,
let alone physically enter it. Nobody had cause to go there and all
the houses had long since been abandoned.

Mason stood on the corner of the street. He had
lost a bet, and the forfeit was to spend a night in the house where
the troubles began all those years ago… "

"I'm going to have to stop you there," said
Tabkey, reluctantly.

"Why? I was just getting going."

"I'm afraid the author is not confident enough
in his scary ghostory-writing abilities. Sorry. However, his
portmanteaus are still top-notch. If that's any consolation at
all."

"You know it isn't. Have you got a better story
for us?"

"Yes.

The familiar smell of a steam engine filled my
lungs, and the train waiting at the station was almost ready to
depart. In the doorway of the carriage immediately in front of me I
saw a young couple with two young children, a baby in her arms and
a young girl standing motionless beside her father, both of them
almost frozen with fear. Only the woman was looking at me. Although
I saw nobody else in the carriage, or indeed in any of the other
carriages, I noticed that they stood very uncomfortably, as though
crowded by bodies. The woman blew a kiss as the train started to
move away. She smiled a difficult smile and waved a little wave. I
suddenly realised who I had seen. I started walking along the
platform, trying to keep up with their carriage but it got further
and further away. I was sprinting as the last carriage passed me
by. I reached out at it but lost my footing and took a tumble. I
picked myself up to see that the train had completely vanished.
Looking down the track I could only see the smoke from the engine
rising into the air. But something about it was wrong. It didn't
billow and play with the motion of the train. It just rose slowly
and defiantly into the sky. It was an unholy black smoke that
didn't even sway in the breeze. I looked down at the railway track,
but there was no track. Just an overgrown clearing through the
forest, stretching to the horizon. I looked back at the station but
there was hardly anything of it left. The roof had fallen in and
almost all of the windows were smashed. Graffiti adorned what walls
remained. All the evidence pointed to the fact that this station
had not been used in decades. It was then that I noticed a sign
pointing in the direction the train had gone. Auschwitz-Birkenau. I
fell to my knees and wept all the tears. A woman's voice spoke to
me: 'My darling boy, do not cry. We have gone to a better place and
are waiting for you there. Life is too short to be melancholy. We
love you and miss you and cannot wait for you to be reunited with
us. But that is many years away. Make us proud. I know you
will.'

I looked up, but nobody was there. A waft of
wind collided with the tower of black smoke and very briefly I saw
for the last time the smiling faces of my family in it. The smoke
vanished and ten million butterflies rose into the air, filling the
sky with colour."

 

Next morning around the breakfast fire, a
conversation there was. Mike began it but Mike did not finish
it.

"Had a strange dream last night, lads. I dreamt
that my arms had withered. My left arm had withered so much that it
fell off at the elbow. Then people, and there were lots of them,
started telling me off for littering."

"How did you get around that?" asked Siameyes.
"Yummy breakfast, Tabkey. You must've been preparing for ages."

"I told those people that I couldn't pick up my
left arm, because my right arm had withered also, though it hadn't
fallen off. None of them wanted to help me. I was quite vexed by
the whole event, but I believe I had a 'get on with it' attitude,
of which I feel proud. If it happened in real life, I think that I
would lament, even though I am slightly more prepared for it now.
Thanks to the dream."

"Good dream, Mike," said Tabkey. "Siameyes, yes,
I was preparing breakfast for a good while this morning. You see, I
too dreamt. I dreamt that I was in the army and we were clearing
out all the rebels from their strongholds. But we missed one
Welshman who was goading us from the top of a mountain high. I
ordered him to come down. But he resisted. My calling increased
until it became a real life yelp."

"We heard," said Tucker, speaking for everybody
who was present.

"Me too. It woke me up," continued Tabkey. "I
had a pain in my left kidney and it was manifested into my dream as
a Welshman. I awoke extra early today because a Welsh rebel was
sitting atop my kidney. Intriguingly, the pain quickly disappeared
after I woke, but I could not find the sleep button again."

"I had a pipe dream," announced Siameyes.

"That's what you get for being a plumber for so
many years," stated Mike.

"Correction. In fact, two corrections. No. One
correction, but you will see why. Firstly, I was never a plumber.
Secondly, it was a dream about an ambition I couldn't fulfil. But
indeed, it was an ambition about following in Shobaloba's father's
footsteps, so I'll grant you that one. I don't remember anything
else about it."

"So vague, so very vague," added Tucker. "I
experienced another one of my foetal dreams last night. I get them
occasionally. They are not dreams at all, as they can only happen
during my woken state. It usually happens when I lie in bed just
before I sleep. It is such a weird experience, one that is very
difficult to explain to you. Just imagine feeling completely safe.
You feel very physically restricted but yet you don't want to
escape your boundaries. You can't decide whether you remain static
because you cannot move or because you don't want to. You get to
challenging yourself to escape, if only to prove you can. I knew
this was going to be difficult to explain. It's completely the
weirdest, most irrational experience that ever happens to me, and
I've had it for as long as I can remember. This is why I call them
foetal dreams. It's conceivable that I was having them when I was
womb-side of my mother. Being in the womb – if you believe you can
examine your existence at such a young age – would feel safe and
restricting. Even though you would, of course, have no way to
compare your safety and restriction at that time. Although, you
could now. It's completely odd to me."

"Sorry to interrupt you there, Tucker," shouted
Shobaloba, from the rowboat. "I have found something which may be
of interest to us. I've just been into Pobberkins' cabin to see if
he has returned from the other side of the island yet. He has
not."

"What did you find? Was it his diary?" asked
Mike, in a manner which suggested hope on his part.

"Ah! Wishful thinking, Mike, methinks," replied
Shobaloba. "Actually, I have found two of his diaries. Shall I read
them before he returns?"

"Yes, do," replied most of the others.

"The morality of this troubles me," muttered
Tucker. "Also, how awkward will I feel to hear about the personal
movements of my father?" Tucker put his shell-suit and plimsolls on
before performing some warm-up exercises.

Shobaloba pulled the rowboat up onto the beach,
sat down with the others and began to read from one of the
diaries.

"Here goes:

 

26th September: Tucker is born. Phase two of the
grand secret plan begins. There isn't much to report yet and I can
confidently assume that he is still oblivious to it all. If only he
knew why he was created, and what I have planned for his life.
Mwah-ha-ha!

 

Wait a tick. This is about Tuck… ," Shobaloba
held aloft a shiny spoon and peered into its rear. "Where did he
go?"

"He is sprinting away," replied Mike. "You mean
to say you thought he was still here as you read that passage? That
sort of carelessness could have ruined years of work. Anyhow, skip
that bit. Find something juicy."

"Okily dokily. Just having a look-see. Ah, yes!
His other diary;

 

28th March: Well, here begins the wrongest diary
ever written. I had an idea last night to record my feelings for
you, Shobaloba, to see how they change. But firstly, I think it is
important that I recognise why this diary is so very wrong, and
then justify my writing it regardless. Currently you are just the
latest beauty to have caught my gaze. I have felt more strongly
about other beauties from my life after the same amount of (or even
less) interaction, but this is the first instance for which I
decided to record my developing feelings. I really don't mean to
seem horrible, but I have to be sincerely blunt. You are,
currently, just somebody I fancy very much. I wish I could say more
than that, since I hope you might eventually read this. This diary
is wrong, I fully admit that. If you were to read it now (as I
write it), I would expect you to think I am quite mad. I'm
beginning to think I am anyway. You might think I am an unbalanced
stalker. Perhaps I am. I think it would be much more appropriate to
begin this diary when we begin courting. You'll notice that I used
the word 'when' rather than 'if'. But the mere fact that you are
reading this (in your time, possibly many years after I wrote it)
is proof enough that we did get together. Therefore, the word 'if'
feels fairly redundant. If we had not got together then you would
not be reading this.

 

Oh my. How mightily embarrassed I now am. I
never realised Pobberkins had romantic feelings for me."

"To be fair, Captain, the signs were there. But
you chose to ignore them. Or you didn't choose to notice them. Your
ears only heard what you wanted them to hear. Is there any more in
that diary?"

"Lots, Mike. Ever such a lot more. What am I
going to do?"

"Do you fancy him at all?"

"Of course not. I mean, I don't think so. I
thought I liked girls. This is a full dilly and three quarters of a
dally-o. I do like him, but I never really thought of him in that
way before. And what's this about me never being able to find his
diary until he allows it?

 

… there may come a time when it appears that I
hid this diary badly. Perhaps I am (in your time) testing you, to
see if you would read it without my knowing. Don't worry, you have
my permission. I won't ever hide it badly if I didn't want you to
find it. Perhaps I wanted you to find it in such a way because I
lacked the courage to present it to you naturally.

 

Oh my, again. Shit the bed, Alex. Shit the
fucking bed."

"Well, you did go into his cabin looking for
him. Maybe, subconsciously, you really do love him? And who's
Alex?"

"Maybe I do. Oh my, for the third time. I need
to deal with this. Guys, can I ask you not to tell him about this?
Not so much for my benefit, but for his. I expect he didn't expect
me to read it to an audience. Alex was an English guy I met near
Honesdale."

Shobaloba took the diaries back to Pobberkins'
cabin, leaving these other three to discuss the golden years of
piracy. Years in which they had a captain capable of sniffing out
juicy galleons, ripe for plunder. Back then pirates had not the
opportunity to mess around with sentences. Things were said, and if
they weren't, well, nevermind. Sentences which were messed about
with back then, resulted in bereavement for the family of the
offender.

"They were heady days, them," began Tabkey.
"Especially when they had your mum's company to help whittle away
the spare hours."

"Aye, I eye ideas when they present themselves
to me," replied Mike. "They never properly replaced Mumsy when she
finally left. Apparently, she said she would to stay forever if she
could. She made a good job of it, but her twenty-seventh birthday
party was to be her last one aboard Apple Bumble. And here is my
idea, if you will allow. Tomorrow is Shobaloba's birthday. I think
we should give a special gift this year. I met a student earlier
who offered her services to us. She says that, being short of
money, she is prepared to do anything required. She gave me this
letter, listing some of the ways in which she is willing to serve.
It's quite funny really, because she hasn't actually stated her
feelings about the obvious service. Instead, there is a suggestive
list of things like dancing and massage, as well as the more
curious 'services' of papier-mâché and nature trails."

"I think we should give a gift voucher," said
Siameyes.

"Let's vote on it," suggested Tabkey.

 

The next morning.

"Congratulations, Shobaloba. You have completed
another lap of Sol today."

"Hey, thanks, guys. What did you get me, what
did you get me?" asked a very bouncy captain.

"Calm down, ol' salt. I say, you are very full
of beans, today."

Mike passed an envelope to Shobaloba. Shobaloba
opened it, sniggered at the 'hilarious' imagery on the front of the
card of 'a potty artist in a dress, talking about politics
alongside serious people because he won a controversial prize',
read the pre-printed message bidding a very merry birthday, and
then responded to the present.

"A gift voucher. You utter, utter bastards."

"We couldn't decide what to get you," said
Tabkey. "You are quite slippery in your interests. Not so long ago
you were mad keen on all things dinosaurus. Now, not at all. You
flit between obsessions like I don't know what. Two days ago it was
tubas, and yesterday it was tubes. I suppose you love tubers today,
and tomorrow it'll be tuberculosis?"

"You couldn't think what to get me, but you
could think which shop to get it in?"

"That's about the size of it. Yes."

"Your gift for me went as far as choosing the
shop."

"We couldn't have just given you cash."

"You really could have."

"But then you might just put it in your wallet
and use it when you next buy a pint."

"Then I shall be very grateful. I like pints.
They quench my thirst on a hot summer's day, and warm my cockles in
winter."

"But you won't know it was us who paid for it.
It'll just be any old fiver. I will know it was yours as it will
have the serial number on it."

"Come off it, Shobaloba. Who memorises the
serial numbers on their paper money these days?"

"Me. I do. That's who."

"What notes have you currently, then?" asked
Mike.

"I have two twentyers; CA40 993139 and DK60
938791. See for yourself."

Shobaloba then revealed those notes, and sure as
Mike's name ain't Carney, the captain was bob-on with the
numbers.

"Okay, point taken. I apologise for the voucher.
If anyone wants me, I'll be digging praties."

"What is the voucher for anyway?" asked
Shobaloba. "Ah, Western Lodge! Good times."










Chapter 13
Party Poopers



"Hey guys, gather round. We've a letter."

The pirates gathered around Shobaloba.

"There is to be a by-election for the new
parliamentary constituency here; Rubh'an Dùnain. Does anybody wish
to become a politician, mortician, electrician or go fishing?"

"I've already been fishing today. There's simply
nothing in this tiny little loch here. Why can't we go fishing in
the sea? It's just there!"

"One day, Tucker, people will come from hundreds
of miles away, just to go fishing in this loch, and have their
photographs taken, doing so. I say, make the most of this
opportunity while you still have enough space in which to swing
your rod."

"Then I don't want to go fishing. I'll be a
politician."

"So will I," said Siameyes.

"So will I," said Tabkey.

"So will I," said Mike.

"Well, that's good news, everybody. Seeing as
Pobberkins has yet to return from his plod, that leaves me to be
the electorate. To the poop deck!!"

 

"Now, tell me why I should vote for you."

As if they had been politicians all their lives,
the four candidates immediately began talking all at the same time.
Like all politicians before them, they did not realise they were
doing this because politicians are notoriously reluctant to listen
to each other. The only thing important to them is to be heard.
Fortunately, they could just about hear their electorate. But that
was only because it was before the election.

"Nope, that's awful," said Shobaloba. "You need
to let each other talk in turn. Siameyes, you go first. The rest of
you, hush up and listen good. Maybe you'll learn something from
him."

"I represent the red Devil party. We are
socialist. Our motto is 'all for all'. Give us all your money, and
we'll give it back to you as services. Nobody will be poor and
nobody will need for anything. All businesses will be state-owned
and state-controlled. Everybody will be provided for equally. Look
upon our system of government as a hard-working honey bee. Our best
chance of success is if we work together to achieve a common
goal."

"Okay, Siameyes, that was alright. Tabkey, your
turn."

"I represent the blue Deep Blue Sea party. We
are conservative. Our motto is 'all for one'. Ask thyself; 'what
can the rest of the population do for thee?'. Let the individuals
pay us a mighty tax, that we shall use it to enforce laws based on
antiquated beliefs. May the wealthy few flourish as the many
paupers perish. Boo to the liberals, for they fear stability. Look
upon their system of government as a sneaky snake. Beware their
hugs and kisses as they eke out an existence in the driest desert,
fighting the corner of the minorities and corrupting your
understanding of morality in the process."

"Stop, Tabkey. Go, Mike. I'm getting tired of
this. I feel like the person who rotates the lollipop at temporary
roadworks."

"I represent the yellow Rocky Hard Place party.
We are liberal. Our motto is 'one for all'. May we each look to
ourselves for what we can give to the rest of the population. Let
the businesses provide us with the taxes we need, and we shall also
tell them how to operate ethically. Hiss to the conservatives, for
they fear change. Look upon their system of government as a scary
shark. There are plenty more fish in the sea (Tucker looked at
Shobaloba with a smouldering look upon his face suggesting
precisely what he was thinking: 'Yes, there are.') and they will
persecute the individuals least able to defend themselves."

"Stop, Mike. Finally, Tucker. Thanks for
waiting."

"I represent the green Libertarian party. We are
libertarian. Our motto is 'one for one'. Sort yourself out and
don't rely upon anybody to keep you provided for. Don't give us any
money, except that which we need for our wages, second homes,
personal security guards, moat maintenance, duck islands and the
employment of family members into unnecessary, but well-paid roles.
However, if I ever get caught with my hands in the till, I will
minimise my humiliation and maximise my earnings by stepping down
at the next election. Most people will have no more wealth than
they need to survive and some people will have more money than they
will know what to do with. Look upon our system of government as a
high-flying honey buzzard. You shall enjoy maximum liberty. May all
your wildest dreams come true."

"Stop, Tucker. Thankyou, all, for what you have
said so far. I can see that you all are absolutely abominable in
equal measure, but in contrasting ways. I'm very troubled by the
way you have all suddenly become stereotypical. Before this whole
political situation came about you were much more tolerant of each
other. Tabkey, put it down."

All eyes turned to Tabkey who held a
stabbing-dagger behind Mike. Realising he had been rumbled, he
considered he might lose a vote if he was caught killing his main
rival, so he put the dagger down.

"Sorry, Shobaloba. Sorry, Mike. Sorry, everybody
else. This politics malarkey is overwhelming me. I must win this
election."

"Yesterday, you didn't have any care at all for
politics. And today you are considering the murder of somebody who
has a different solution for government. Why should political
ambition turn good men into monsters? Why does power corrupt so?
And where did you all get the poppies? It's not even Remembrance
Sunday today?"

"It's manic, I know. I shall try to not try to
kill Mike again."

"Okay then, let's get down to business.
Conservative Tabkey. I cannot vote for you, sir, because you are a
hypocrite."

"How's that?"

"You fear change?"

"Absolutely."

"You are not in power at this time?"

"Unfortunately."

"Electing you would bring about change?"

"Ah, yes. I was hoping you wouldn't spot that.
Am I out?"

"Not quite. Your party is not the only one with
desperate problems. Liberal Mike. You fear stability?"

"Yes!" laughed Mike, preparing himself for his
wittiest ever remark. "Not to mention stabability!"

"If I elect you this time, you will wish to be
unelected at the next election?"

"Of course."

"Then, if elected, you will intentionally govern
rocky horribly, so as to ensure you are unelected next time."

"Dag nammit! Two down, two to go."

"Socialist Siameyes. Do you think I got to where
I am today by sharing the wealth? What use is piracy, if all my
profits are to be shared among the peasants? It's all well and good
to say that nobody will need for anything because everybody will be
equally provided for. But that leaves no room for us captains of
industry. I live every day hoping I will be richer tomorrow. That's
what inspires me to try harder. That's my life. That's who I am. A
cog in a machine, I will never be. I cannot elect you."

"Then that leaves me as the certain victor,
yes?"

"Not so fast, Libertarian Tucker. Your party is
by far the most attractive, but unfortunately you're too young to
elect. Also, I think the term 'libertarian government' is an
oxymoron. Government, by it's very nature, is supposed to be
authoritarian."

"That's odd," said Mike. "I was going to tell
Tucker that I think he is wasting his time trying to sell
libertarian politics to an American. In your homeland, Shobs,
liberty is a dirty word. You had to wait until you were 21 before
you could drink alcohol in a public bar. You jailed somebody for
half a century for stealing video cassettes. It's the 21st century
and you still have the death penalty, for fuck's sake!"

"Tell me about it!" laughed Shobaloba.

"One percent of your adult population is in
prison. And loads more are under surveillance."

"Imprisoning people makes the other 99% feel
safer, therefore happier and more productive. And do you realise
how many jobs the prison service has created?"

"So why do you still have the death penalty?
Every time you execute someone, you make somebody else
unemployed."

"Executing the most dangerous people serves as a
deterrent to anybody else thinking about committing a serious
crime."

"Well, that's working well, isn't it? But I
don't suppose it really matters. With your limited liberties, your
whole country is a prison. Jailing somebody there is a case of 'out
of the frying pan, and into the fire'."

"Are you done disrespecting my nation yet?"
asked the captain. "I'm really bored of this bullshit that we
despise freedom so much that we enslaved ourselves with
overly-restrictive laws. We have a whole statue dedicated to
liberty. Do you? We have some freedoms that you don't have. We can
own firearms, for example."

"That's only because it was the second amendment
to the constitution, published in the Bill o' Rights in 1791,
between the war of independence and the civil war. America was a
very wild place back then. People were encouraged to own firearms
in order to help keep the peace. Ironic, that. Nowadays you have a
proper country, but you maintain the validity of the second
amendment, simply because you think that amending an amendment
would be too much of an admission that you got things wrong the
first time around. And you certainly won't replace the constitution
with one more relevant to modern times because you think the older
it is, the greater the nation is. You don't have a lot of history
but you really make the most of what you've already got, even if
doing so gets in the way of progress."

"What can I say? We are a proud people."

"You shouldn't be too proud of yourselves. You
exhibit such a brazen, all guns a-blazin', attitude towards world
peace. You brandish your arsenal and stamp your authority in the
middle-east, in order to make up for missing out on all the
imperialistic empire-building and the mediæval wars, especially the
crusades. It's not all about the oil."

"I should warn you, Mike, that if our spies
caught you saying all this, you'd already be on your way to one of
our prisons by now."

"On what charge?"

"Treason."

"But I'm not American."

"Doesn't matter. They'll put something on you to
make sure you lose the freedom of free speech."

"All I'm doing is holding up a mirror and
showing you what the rest of the world sees when they look at your
country. If I'm wrong about something, educate me. I'm eager to
learn, but are you willing to teach? If what I'm saying is a crock
of shit, then you can just write me off as a raving lunatic. Nobody
takes any notice of a madman's musings."

"All the same, just be careful. If nothing else,
you're really not doing your election campaign any favours."

"What I'd like to know," continued Mike, "is why
you have a disproportionately high number of black people in
prison. Is it a subtle version of ethnic cleansing? Nah, of course
not. There's nothing subtle about the way your government rules the
world. It must be because black Americans have fewer opportunities
than white Americans, and so are more likely to be forced into a
life of crime?"

Nobody noticed, but Mike's story came within a
few inches of ending prematurely, when a silent bullet from a
sniper-rifle flew past his right ear, ricocheted off both the iron
balls and sailed back from where it came. It made its home in the
skull of Mike's would-be-assassin, who had been hiding behind a
wall next to a tiny grass patch. A toddler-like obsession for
possession had led the silly man to etch his own name onto the
bullet.

"And why are so many of your people against the
idea of a nationalised health service?" continued Mike. "The reason
is that if you had one, the countries who already have one would
think you were copying them. You can't have that. Only America is
capable of satisfactorily solving the big problems. Similarly, you
invented your own sports because only America is capable of
inventing the best sports. Lo and behold, some of them are so bad
that nobody else plays them, but you persist with them because they
are part of your history and culture."

"At least we know how to race motorcars."

"This is true," agreed Mike.

"You Europeans make me laugh, with your narrow,
wiggly tracks. Is 'overtaking' your dirty word? Is it exciting
enough just to watch the cars following each other around the track
in a two-hour-long procession?"

"I hate to be a bore," interrupted Tabkey, "but
we're supposed to be doing an election. Shobaloba, the time has
come. Despite not being British, you've somehow attained the
deciding vote and we need to know: Who are you going to elect?"

"That's the real dilly. Oh man! Am I Oman?"

"Of course not. Only a fool would think that.
Why do you ask?"

"Because I feel like I'm stuck between a country
where women and westerners are deprived the most basic of human
rights, the Indian Ocean and Rub'al Khali (the Empty Quarter).

I feel sick. As a capitalist, I am loath to
elect Devil, on the grounds of their wealth-sharing.

Deep Blue Sea has the most charismatic leader,
and that usually determines which party wins. But he's a notorious
government basher. I just wish he would tell us something good
about his party, instead of all the badness of the other
parties.

And Rocky Hard Place has no intention to govern.
Only to be an influential pressure group, disguised as a serious
political outfit. They'd hate to be elected and have all that
responsibility thrust upon them.

I wish Pobberkins was here. I need help. I hate
all three remaining parties, but I like the pirates representing
them."

Shobaloba spent the next few hours hunched over
the ballot paper, crying all the tears in the world. Voter apathy
suddenly made a whole lotta sense.

Without an electorate to perform for, Tabkey and
Mike held a serious political discussion, in which they allowed
themselves to listen to each other and perhaps learn a thing or two
along the way. They decided to address the problem of the plastic
paraphernalia littered about the shoreline.

"It's such a pity that things are made of
plastic," said Mike. "Here they are, doing nobody any good."

"Could be worser."

"How could things possibly be any worser,
Tabkey?"

"If they had not been made, the oil used to make
them would have been turned into fuel instead. When fuel is used it
is mostly put into the atmosphere as fumes. I'd rather that oil was
used to make plastic bags, bottles and packaging, bound for
landfill. The thing is: Those environmentalists encourage us to
reduce the amount of fuel we burn. But what they don't accept is
that, eventually, all the exploitable oil, coal and gas reserves
will be used up. There's no getting away from it. Better to turn as
much of it into plastic packaging while we still can, I say."

"You raise an interesting point there, sir. I
had not looked at things in that way before. I think I'll take an
extra couple of plastic bags at the supermarket checkout from now
on."

"I'm glad that's solved, but we should clear up
this place now. Let Shobaloba see us doing a good deed and all
that."

Meanwhile, Siameyes and Tucker were also
talking.

"Siameyes. Your new leader, our new Prime
Minister, does not have a mandate to be so. He should call a
general election, so that the country may decide who they want for
their leader."

"I hope you're not being serious, Tucker. I had
you down for quite a learned young man. Our party was elected at
the last election. And our party decides who our leader should be,
and we chose him. I hope you don't think that people go to the
polling booth with the intention of electing the MP whose leader
they most like. Good grief. Surely they elect who they want for
their MP. Surely."

"Oops. I think you're right. Eek! I'm
embarrassed now. Sorry, Siameyes."

"That's okay. Don't worry about it. It's an easy
mistake to make. I think we should be seen helping the other two,
now."

"Agreed."

The four candidates spent the rest of those few
hours collecting all the oil products and putting them back from
where they came; underground.

Then Pobberkins returned from his plod.
Shobaloba was never gladder to see their hairiest friend.

"Pobberkins! Yay!!"

"Hello there, everybody. I'm back and you'll be
happy to hear that I am irrevocably irrecoverable. [Try
saying that out loud. Fiona and Andrew can't.] You
might have noticed that every time we reach land, off I bugger
until I reach the other side of it. Then I come back."

"Yes, that's what you do."

"Why do I do that? I don't get it."

"Then why are you happy to announce you are
irre… irre… irre… that thing you said?"

"Initially, I was troubled by it. But now, heck,
it's who I am. It's what makes me interesting. It's okay to be
different. It's okay to do wacky things from time to time. It's
okay. It's okay to be Pobberkins. I don't want to be cured of this
thing any more.

I'm really hungry now. Really hungry. Could you
whip me up a walnut whip or something, Tabkey?"

"I'll see what I can do," answered Tabkey.

"Pobberkins, I need you to help me with
something. Walk with me alone a while."

"Yes please, Captain."

 

Some time later, and some distance away from
where they began walking, Shobaloba decided to tell Pobberkins what
was up. But not before Pobberkins had to ask an even more important
question.

"Captain. Why did you wait until a minute from
now, before you began talking to me about what we are going to be
talking about? Why didn't you start talking to me as soon as we
left the group?"

"You know what. I don't really know. I've seen
it happen on that Australian soap opera too many times, I
guess."

"I've seen that. Something happens somewhere,
but the characters only begin talking about it when they arrive
back in the cul-de-sac. Do we assume they travelled home in
silence?"

"We've been asked to elect an MP from within us,
but I just can't decide which option is least horrendous."

"Do you want me to help you choose?"

"Nooooo!" answered Shobaloba, most
sarcastically. "I want you to stand for election and make my
decision even tougher than it already is."

"Okay," answered Pobberkins. "I'll stand for
election."

"Oh trice," muttered Shobaloba. "Go on then.
Tell me about your party."

"Party, Captain? I've no party, Captain. I think
I can do this on my own. I intend to be independent. The only whip
I need is the one coming my way on a copper-plated silver tray. I
don't have any strong convictions of my own. I know a fair bit
about politics, but I don't claim to have all the answers. I want
to interact with the community. To learn from them what they want
and need from me. I intend to serve them as best I can. To
represent them as faithfully as I can.

Is that any good for you, Captain?"

"I love you, Pobberkins."










Chapter 14
Fun Mentalism



"What's wrong, Tucker?" asked Pobberkins.

"I WISH PEOPLE WOULD STOP ASKING ME WHAT'S
WRONG! THAT'S WHAT'S WRONG! Why must something be wrong, just
because I'm not walking about with a vacuous, wide-eyed grin on my
face? Maybe this is my normal 'thinking face'.

"Sorry."

"It's okay. I shouldn't have snapped at you.
It's not your fault." [Actually it is Pobberkins' fault. All
will be made clearish.]

"So, what have you been thinking about?"

"I've got this thing. This weird experience that
occasionally haunts me. You weren't here when I first tried to
explain it."

"Is it your foetal dreams thing?"

"Er, yes. How do you know about that? The only
person I've seen you talking to since you got back was Shobaloba,
who also wasn't present when I spoke about it. Did somebody tell
Shobaloba, and then Shobaloba told you? I find that rather odd. I
could understand one transaction, but not two. That qualifies as
gossip, and that's never happened to us before."

"Nobody told me. You suffered an unspeakable
horror when you were much younger, which you have suppressed from
your memory. Occasionally you will remember bits of it, but not
enough to make sense. Happy birthday by the way."

"An unspeakable horror?!"

"You don't want to know. Trust me."

"I do believe you've really gone and done it
this time. You've made me fear my own hearing ears. I did not want
to learn that I suffered an unspeakable horror when I was younger.
Truly, ignorance is bliss. I need to be alone awhile."

Tucker walked away.

Several minutes later, Shobaloba and the MP for
Rubh'an Dùnain got to playing BongoChess.

Clarification is needed, right now!

Bongo is a word which has become overly special
to me since the name of this story first included it several years
ago. I think it is a lovely word which bounces around the mouth
releasing capsules of pleasures upon every surface it hits in
there. Say it now if you wish. You're allowed to say it aloud,
unless you are reading this in a library. In which case I suggest
you ask the nearest librarian what their library's policies on
reading out loud are. They might send you to the children's
section, but it'll be worth it. Trust me.

"Bongo," said the readership. [Incidentally,
the reader's hip warrants no special mention at this time. Except
yours. That's right, I'm talking to you there. Don't think you can
ignore me. I know that you know that I'm talking about your
hip.]

Did that do for you what it still does for me?
Or do you think the word is too beige to draw special mention to?
Either way, it excites me and that's the most important thing.

So I sometimes use the word 'bongo' for other
things. One of these things is a Chess variant what I have
designed. There are some interesting Chess variants out there, but
BongoChess is the one which really wakens me. [Chances are that
you don't care very much for chess, and won't appreciate it if I
begin telling you the rules of BongoChess. All you need to know is
that it is 'better than chess'.]

Shobaloba and Pobberkins are playing BongoChess.
It is vitally important to know that neither pirate knows that it
is called BongoChess. They don't know the title of this book and so
they don't know that they are playing a game whose name was
inspired by the name of the book. This is why they are rarely found
playing BongoChess, despite it being the best-ever Chess variant.
Following, is an example of why BongoChess is rarely played by the
pirates;

"Hey, Shobaloba."

"Hello there, Pobberkins."

"Do you want to play… ?"

"Play what?"

"You know, play… "

"No, I don't know."

"Nevermind. Let's play Tetractoe instead."

"Good plan, my man."

What happened there is that Pobberkins didn't
know how to invite Shobaloba to play a game he couldn't name and in
the end decided it was best to stop trying.

But today they are playing BongoChess, and it is
completely irrelevant how they came to be in such a ludicrous
situation. Simply, there are three reasons for this.

Firstly, as experienced before, use your
imagination. Decide for yourself, for I cannot be telling you every
minor detail. The beauty of literature is that it molests your
imagination in a way that visual performances can't.

Secondly, I haven't myself decided how they came
to be in the BongoChess-playing situation.

Thirdly, I am more interested in writing about
the playing, than how they came to be playing. My author's license
allows me to invent improbable and unexplainable situations for the
purpose of trying out new lines of narrative. For example, if you
were here and looked about you would notice several local sheep
forming a scrum. How they learnt how to scrummage is probably best
left alone. Rather, I would prefer to concentrate on what they will
do with their new found skill. If I had to explain how they came to
be scrumming, I probably wouldn't even have bothered with it at
all, and thus, we would have lost part of this paragraph. In fact,
most of the story so far would have to be edited and all the boring
bits about how the various situations came about would have to be
explained. And that would not satisfy me very much at all.
Fortunately, the sheep aren't scrummaging at all. It was just an
example of something I could do as an author. If I wanted to.

Just then, Mike showed up.

"Hey dudes, fancy a mental threesome?"

"Sure. Why not? Set the other two boards
up."

A mental threesome occurs when there are three
players eager to play. It is possible for all three players to play
what is, principally, a two-player game. A mental threesome is far
less monotonous than a mental monogamy.

The three pirates sat at the three corners of a
triangle, and there was a board between each pair. Each player had
one game in which they were playing as the white Yorkists and one
with the red Lancastrians. Thus, they had parity. A good tactic in
a mental threesome is to play quickly, so that you are involved
with the first game to finish. The advantage of this is that you
can then focus all your attention on your one remaining game,
against an opponent whose concentration is divided between both
remaining games. You might think it a good idea to agree a
grandmaster's draw against one of your opponents. However, this
tactic is sad. And you're sad for even considering it. Besides,
there are no draws in competitive BongoChess. If a drawn position
occurs, another game begins instantly, without resetting the time
remaining on the clocks. This is most satisfactory. Generally, the
longer the game, the more likely it will be that the stronger
player will prevail. A weaker player might try to achieve a draw in
the first game, without using as much time as their opponent. Thus,
he will then begin the next game with more time than his opponent.
Conversely, it is in the interests of the stronger player to try to
win the first game. His slower play will reflect this.

This was going to be a competitive
threesome.

After a few moves, Mike began to experience one
of his suspicious minds. Both of his games were identical. The
Yorkist moves he played against Shobaloba were played back to him
by Pobberkins, and the Lancastrian moves he played against
Pobberkins were played back to him by Shobaloba. Initially, he
thought this was a miracle. Miracles happen often, and they're very
wonderful. Somebody will witness something unbelievable and adjudge
it to be no more than a chance occurrence. Another witness will
believe it to be the wondrous work of God. And that, my friends, is
the real miracle. That two people can witness the same event, but
then, sincerely, derive very different conclusions as to how and
why it happened. You can choose to think differences of opinion are
bad. Or you can think they are good. The choice is yours and
whichever path you choose says a lot about you. Do you look for the
good in things? Or the bad?

Anywho. Mike sat back and stroked his
chin-whiskers. When two of the three games are played identically,
then the assumption might be made that the player involved with
both is cheating. But Mike is better than that. We know that. And
he thinks it, although he hasn't ruled out the possibility that he
is a cheater just yet. The other possibility is that the other two
players are cheating. If the third game, the one between Pobberkins
and Shobaloba, is also the same, then Mike is likely to get very
upset. Because then there will only be one unique game, with both
parts played by only one of the three contestants.

"Sad."

"What's wrong, Mike?"

"You two are sad."

"Actually I'm happy today. I was very low in
spirit until Pobberkins came back. But now I'm cock-a-hoop with
joy."

"I'm quite happy too," said Pobberkins. "I can
satisfy all four points on the bliss cross. Look at me. Here I am,
playing a wonderful game with my two best friends (fellowship). I
also now have purpose, being the MP of hereabouts. I have somewhere
to sleep and a walnut whip in my tummy (nourishment). Truly I am
blessed, Brian."

"I'm Mike."

"Oops! I confused you with me."

"Not for the first time."

"What-what?"

"I was referring to the fact that you're copying
my moves."

"I put it to you, my left honourable friend,
that it is you who is copying all my moves."

"I admit," interrupted Shobaloba, "that I am
definitely cheating. I'm confused by the rules, so I just copy the
moves I see you two play from one board to the other. At least that
way I should win one of the games."

"We knew that much, Shobs. You're quicker than
Bryony's brother but appear more bewildered than King
Scrusher."

Mike and Pobberkins bickered for the whole of
the next hour, until the crashing cacophony of falling flags
indicated victory for Shobaloba on both boards.

"Done and done," crowed the captain.

This was the first ever BongoChess Championship
of the Galaxy. Seems a pity that BongoChess' first Galactic
Champion is a fictional pirate captain. But, what the hey! That's
life and we really should enjoy our lucky opportunity to witness
such fun.

 

"Hi, Tucker. How goes it?" asked Shobaloba,
later on.

"How goes what?"

"It. How goes it? How goes the day?"

"Oh right, yeah. Sorry, Captain. The day, it, is
fine/okay/good. You know, that usual reply. It's not wrong! Sorry,
private joke."

"Yeah, people always seem to reply by saying
they are fine or they are okay or they are good. I wonder how often
they actually mean it. It seems to me like an automatic response
which doesn't go via their conscious."

"Yes, Captain. People are strange."

"People are, Tucker. People are."

"So how goes your 'it'?"

"Ha ha!! That's the usual next line. Ask someone
how they are, and they will be vague with their answer before
asking back a similar question, probably out of politeness more
than actual concern for the other's well-being."

"Truly. How goes it, Captain?"

"It!" exclaimed Shobaloba with the intention of
answering sincerely. "My 'it' is really rather ruddy super. You
might have guessed that I asked you that question because I was
hoping that you would then ask it back to me. Thanks for being
predictable. I'm the reigning Galactic Champion of a game, no
less!"

"Which game?"

"Er, good point. But despite that, I am the GC
of it."

"That is good news, Captain. Well done with
that."

"Tucker, I think you don't appreciate quite how
great it really is. You see, I will be the Champion of the Galaxy
until somebody defeats me in a championship challenge match."

"Yeah, and?"

"And? Tell me who can challenge me. I'm totally
fictional."

"Except, say, theoretically I could challenge
you."

"At what could you challenge me?" asked
Shobaloba quizzically.

"Ah!! Brilliant. Now that is great. May I be the
first to congratulate you on your triumph?"

"Yes, you may."

Tucker began to turn away, such is his
naughtiness. The effect of this is that Shobaloba began to think
that Tucker had already delivered his congratulations when he asked
if he could. Shobaloba began to feel less great, but still very
fantastic. Tucker then continued turning all the way around until
he was facing Shobaloba again. He jumped as high as he could and
threw a five, which his captain caught.

"Congratulations, Captain. I salute you in your
conquest."

"Thanks, boy. Thankyou so much. I really do feel
very good right now. If only there was a babe-on nearby."

"Why is that, you utter dare-bo?"

"Because even if she told me to bother-off, I
don't think I could feel any worse than splendid."

"Life is relative, Captain."

"What was that, Tucker? What did you say?
Something about life, I think."

"My theory of relativity. Life is relative. You
are having a good day. Everyone has them. Also, everyone has bad
days. Doesn't matter what you do, life goes by, relative to recent
experience. Now, this is one of your best days. At some point in
the near future you will have a bad day. And the real twist is that
that day will feel worse to you than otherwise it would have been,
simply because today was so great."

"Wow. I didn't think it was possible, but
thankyou, Tucker. You just popped my balloon. I'm depressed."

"I haven't finished. Joy and suffering are
relative. People with too much joy, use depression as an
opportunity to suffer."

"You're becoming quite the philosopher in your
young age. You should pursue it."

"Only if it makes me happy."

"And does it?"

"I think so. I think I have found my niche now.
I was beginning to think I might never find my place in this
world."

"Fourth fox ache! You're 13 years old. Most boys
your age just want to be celebrity agents when they grow up. How
can you be agonizing about your place in this world, at 13?"

"Well, you know. Stuff happens. Life goes on.
Hey, Captain, may I progress the conversation somewhat?"

Shobaloba nodded.

"There's this funky new philosophical religion
called Fun Mentalism. Currently, there are nine suggestions. They
are only suggestions. You do not need to observe them. Indeed, one
of the suggestions suggests that you do your own thing. But it's
only a suggestion. I shall list them now:

1. Have fun. Pursue happiness. (Egoism)

2. Go mental. Interpret as you will and at your
own risk.

3. Don't be a mourning person. Mourn once, then
move on. Do not be sad for the future you won't share, but be
grateful for the happy memories that you do have.

4. Fund a mentalist. Read BongoTree.

5. Don't put guinea-pigs and rabbits together.
They are not friends.

6. Don't put da 'da' into Fun Mentalism. Don't
be sheep. Don't be shepherds either. Let others do their own thing,
as you would have them let you. Beware of the Bad Shhepherd, for he
orders his shheep to worshhip him.

7. Eat meat. Big-field single-crop agriculture
is killing the environment. 'Ethical vegetarianism' is an oxymoron,
you morons! We require more moo-cow meadows.

8. Get outta here. This is my religion, go found
your own.

9. What will be, will be. Life goes on. Enjoy
the ride. (Determinism)

Well, I'm struggling with number nine
there."

"What of it, Tucker? Personally, I'm still
struggling with number four. What is BongoTree? And why is it
called that?"

"What is good? I mean, how can you determine
whether a decision is good or bad, or right or wrong? Is there a
universal righteousness? We all know that abortion is murder, but
is murder bad? If so, how can you prove it, using human logic only?
By whose standards are you judging righteousness, if there is no
superior power, if there is no god? In a godless universe where
future events are pre-determined and we are only passengers, how is
it possible to choose good or bad? Assuming that in a godless,
atheistic universe there can be good and bad. The Big Bang banged,
and sent forth matter in most directions. Since then, scientific
order has determined the location of each and every bit of matter.
If determinism stated that one day I will kill the rest of you when
I grow strong enough, how can I possibly choose any other course of
action?"

"Yep, you'll be a good philosopher, I think.
Tell me, how many virgins will I receive in the afterlife, with
this religion?"

"Seventy-three. Or, if you prefer, you can
choose to have one sexual partner who knows what they're
doing."

"Ooh, I do like the sound of that. Wait a tick,
did you just say you were going to kill us all one day?"

"It was just an example of what might have to
happen, if pre-determinism is true. If I'm going to kill you, then
I'm going to have to kill you, but I won't be responsible."

"What now and the way-hey?"

"Ne'ermind," said Tucker as he accepted that he
would not be able to have this discussion with his captain. "I
don't want to kill you, but I might have to one day. If only to
obey the laws of the pre-determined universe. Then again, I might
not have to kill you. Whom is to know?" Tucker began to realise
that this was quite a brave thing for a 13 year old boy to say to a
pirate captain. And so he swiftly moved onto a subject he was
convinced would distract Shobaloba.

"Captain Shobaloba, did you see that reality TV
show about the celebrities forced to co-exist on a paradise island?
Who could have guessed that they would end up squabbling with each
other, after less than two revolutions of the small hand?"

"Yeah. Wow!" said Shobaloba. "If I was stranded
on an island with people like that, people who are more concerned
with adjusting their make-up and fighting over sweeties, than
anything to do with survival. If I had been among them… "

"But you wouldn't have been among them, Captain.
You're too famous. At least five other people know who you
are."

"Details, details, boy. If I was among them I'd
have made sure to nark Pears first. She verily nettled me."

"Are you using a thesaurus? And which
Pears?"

"I like dinosaurs again. Did you know they died
out due to a glancing impact from an asteroid? It struck, and took
out, the top of Table Mountain, a.k.a. Uluru. Hence, no crater. The
impact caused the planet's spin to speed up slightly. Well, you
know that the planet is not perfectly spherical due to its spin.
Change the spin, change the shape. Earth flattened due to the
increased spin. If you change the shape of the planet, then expect
big things. First of all, earthquakes, volcanoes and manic weather
systems all over the planet. Absolutely everywhere. The world was
rife with them. After that, a cloud of dust filled the atmosphere
for several years. Finally, because the Earth's spin increased, the
days became shorter in length.

As you know, dinosaurs were reptiles.
Cold-blooded reptiles must bask in the sun before they can spring
into action. Because the days were shorter, they didn't have enough
hours for their large bodies to heat up in. Smaller reptiles like
Inawhiles and Seeyalaters survived, but the larger dinosaurs didn't
stand a chance.

And because the asteroid struck the planet so
far south of the equator, it knocked it off its axis and tilted it.
As you know, the tilt of Earth is responsible for the changing
seasons. And also as you know, dinosaurs hate change. It's a
socio-scientific fact.

The auburn Pears."

"There were five auburn girls called Pears."

"The one that looked a bit like the blonde
Pears."

"Which blonde Pears?! There were two of
them."

"The one who is famous because her father
organised a charity pop concert in the mid-eighties, not the one
who is less attractive than we're supposed to believe she is."

"Ah, right! So you'd have irked the auburn Pears
who looked a bit like the blonde Pears who isn't a hotel heiress.
Yeah, she was annoying. Come to think of it, most of them were
annoying, simply because of the name confusion. Oh, except for the
shy brunette Pears who developed a close companionship with
semi-professional astronaut Koala Badman from Machu Picchu. She was
exponentially lovely, but he was a bad man. I don't know what she
saw in him."

"Do you remember that tyrannous Rex in another
reality TV show? What an obnoxious swanker he was. I hated him so
much. Could he ever be happy for anybody else? Does he always have
to win everything; every task and every argument and every thing?
Does he have to throw a hissy-fit whenever things don't go his way?
And how does his pet girlfriend tolerate him? Did you notice that
he was gradually transforming her into Nasty Nic as the weeks
progressed? I'm glad that they will inevitably break-up because
even she deserves somebody who will give her at least some respect
and space to breathe.

I think I can say that because I'm just a casual
observer."

"To be fair, Captain, I think he was putting on
a show. Also, the producers selectively broadcast the worst of him.
Nobody is really as excruciatingly intolerable as he appeared to
be. Nobody, except the presenter whenever she sees a video camera
pointing her way. The real reason he wouldn't let her interact with
the other contestants was because he didn't want her to become more
popular than him. And he absolutely did not want her to win."

"Tucker. What's it like to be a boyfriend?"

"Let's just say; I wouldn't wish it upon my
worst enemy."

"That good, huh?"

"No! That bad, huh. Keeping a female placated is
tougher than climbing a scree slope while wearing skis. Although
you will never reach the top, the eternal struggle is what rewards.
Always remember; joy is in the journey, not the destination.

Did you notice that they charge 35 coppers for
the audience participation bit of that show, 10 coppers of which go
to charity? Why not charge 25 coppers and let the individual choose
whether or not they want to give an extra 10 coppers to a charity
of their own choice? It's like the lottery. A quarter of the entry
money goes to charity, so why not reduce the price of the ticket
accordingly and let the individual decide whether to give anything
to charity? And woe betide anybody who wins the lottery and doesn't
give some of their winnings away. Public opinion demands that they
ought to, but their winnings were already depleted by a quarter
because of charitable donations made on their behalf by the lottery
organiser."

"I'm bored of your conversation now."

"Sorry, Captain."










Chapter 15
Happy Fun With Vowels



"Like, help, like," scratched a distant and
feeble voice.

"Someone's in trouble!" stated Pobberkins.

"Ay?" asked Shobaloba.

"Like, help me, like," came the voice.

"That. Somebody requests something similar to
help."

"Are you sure you definitely heard
something?"

"Certainly am! Can you think of anyone who needs
something like help?"

"No. The others went for a walk up on the ridge
and won't be back for hours. Even if one of them is in trouble, we
won't hear them from here."

"You're right, of course. It sounded more
proximal than any of them could be. But I'm certain I heard
something. Are you sure they all went? Mike?"

"Yes."

"Tucker?"

"Yes."

"Tabkey?"

"Yes, and good luck to him I say. The ridge is
tough enough for low-centred persons with excellent legs."

"Siameyes?"

"Yep, he went."

"Toby?"

"TOBY!! I forgot all about Toby [as did
every single one of the readers]. He's still in the jailhouse.
How is he still alive?"

"You mean you haven't been sustaining him? This
is terrible news. Quick, let us hurry. We must go to him."

Several minutes later, Pobberkins and Shobaloba
were back on board the ship and rushing to the gaol; a darkroom in
the deepest, dankest corner of the vessel.

Toby recoiled when they opened the door. Having
previously existed in pitch infra-redness, the bright sight of
frightfully white light burned his eyes. The ultraviolet did him no
favours either.

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? I'm, like,
so hungry, like," said a very malnourished Toby.

"This thing you have which is like hunger, can
it be solved with food?" asked Shobaloba. "I'm sorry, Toby, but
only Tabkey is authorised to do the food and he ain't here. He's
miles away."

"Yes, he's having a lovely walk up on the ridge
with the other three; Mike, Siameyes and Tucker."

"Shut up, Pobberkins. Do you think Toby cares
very much for that amount of detail?"

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Yeah,
like, shut up, Pobberkins, like. I have, like, no comprehension of,
like, where we are, like, or anything, like. I, like, don't care,
like, if Tabkey is, like, having a lovely walk, like, up on the
ridge, like, with the other three, like. Just, like, get me some,
like, food, like. Like, can't you even, like, fix me up, like, some
House Martin soup, like, or, like, a melon, cauliflower and
langoustine fajizza, like?"

"What the dilly-dickens is a fajizza?" asked
Shobaloba. "Wait, let me guess. A fajita-pizza hybrid, yes? Take a
tortilla, dress it with your fajitta sauce, grated chedddar and any
other toppings you might like. Cook under the grill until the
cheese has melted, then fold it up like a fajita and enjoy. Sounds
tasty, I wonder if anybody else has thought to patent it yet? I
reckon even I could cook one, if I had the ingredients. I just wish
I knew where the pantry is."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like,
urghhhh, like," groaned Toby. "Like, could you, like, let me go
and, like, find it, like? At the end of the day, right, I always
give 110%."

"Nah. You're still a prisoner on board this
ship. I can't risk letting you loose just yet. And it will serve
you no good to only 'like' find the pantry. You'll need to
precisely find it."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, why
am I, like, a prisoner, like? Like, what did I, like, ever do to
you, like?"

"You are not 'like' a prisoner, Toby. You are
exactly a prisoner. Why do you keep missing the target? Shobaloba,
regarding his captivity, I'll let you have the floor."

"If my memory serves me correctly, you were
pedalling the Atlantic-blue for charity. Were you not?"

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? I, like,
were, like. At the end of the day, right, I always give 110%, 26.4
hours a day, 401.5 days a year."

"You either were or you weren't, Toby. There's
no in-between that I know of." [Okay, enough of that
now.]

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, I
were, like, raising money, like, for the children, like, of
Mozambique, like. Like, that sort of thing, like, is usually looked
upon, like, most favourably, like, by, like, most people, like. At
the end of the day, right, I always give 110%."

"Most people are wrong, Toby. Your heart may be
in the right place, but your head isn't properly screwed on. You
cannot solve a long-term problem by throwing money at it. If you
give money to Mozambique then you might be helping today's
children, but you'll be doing no favours at all for the children of
tomorrow. People have a tendency to live slightly beyond their
means. If you give a Mozambican enough extra money he will be able
to justify having more children. For thousands of years, people in
the third world got by well enough, and there's no need for them to
struggle now. But they do because of first world exploitation and
interference. Charity is part of the problem because most people
think it is the solution.

The most valuable thing you can give is your
time. Instead of wasting your time pedalling your boat across the
ocean, you should've pedalled a cycling-bike across the country in
which you wish to make a difference; Mozambique. There are lots of
people there who would like to see the world, but can't afford to
travel. So when somebody from the world visits them, that's how
they get to broaden their horizons. It enriches their lives more
than any amount of money can.

I fear I am veering off on a very bad tangent,
but I have a few more points I'd like to make. There is a new way
of increasing the yield from agriculture. You might have heard of
genetic modification. Yes? There is a fog of controversy around the
subject. The main opposition comes from people who are afraid that
it could irreparably damage the environment. Or conservative folk
who are afraid of any sort of change. The only benefit of GM crops
is that a nation like Britain may be able to produce enough food
for its population. Currently, there isn't enough food, and
therefore some sort of importing is required. However, you will
remember me telling you that people live beyond their means. So do
nations. If Britain can produce enough food for 60 million people,
then the population will naturally increase to about 70 million. We
tend to see that as a problem which needs fixing. Some folk believe
we need to find a way of improving our agricultural output so that
we can feed all the people. Along comes GM crops and suddenly
Britain can feed 80 million and the country enjoys a period of
prosperity. But guess what happens next? That's right, the
population swells to 90 million. It's been happening since farming
began. There was a time when Britain could only feed a
hundred-thousand hunter-gatherers. We learnt how to manage the land
so that it produced more food, and the population increased. And
this was just dandy.

However, in many years from now we may learn
that GM crops truly are bad for the environment, and/or our health.
And they might get outlawed. Then we will step back in terms of
agriculture so that we are once again only capable of feeding 60
million people. But the population will be 90 million. What does
that spell? Famine. Famine occurs where there are too many people
for the amount of food they can produce. The same problem also
exists in the first world. It's not just people, but all animal and
plant species have a tendency to live beyond their means. If they
didn't, they wouldn't exist. A species which tells itself it has
enough individuals, and that reproduction should now be kept at a
manageable level, does not account for unforeseen catastrophes
which may befall it. Not just that, but evolution could not occur
unless there was competition for resources. It is only natural for
a species to produce more offspring than can feasibly be supported
by its environment. That is why there is suffering.

Genetic modification may put money in the
pockets of the first farmers to adopt it, and of all the people
guilty of developing the technology, but it will not solve any
long-term problems, such as over-population. If indeed it is a
problem. At the very best, GM food will cause no long-term effect.
But is it worth the gamble? Heads we draw, tails we lose.

Also, when you give your money to the third
world, the tobacco corporations take note of the extra cash flowing
around those economies. They promptly raise their prices, knowing
that they can charge whatever they like because smokers will pay
whatever they have to in order to fuel their addiction.

Finally, although it's good for the soul to give
what you don't need to somebody who deserves it and will use it
responsibly, charity must be anonymous. We did the world a good
service by stopping you when we did. If charity is not anonymous,
then fellows will begin to question the sincerity of the deed. Did
anybody know about your act of charity, Toby?"

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, yes,
like. Like, lots of people, like."

"Then you did it knowing that lots of people
were thinking well of you. It justified your effort and you can't
escape that."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? I was,
like, raising much money, like, and getting fit, like, at the same
time, like. I'll, like, take a bit of, like, favourable publicity,
like. Like, I don't mind, like. At the end of the day, right, I
always give 110%."

"Well, we do mind. We mind very much. Likewise,
those who donated to your cause were perhaps doing so in order to
buy your respect. It is a far, far better thing to give one copper
anonymously, than to let even one person know that you gave all the
gold and silver in the world."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Okay,
like, I'm sorry, like. I, like, won't do it again, like. But, like,
can you, like, look me in the eyes, like, and tell me that you,
like, have never made, like, a stupid mistake, like? Like, the sort
of, like, blunder, like, that 109.9% of, like, people, like, would
not, like, make, like. Like, I bet, like, you can't, like. But,
like, what happens to, like, me now, like? Like, I'm absolutely,
like, dying here, like. I've, like, very little strength, like, and
am suffering, like, extreme exhaustion, like. Like, please let me,
like, go and find the pantry, like. I'm, like, sure I won't, like,
be able to, like, overpower two of you, like. At the end of the
day, right, I always give 110%."

"Sorry, Toby," said Pobberkins. "But dems da
rulez. Besides, you might be able to overpower us if you give 110%.
Myself, I could probably only muster 40% effort today. I could do
with a nap, actually. Yep, you'll just have to wait for Tabkey.
That's the way the cookie crumbles."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like,
argh, like, please no mention of, like, cookies, like. I'm, like,
going to, like, die a grisly death, like, very soon, like. Like, if
you, like, can't feed me, like, like, could you please, like, kill
me quickly, like? I, like, dislike, like, this predicament,
like."

"Oh my, no. I couldn't possibly see myself doing
that. Could you, Shobaloba?"

"I've just done my nails," answered Shobaloba.
"Ordinarily I would, I promise. But look here, Toby."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, oh
yes, like, your, like, nails are lovely, like."

"I could do your nails if you like. Would you
like that?"

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, ooh,
maybe, like. Like, yes, like, why not, like? Like, what a lovely,
like, idea, like. Like, I'd, like, like, like, that very much,
like. My, like, nails are, like, in a terrible way, like. Like, see
my shredded, like, fingers, like? Like, green with, like, gangrene
they are, like. Like, if I hadn't been, like, inoculated against
pneumonia, like, then I'd already, like, be dead, like."

"They look like lettuce or something," observed
Pobberkins. "From what I remember lettuce to look like anyway. It's
been a while, I tell you."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, I've
been, like, nibbling the skin, like, for sustenance, like, and,
like, biting my, like, nails, like, for entertainment, like. Like,
you know, like, to keep my brain, like, busy, like. At the end of
the day, right, I always give 110%."

"That's understandable. Better that your fingers
should vegetate, than your 'superb' brain."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? But, like,
really, I, like, think my nails, like, are not my, like, topmost
priority, like, right now, like. Like, nice as it, like, would be
to have, like, a manicure, like, first I really, like, must ask
again, like, for food, like, or a quick death, like."

"I'm afraid a manicure is all we can do you
for."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like,
today's just, like, not my, like, lucky day, like."

"Oh, listen to you. Pity Toby. Let's break out
the emergency violins," replied Shobaloba, sarcastically. "You
think you have it worse than everyone else? You sicken me!"

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, but
I'm, like, depressed, like. Like, I got, like, bipolar disorder,
like."

"Shut the fuck up! Quit trying to make us feel
sorry for you, and quit feeling sorry for yourself already.
Depression is something you choose to have. It begins when your
doctor convinces you that you need medication in order to be
normal. Normal, ha! We're all different, we all got quirks.
Hallelujah, praise the Lord! Depression was invented by those
pharmaceutical corporations who manufacture the placebos. Tell me
what happens when their 'medication' doesn't cure you? I'll tell
you. You will get to thinking that there must be an extra huge
massive big problem with you, and that only depresses you further.
So they increase your dose. Guess what happens then?

The only cure is to snap out of it. Look in the
mirror and tell yourself you don't want to be depressed any more.
Life is for laughing in. If you are not laughing then you are not
living. Get busy laughing, or die crying. Bipolar is just another
of their funky terms, used to add zero miles per hour (oomph) to
the whole malarkey. We all have our good and bad days. That's life.
If you haven't had a challenging life, then you haven't had any
life at all. There are those who do and those who don't. Do you do
or do you don't? Or don't you do? Or don't you don't?"

"I'm impressed, Captain," said Pobberkins. "Have
you been reading a book."

"I've been talking to that boy of yours. It's
Tucker's theory of relativity. At first I was a bit peeved by it,
but now I can see it is a wondrous philosophy. I tell you, your son
is destined for greatness."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, do
you have, like, a mirror, like, I may, like, borrow, like?"

"I've only got prisms. And some spoons, but
they're in the pantry. Wherever that is!"

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? It, like,
seems I'm, like, having lots of, like, bad days recently, like. My,
like, daughter recently, like, sued me, like, for giving her, like,
faulty genes, like. At the end of the day, right, I always give
110%."

"Oh, shut up, Toby," said Pobberkins and
Shobaloba together.

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, wah,
like!" wailed Toby. "If, like, you won't, like, bang me yourselves,
like, then, like, lend me your cannon, like, and let me, like, bang
myself, like. At the end of the day, right, I always give
110%."

"Ooh, now there's a possibility. Pobb, step
outside a minute, will you?"

"Okey-dokey."

Outside the gaol. "What do you think about
lending Toby our cannon and letting him go at himself,
himself?"

"I can't foresee a problem with that," agreed
Pobberkins. Shobaloba stepped back into the room, while Pobberkins
went through the situation in his head to see if anything could go
awry if Toby borrowed their cannon. "Now. Of course Shobaloba will
give Toby a blank cannonball. Of course. There can be no doubt of
that. No doubt in my mind at all. But Toby won't know that. If he
tries to bang himself then we will realise how truly dreadful his
plight is, and how desperate he is to get out of it. Then we will
know we can trust him, and set him free, perhaps. However, if he
turns the cannon on us and attempts to bang us, we will know he is
not to be trusted. Yes, this idea is most good. Most good."

Pobberkins stepped back into the room.

"What happened to you? Did you get lost?"

"I was just biding my time."

"Okay, where were we? Ah yes, lending a cannon
to Toby. Here you go, Toby. A cannon, as requested."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like,
thanking you, like, kindly, Shobaloba, like."

"Toby, before you put an end to our mutual
misery here, could you answer me something, please?"

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, what
is it, like? At the end of the day, right, I always give 110%."

"That. Why do you feel you have to tell us when
you are being honest? Should I assume that you usually lie when you
speak, so that you have to inform people when you are not lying?
And what is this fixation you have with the end of the day? At the
end of the day I usually go to bed, and it doesn't take a lot of
effort to do so. What do you do at the end of the day that requires
10% more effort than you are physically capable of? And the cheeky
'yeah?' and sneaky 'right?'. What's going on there? Stuff like that
implies that you think that what you say is of earth-shattering
importance. But it really isn't. In fact, to be honest with you,
yeah? You're quite the dullard. It's quite an aggressive way to
talk, mate, and I don't like it. And I don't like you. All I can
say is, I'm glad that people like you exist, if only to give
variety to society. But I'm glad I'm not you, for you are truly,
truly, truly abominable. You are a toxic individual, bad for my
health. And you know what? Actually, I don't know. So please stop
telling me that I do, in your slack-jawed way."

"Y'know, to be honest with you, yeah? Like, I
don't, fucking, like, fucking, like, care, like, what you fucking
think, like, fucking. At the end of the day, right, I always give
110%."

"You've malfunctioned. I hate you. Die now."

Toby caressed the rusty cannon with his salad
fingers [Mr David Firth, take a bow – I salute you] and
squirmed with delight as an idea formed in his tiny mind. Surely,
they would not have given him a cannon loaded with a real
cannonball. Here was an opportunity to demonstrate how desperate
his situation. If he really turned the cannon on himself, they
would see that, and perhaps allow him to join the crew. But if he
turned it against his gaolers, they would punish him further. There
really was just one logical option. He pointed the cannon at
himself and lit the fuse. In the following seconds he sat very
comfortably, knowing absolutely that the cannon was not primed. He
showed not a modicum of fear. Nor did Shobaloba. They stared each
other down, wry smiles crawling all over their faces. Pobberkins
enjoyed that bit most of all.

"KABOOM!" spoke the cannon, thunderously so.
Toby's head was blown apart as he perished. Pobberkins' knees went
from below him.

"Deader," observed Shobaloba.

"You gave him a real cannonball!!"

"Apparently so."

"Why would you do such a hurtful thing? He could
have used it against us. You could've given him a blank cannonball
and tested his trustworthiness."

"Nah. He wouldn't have used it against us,"
replied Shobaloba. "He would never have suspected that we would
give him a live cannon."

"Good grief, Captain. My gollygosh. You must be
a poker genius."

"I'm alright. I've had my moments. I get
by."

"Could you teach me how to play the gambling
card-game known to us as poker?"

"There are two things you should know about the
gambling card-game known to us as poker. A; poker does not require
gambling. If you know what you are doing and play with cold hard
logic, detaching yourself from all emotion, then you should win
money in the long run from emotional opponents. And 2; poker is not
a card game. The cards are unimportant. Again, in the long run,
winning requires reading your opponents' body language and other
sub-conscious signals.

Here's a tip for you. Don't wear sunglasses. It
advertises fear and over-competitiveness, and gives your opponents
extra incentive to beat you. Shady characters rarely get involved
with table banter, and, for me, that is the best thing in poker.
There are few things more satisfying in sport than beating a
sportshuman who is so desperate to win that they won't allow
themselves to enjoy the contest.

There's this thing called 'gamesmanship', which
is employed by players, in any game, who are over-afraid of losing.
You shouldn't play if you don't know how to enjoy yourself. Winning
is great, but tell me this. Do you play because you enjoy playing,
or because you have good skills and only enjoy winning? I think it
is best to win and lose in equal measure, although a draw (if
possible) can be the best result because it proves the competitors
were well matched and the contest was worthwhile. The satisfaction
of the draw is inversely proportional to the likelihood of it. A
draw in test-match cricket is very common, thus highly
dissatisfying, whereas a draw in limited overs cricket is very
unlikely, therefore very satisfactory. However, unless you are in a
losing position, playing for a draw is very sad. It's better to be
average at something you enjoy doing, than to be great at something
you don't. You can't enjoy playing if you are terrified of losing.
Remember this, never forget this; everyone loses, eventually. Or
else they quit because they are afraid to fail. Failing is okay,
but quitting is completely unacceptable. The real losers are those
players who win so often that they can't fully appreciate it.

Likewise, if you are terrified of dying, you
won't enjoy living. Of course; everyone dies, eventually. Bloke
down the pub told me about a top secret science experiment, in
which they (top secret scientists) are trying to beat the world
record for longevity (interesting to note that it is usually from
random strangers down the pub that we learn of these top secret
conspiracies). They took a baby, an orphan girl. All aspects of her
mental and physical well-being are monitored constantly, and they
keep her in a sterile room so that she never comes into contact
with any troublesome bacteria or viruses. They keep her brain busy
with books, films and games, but nothing too exciting, for fear
that it might alter her near-constant heart-rate. The scientists
are also interested to see if she will develop her own
superstitions, or even a full-blown religion. They're also
protecting her from something called CotM. But I don't know what
that is.

She doesn't know this, of course. She believes
she is piloting a space-ship bound for Tudor Librae; a star system
in the constellation of Libra, which is 9 degrees, 9 minutes and 9
seconds south, 9 hours 9 minutes and 9 seconds west, and 999
light-years from Earth (as the space-crow flies (also the name of
her space-ship)). It has been learnt that the star of Tudor Librae
warms a small and rocky toroidal planet named Twistorus, which is
home to an advanced species. We know this because they have
contacted us. For hundreds of generations they have been calling
for help. It seems that they are trapped in the late mediæval
period of history, since they have no fossil fuels and, therefore,
cannot give birth to the age of industrialisation. (It's important
to note that they know what fossil fuels are. They just don't have
any. They do have nuclear resources and the know-how necessary to
exploit the energy locked up within, but are unable to graduate to
the nuclear age without first having produced the necessary
materials and tools possible only after the industrial revolution.)
They pooled their resources and managed to create a laser capable
of sending a beam of light to the edges of our galaxy. (The laser
consists of a field full of mirrors reflecting the light from their
star – which they call Sunner – into a collector which focuses the
light into a beam.) Last year the beam found Earth. We noticed it,
recorded it and managed to convert it into sensible sentences. Even
though they still pour the contents of their toilet buckets out of
their windows into the street below, it seems that they are
intellectually superior to us. Their 999 year old message includes
all the theory necessary for faster-than-light space travel. Tudor
Librae, or Sunner, is dying and they need rescuing at some point
within the next two thousand years. Unfortunately they were unable
to tell us how long one of their years is, relative to a universal
(or galactic) unit of time. So it's possible we're already too late
to help. Poor buggers.

Of course, she isn't really going to Tudor
Librae at all. Even if she lives a thousand years, I wonder if she
will ever have been allowed to enjoy even a second of her so-called
life."

"I will declare that this is one of your good
days."

"Dag nammit, Pobberkins!"

"It was a compliment."

"Yes, but it means that tomorrow, by way of
contrast, will seem less good, had today been bad."

"Oh, riiiight." Pobberkins made a sharp
inhalation noise by sucking the air through his teeth, before
exhaling his next syllable through his nose. "Hmm… maybe tomorrow
will be better than today?"

"Maaaybe."

"That's irritating!"

"What is? Saying 'maybe' in a long way?"

"Maaaybe."

"Gollygosh! You're right, Pobberkins."

"I'm looking to get all my worst days out of the
way first, and trying to stack them all up in order of ascending
greatness. That way, I should always look forward to tomorrow, and
thank the Lord that yesterday is gone."

"I think that method won't work, but good luck
with it all the same."

"Thanks, Captain."

"You're welcome. Y'know, if I ever write a book,
I'll make sure to put the chapters in order of ascending
greatness."

"That's a good idea. We should clean this mess
up now."

"Wait a tick. Who's this likely-looking young
lady?"

"I am Jeannie the Genie. I live inside people
with faulty genes. I will grant three wishes-come-true to the
person most responsible for the death of my host. Gosh, I'm glad to
be outta there. Shobaloba, claim your reward. It is customary to
wish for prosperity, longevity and invisibility." [I probably
should remind you that you are reading a fictitious story. Genies
don't exist. Even if they did, they wouldn't be called Jeannie.
Even if they were, they wouldn't live in people with faulty genes.
Even if they did, they wouldn't reward the person most responsible
for the killing of their host. So, don't go killing anybody you
suspect of bad language. There is not a genie called Jeannie
within. However, I will encourage you to marginalise such people as
much as you can. These people must not be allowed to pass on their
faulty genes to the next generation.]

"Ooh golly me. Well, I have heard a lot of
stories about people who waste their wishes. Therefore, my first
wish is that I will not waste my other two wishes."

"Granted."

"I'm not going to wish for maximum wealth,
health or stealth because I don't need them and I'll only be
depressed because I won't know how to make the most of them. They
say that happiness is not to be found in having more, but in making
the most of what you already have. Rewards mean nothing if not
earned. But I do get a little bit bored occasionally. Therefore, my
second wish is for my life to be a little bit more
challenging."

"Granted. How do you feel about pregnancy?"

"Oh shit. I've just remembered what my final
wish must be. I have to wish to, briefly, go back in time."

"Why so?" asked Pobberkins.

"I made a mistake when I was younger. Pity
me."

"Oh, you're the one."

"Wha?"

"You're the one person in the history of all
time who made a mistake when younger. Pleased to make your
acquaintance. I've heard so much about you. Are the violins on
standby? I'm being fruity. We all make mistakes every day. It's
what people do, welcome to the species. The real folly is not to
not make mistakes, but to not learn from our mistakes. I don't
believe in regret. You can only do what you thought was right, when
you made the decision."

"Regardless, I still need to go back in time and
prevent myself killing myself with a trebuchet."

"I remember the trebuchet. So that's why we
built it. I remember you were feeling very blue at the time, and
wearing lots of black, but I thought you were venting your
frustration by doing something constructive. Like building mediæval
siege equipment. I had no idea you were intending to launch
yourself with it!"

"Self-suicide was the last straw. I also
underwent some serious self-humiliation and then self-torture to
see if I could cure my misery. Do you remember the stocks and the
rack?"

"Riiight. So, if you don't go back in time, then
you will die some time ago? That doesn't make any sense."

"Well, that's Hollywood science. Like it or not,
I'm not to blame."

"Okay, I won't blame you… this time. Hey, I
don't suppose you could do me a favour, could you?"

"What would that be, Pobbs? I'm sure I can
possibly try."

"There is something I wish I had known long ago.
I wish I had known that, although mildly humorous for a once-off,
dressing up to look like a soccer player does not continue to be
funny. James Spark was right. 'Tis less potty to be topless.

Shobaloba, could you ask your younger self to
tell me that soccer shirts are very, very hideous, mate? Do you
reckon you could do that one small thing for me, please?"

"Ty vole!"

"What is it, Captain? Do you have something to
tell me?"

"I'm supposed to tell you that… "

"A bit late now, don't you think?" said
Pobberkins, removing the most horrid and over-priced item of
clothing he'd ever set his eyes on. It doesn't matter which team,
all soccer shirts are horrendous. If dressing the same as everybody
else at a soccer match is not humiliating enough, how in blazes do
the soccer clubs manage to con their fans into paying over the odds
for the ignominy of being a human billboard? The clubs should be
paying the fanatics to wear clothing which advertises the club,
their main sponsor and kit manufacturer all at once. And yes, in my
youth, I also was guilty of encouraging people to drink lager. And
I threw lots of money and time at helping The Yeovil get promoted
to the football league. I don't know why.

"Sorry Pobbs, I quite forgot. I meant to tell
you, really I did. I even had it tattooed upon my person. Here,
right across my chest in big fuckoff black lettering, font size 80
(although my choice of font-type could have been better). Why
didn't you read it back when The Bronx convinced us all to be
topless?"

"I wasn't looking at your chest!" said
Pobberkins, somewhat tenaciously.

"Are you ready for your final wish, Shobaloba?"
asked Jeannie. "I'm a bit pressed for time."

"I wish to, briefly, go back in time to the
point where I have to talk myself out of trebuchet suicide."

"Granted."

Jeannie was gone.

 

"Gonna kill yourself are ya?"

"Yeah. What of it?"

"Just fancied a chat really. Don't let me stop
you or anything. I thought about doing it once. I, like you, was
sitting in the trebuchet. But I couldn't go through with it."

"Damn you, I thought I was being original. So
what happened?"

"Crazy thing is: I am you. Just as you sit there
talking to a future version of yourself talking you out of
trebuchet suicide, so was I in exactly the same predicament."

"Testicles!"

"It's true. So, why are you depressed?"

"You should know."

"I'm just making conversation. It's called
pleasantries. Assume for a minute that I am not you."

"I've got this hot air balloon company."

"Did you know this? The (aquatic) plesiosaur
altered its depth by changing its body temperature? If it wanted to
come to the surface, for example, it would heat up."

"I did know that."

"But I don't understand why you should be
depressed about taking people up in a hot air balloon and showing
them the time of their lives."

"If that is what I am doing, then there would be
no problem. But, the thing is, I don't own a hot air balloon."

"Oops!"

"I don't even have access to a hot air
balloon."

"Gasp!!"

"And I don't even know how to operate a hot air
balloon."

"Shock-horror!!! Then how do you do it?"

"I don't. We book some specific date in two
months time. On the morning of the flight I phone them and say the
weather forecast for the day, for the altitude we'd be flying at,
is bad. I give my apologies and whatnots. Usually that is enough.
Heck, they don't know ballooning weather. The best part is hearing
their disappointment because I've ruined some special birthday or
anniversary or whatnot. Naturally, they ask for a refund, but I
then tell them there are no refunds. But, out of the kindness of my
heart – and I tell them I'm doing them a really massive favour here
– I say we can re-arrange the flight for another day, in a few
months time. A few months later, lo and behold, the weather
forecast is bad again. What were the chances! They ask to
re-arrange the flight for another few months. Well, that's not
possible because winter is coming and we don't fly in winter. I
tell them we can try again in early April. Early April comes along.
Wouldn't you know it? Bad weather again. Unbelievable. They ask for
the next available date. I then have to break it to them that they
only have a year from the date of payment in which to claim the
flight. And that year expires before the next available flight. Oh
well, nevermind."

"That is genius. All that money for
nothing."

"But it's hardly what I would call a useful
life. The world would be better off without scum like me, I says to
myself. So I gets to building a trebuchet. And here we are."

"Well, buddy-chum-pal, it's going to get better
for you. In 206 days you will nefariously receive 90,000 Cuagaus
due to an incident you will have while warehousing. In 230 days you
will spend ₡80,000 on a very chic ship and ₡8000 on a very cheeky
crew. In 250 days you will begin your voyage. In 260 days you will
buy 9000 raffle tickets, but you won't win the only prize; 5000
grains of pollen. In 602 days you will get the opportunity to
travel through time and enjoy the other side of this conversation.
I can't tell you what will happen in 640 days however, because I
haven't got that far yet."

"You won't talk me out of this. No amount of
persuasion dialogue will."

"Oh yes I will. Already happened it has."

"I don't believe you at all."

"You must believe me. Look into my eyes."

"I can't, you repulse me."

"I will prove to you that I am you, but I don't
need to. I will talk you out of this self-suicide malarkey. It
doesn't matter what I say or do. As I recall, your next line
involves telling me to bother-off."

"On the contrary. Stay and communicate a while.
See, I knew you were fake. Now, bother-off. Dag nammit! Okay, so
where am I going to buy a fashionable ship from, in this day and
age? Huh?"

They both answered together: "In a
boatique!"

"What a zyx!" stated Shobaloba the elder.

"What's a zyx?" asked Shobaloba the younger.

"A word which, quite obviously, does not
exist."

"Is it a pink ship? I've always wanted a pink
ship."

"The pinkest. Dare I say it is very…
'fuchsionable'?"

"Oh no! I can see what you were trying to do
there, but it was a bad effort. I think that one was a bit of an
overstretch, even by my standards."

"Sorry, me. If you don't try, you won't
triumph."

"Now, that was good."

"Thanks. I got it from me, when I was you."

"I can't wait until I get to say it. That is
something worth living for."

"Now, get out of the trebuchet and run along.
And don't forget to do this when it's your turn. Oh, and one more
thing. Please tell Pobberkins that the joke has passed and he
should remove his soccer shirt, never to wear it again. It's very,
very important that you don't forget. I forgot, and I felt very,
very stupid for it. So don't you make the same mistake, okay?"

"Okay, me. See me later."

"Au revoir."

 

86 weeks later, up on the ridge, the other four
pirates were enjoying a super picnic. Upon a nearby pinnacle were
two gentlemen, engaged in a perpetual duel.

(a) The cut-throat realised he was no match for
the man with the pistol, so he threw his cutlass to the ground and
readied his fighting fists.

(b) The gun-slinger conceded that he could not
shoot an unarmed man, so he put his pistol down and picked up the
cutlass.

(c) The fist-fighter picked up the pistol.

"Did anybody else just hear a distant kaboom
from the direction of Apple Bumble's darkroom?"

"Yes, I did," said Tucker. "What's the plural
for sheep?"

"Sheep is the plural," answered Mike.

"What is the singular for sheep?"

"Heep."

"What's the collective term for a group of
them?"

"Heap."

"Isn't it a flock?"

"No. It's a flock of owls and it's a heap of
sheep."

"Not a swarm of owls?"

"No, it's a swarm of paparazzi."

"Oh. Hey, it's interesting that when you
pluralise heep you put the 's' at the beginning. That must be
unique in English," wondered Siameyes.

"Not quite. There is another; squoiea."

"What's a quoiea? I've not heard that word
before."

"It's a word containing all the vowels, once
each."

"Yes, I can see that. But what does it
mean?"

"That mountain-top there would be a wonderful
location for a tiny chapel," interrupted Tabkey, referring to the
pinnacle mentioned previously. "But I can't see me going up there
to build it."

"That's because you're a hardcore atheist,"
retorted Siameyes.

"No, it's because I don't have enough legs for
such a climb. It's too precarious. But yes, you are correct. I am
an atheist, devoutly so, but I do Church on the Mount whenever I
can."

"Church is for the religious. How dare you
worship God!"

"Church on the Mount is for all people,
regardless of their religious beliefs," said Mike. "Besides, church
need not be a religious activity at all. Not really. Folk don't go
to church in order to fill their quota of religion for the week. On
the contrary, church-time is down-time – an opportunity for
fellowship with like-minded persons. They are who they are all
throughout the week, not just on Sunday morning. Church on the
Mount was inspired by the very reverend Lisa-Marie, whose dream it
was to live in a streamside chocolate croft called BourneVilla. She
asked of her belover, fun mentalist Thom-Tony; why go to an
artificial building to worship God? Go to the churches he built;
the mountains. He is as much there as in any man-made temple. God
is everywherever people gather together. So, fetch up your
tambourines and gather on the mountain-tops. Church there, away
from the trappings of an increasingly synthetic world."

"Sounds good, that," said Siameyes. "I've often
wondered why mountainers (walkers) and mountaineers (climbers) are
so very friendly, forever greeting passers-by. I think I may join
Church on the Mount. Up here on the mountain-tops, how can you fail
to marvel at the wonders of the world? Be they from God or be them
from science."

"You've already joined," said Tabkey.
"Membership is compulsory. Being up here and marvelling at the
world is all you need to do. Actually, you don't even need to be on
a mountain-top to do it. The Mount is any place that inspires you
to marvel. And Church is anywherever two or more people listen to
each other."

"That rules out parliament!" quipped all four
defeated politicians together. They all giggled at their
synchronicity, but none of them wanted to do a Pobberkins and jinx
the conversation.

"But why on Earth would you think of building an
actual chapel on top of that mountain?"

"One of my favourite things to do is visit old
churches and cathedrals, ruinous and intact. I adore them all."

"Really, Tabs?" asked Siameyes. "I would've
thought you'd hate that sort of thing. You should want them to be
destroyed and forgotten about."

"No way! Although I personally won't worship
God, I do not begrudge those who do, especially those who built
almighty temples, to show their Almighty how much He meant to them.
Indeed, I am grateful to them for contributing so generously to the
diverse heritage of my beloved British Isles. It saddens me to
think that the only huge temples being built today are those in
which we go to worship the relatively young god called Soccer.

I particularly love the PQRS (peace, quiet,
reverence and serenity) that fills all old churches and cathedrals,
because I get to feel really connected to my ancestors. Close your
eyes and try to imagine the mediæval world when our cathedrals were
built. People had enough to worry about, what with being boxed in
on all four sides by the threats of famine, plague, war and death.
And yet they found the time and resources with which to build
enormous monuments to faith. Picture the awe on a peasant's face as
he steps outside of his two-roomed hovel in Salisbury, and looks up
to see the imposing sight of the most magnificent building he will
ever see. Once upon a time, it seems, we were a nation so full of
faith that the building of a cathedral was justifiable. So what
went wrong? Why do we build ugly stadiums now, where once we built
beautiful cathedrals?

Love it, hate it or be indifferent towards it,
Christianity has been a very positive influence on our history and
cultural identity. We all owe so much to the Christians who gave us
our beautiful cathedrals, under circumstances of unimaginable
hardship. I'd like to do my bit towards repaying that debt by
building a tiny chapel on top of a big mountain somewhere. Set up
high so it will be a sight for sore eyes for miles around. Wish me
luck, good luck."

"Good luck, Tabkey," bade Mike. "But you won't
achieve such a feat because, if one reason is enough, you don't
have feet."

"Good luck, Tabkey," bade Siameyes. "You're the
last person in the world capable of achieving such a crazy dream,
because temples are built out of faith, and you don't have
none."

"If you think the cathedrals are a great gift,
Tabkey," said Tucker, "you should think about what you will do to
repay the gift of salvation. You will need more than 'good luck' to
even hope to repay that debt."

"Not this again. I was simply sharing my
appreciation for Christian architecture, and you have to turn it
into a sermon. You can't save me. I know I'm going to Hell. Quit
badgering me about it."

"No, you're not going to Hell. Christianity
doesn't need sticks because there are plenty of carrots to go
around. It's a 24-carat faith, a-ha! It's golden, a-ha-a-ha!"

"Shh, Tucker," whispered Mike. "Tabkey has to
work it out for himself."

"What do you mean I'm not going to Hell," asked
Tabkey. "You need to hope and believe that I am, otherwise it will
mean you might be wrong about where you're going when you die."

"We're all going to Heaven, Tabkey," said
Tucker. "Nobody is going to Hell. Not even the naughty people. The
reason that Christians will tell you that Christianity is not a
religion is because Christians do not do good deeds as a way of
avoiding Hell. No, they do them as a sign of gratitude for the
unconditional gift of Heaven."

"Don't listen to him, Tabkey. He has altitude
sickness. Isn't that right, Tucker?" asked Mike quite forcefully,
nodding vigorously, gesturing him to reply in the affirmative.

"If we're all going to Heaven, does that mean I
can do whatever I like, and continue living a naughty life of
vice?"

"Yes, but you won't want to. When somebody
offers you a gift, your natural response should involve gratitude,
not rebellion. Giving gifts to each other at Christmas reminds us
of God's gift to us; Jesus. Easter, in turn, reminds us of Jesus'
gift; salvation."

Mike said nothing. Everyone was expecting him to
continue his protestation, but his face was covered in a blank look
of concession. He'd given up already. The damage was done.

"Another natural response," continued Tucker,
"when given an overwhelmingly generous gift, is to try and give it
back, politely so. You cannot give Heaven back, but that's because
Heaven isn't really the gift. Life on Earth is the real gift. The
only thing to do is thank Him for it, by making the most of it and
becoming His disciple, spending the rest of your life singing His
praises in worship. You've no hope in actually repaying Him."

"But life on Earth is a miserable misery for me.
I've done had enough of it."

"It's a matter of relativity, Tabs. The more
misery you endure on Earth, the more you will enjoy Heaven.
Besides, a life lived on the narrow path following Jesus can be
very challenging, but it need not be miserable as well. You'll
realise that soon enough."

"Is this true?" asked Tabkey, looking at
Mike.

Mike shrugged. "I guess."

"You guess?"

"Yeah, okay, it's true. But it would have been
much better for you if you had managed to work it out for
yourself."

"Although," interrupted Siameyes, "being such a
set-in-your-ways atheist, I guess you were unlikely to ever work it
out for yourself. You strike me as somebody who settled upon
atheism at a very young age and never since doubted yourself and
your oh-so-clever reasoning, preferring instead to think of new
arguments to support your belief. I think if you had spent even one
nanosecond re-considering your religious beliefs, then you'd have a
more tolerant view of Christianity. But I suppose you think that
changing your mind about things is a sign of weakness."

"Steady on, old bean," said Mike. "Tabkey is not
your average atheist. I think he is far more tolerant of religion
than you give him credit for. Yes, Tabkey, it's true. We all go to
Heaven when we die, but please don't go telling anybody else. And
Tucker, I am not best pleased with you right now. You are off my
Christmas card list."

"I don't care. You always give the worst
Christmas cards anyway. You never write anything worth reading in
them. Just my initials and then your initials. The people who write
the pre-printed messages put more heart into your cards than you
do."

"I'm going to kill myself," said Tabkey.

"This is terrible news," gasped the other three.
They were all visibly upset. "Why would you do such a hurtful
thing?"

"Because if I'm going to Heaven anyway, why am I
wasting my time down here on Earth, suffering my life like the rest
of you? Seems like I'm not so stupid after all. You guys couldn't
work that bit out. All I had to do was apply some good ol' logic.
But I forgot, you Christians don't do logic do you?"

"We're not suffering," said Mike. "I'm having a
whale of a time."

"Ditto," said Siameyes and Tucker. "A whale of a
time."

"Killing yourself would require you not being
grateful for the gift of life. Besides, it doesn't matter when you
get to Heaven. You'll have all of eternity there, but your time on
Earth is finite. Make the most of it, I say."

"You didn't even believe in Heaven a few minutes
ago," added Siameyes.

"That was before I learnt that I'm going there
regardless. I thought I had to be a goody-little-two-shoes
Christian in order to at least stand a chance of getting in."

"As if you've ever worn shoes!"

"I used to wear shoes. I haven't always been
legless, y'know."

"I know."

"And I also had to be sure to pick the correct
version of Christianity. To me, that is as good as a random choice.
I didn't want to throw myself, hammer and tong, at one of the wrong
Christianities and end up in Hell after a miserable life of
Bible-bashing. I'd rather go to Hell half-expecting to, having
lived a selfish life, than go there having accidentally selected
one of the wrong Christianities. By the way, which one is the
correct Christianity?"

"They all are," answered Tucker.

"Even the Mormons, Tower Watchers and Branch
Davidians?"

"Whichever Christianity makes you happy is the
right one for you. The main differences are usually political more
than anything. If you can't find a Christianity which matches your
political beliefs, then you could always found one instead."

"I like the Amish folk best. You know what?"

"What?"

"I'm going to do it. I'm going to be Amish, yes
I am."

"Good for you, Tabkey."

 

When the crew was reunited, a few hours later, a
fun game was begun by Mike. Initially, nobody else knew it was a
game.

"Our Annie likes euphoria."

"Who doesn't?" asked Pobberkins. "Euphoria feels
better than it really ought to. But who is this Annie you speak
of?"

"Our Annie likes pole-vaulting."

"What?! Quit it with all the useless trivia, or
I shall beat you up. You see if I don't. Do you want me to raise my
ultraviolent fist?"

"Knock yourself out."

And he nearly did.

Tucker suddenly sat upright. Previously he had
been content to lie back and listen passively to the others
chatting.

"Our Annie likes pandemonium."

Tucker looked to Mike and Mike gave one of those
small facial nods that you only notice if you are looking for them.
Why the narrator was looking for it, we may never know. None of the
other pirates were.

"Our Annie?" mused Pobberkins, nursing the
self-inflicted fist-shaped dent beneath his chin. "We don't have an
Annie. Actually, we do, but you don't know we do. I know for a fact
that our Annie does not like pandemonium. Nor does she like pandas
or ammonium. Many blue moons ago, for her birthday, I booked a
quartet of pandas to waddle around sloshing ammonia about the
place. She cried all day. I don't remember why I thought it would
be a good idea. It really wasn't. I lost custody of her soon
afterwards."

Tucker sought to be a little bit more
adventurous now.

"Our Annie's education was questionably
mendacious."

"How can you even know that? And why do you tell
us?"

"Does Our Annie like gregarious behaviour?"

"She really does, Tabkey," answered Mike. "She
really does." Tabkey smiled. Tucker smiled too. Shobaloba,
Pobberkins and Siameyes are left. Who is going to lose? It's going
to be Pobberkins isn't it? That should be fairly obvious.

"What's going on?" demanded Pobberkins. "I don't
get it."

"Our Annie is beautifoy," said Mike, acquiring a
fat lip.

"Our Annie likes praseodymium. That's element
59. May I be so bold as to say she also likes arsenious
praseodymium?"

"It's her best-favourite type of praseodymium,
Shobaloba. Welcome."

"Perhaps that's where I went wrong," thought
Pobberkins. "Perhaps the pandas should have sloshed arsenic instead
of ammonia. Nah, it's probably not the same Annie."

"Siameyes, have you anything to say about Our
Annie?"

"Our Annie likes sequoias. She grows them on her
allotment. By the sound of it, she also likes squoiea."

"Your Annie sounds like she has a facetious
reputation, Siameyes," said Pobberkins, finishing the game. Whether
he knew it or not, that's not important. "I've half a mind to put
her in gaol. Problem is, I only have half a mind. Ho ho ho!"

"Toby might enjoy the company," said Mike. "I
think it's a good idea."

"Er, about that," said Shobaloba. "Toby, like,
died today. He, like, killed himself because we couldn't, like,
save himself."

"Where is he now?"

"He's probably on the duel carriageway now."

"What's a 'duel' carriageway? Is it the road in
Spielberg's first film?"

"I'm sorry, Mike. I made a mistake. I meant dual
carriageway and you know I did."

"I know, I know, but I couldn't resist. It's
called farcasm (farce + sarcasm). But while we're on the subject,
I'd like to ask: What are the speed limits on British roads?"

"Seventy on dual carriageways, sixty on winding
country lanes, fifty on motorways, forty on urban highways, thirty
in residential areas, twenty near schools and ten if you see a
hearse or a horse."

"Fifty on motorways! Surely you meant
seventy?"

"Theoretically, yes, there might be some
stretches of motorway not undergoing repair which are long enough
for you to get up to seventy."

"Motorway traffic can get even slower than
fifty, wherever a lorry attempts to overtake another lorry," added
Siameyes.

"As I understand it; they take as long as
possible, just to annoy everyone behind them," said Tabkey.

"I forgot to say that you should reduce your top
speed by 10 mph if you happen to notice a speed camera. Just to be
safe."

"Even when there is a horse or a hearse?"

"Hmm… at such times I recommend that you should
probably start looking for somewhere to park."

"Where is Toby going?"

"To the crematorium in Leighton Buzzard."

"Ooh! Our Annie would like that!" remembered
Mike.

"Tabkey, where's the pantry?" asked
Pobberkins.

"Why, it's next to the darkroom of course. It's
the only other room down there, in the bowels of the ship."










Chapter 16
Too True To Be Good



Are you wondering why so many people did not
recommend this book to you? This chapter is why.

 

Now hear this. It will be better for you to
remove this chapter from your book and destroy it. Do not read of
this chapter. Please heed my advice, for it is the best advice I
shall ever give to anybody. If you read this chapter and if you
truly understand what is written herein, then you will understand
why I have asked you to not read it. Also, you would join me in
advising other people to ignore this chapter. You may think that if
my advice is correct, then it would have been better for me to have
removed this chapter, so that you may not have been given the
opportunity to make this mistake. I have given you the choice of
whether to ruin your life or not. I trust you will make the correct
decision. This chapter may begin with the familiar style of all the
other chapters, but it is a poisoned chalice. It will get very,
very bad. You must not read it. A large part of me really massively
wishes I will decide not to publish this chapter. As a security
measure I have obscured the worst text. But I will not take
responsibility for those desperate creatures among you who are bent
on unmasking it. If you don't understand Christianity, but
nevertheless enjoy criticising those who do, then this chapter is
not for you. I don't want you to lose your joy.

If you do read this chapter you will do well to
not let anyone else know you have done so. It will not be good for
you to tell other people that you can't be trusted. I entrusted you
with this book, on the proviso that you will not read this chapter.
Or do you want people to think you can't take good advice? Will
they bother trying to advise you in the future if they think you'll
only go and do your own thing anyway, regardless of what they say?
Nobody likes a know-it-all. Or do you want people to think you have
a superiority complex? Perhaps you are more learned than I. Perhaps
you were examining your existence, decades before I came into the
world. Or perhaps you have academically studied the universe for so
long, that a jumped-up little upstart like me couldn't possibly
teach you anything. I'm just a kid, what can I think I know that
you didn't theorise, investigate and disprove years ago? Maybe I am
wrong, but do you want other people to think you won't listen to
your youngers? If I can't know what you don't, then maybe you can't
know anything that your teachers didn't.

You will not wish the acquired knowledge upon
your worst enemy. It'sn't possible for a good person to hate
anybody so much that they will want others to know what must remain
unknown. Only Satan wants you to read this chapter. Perhaps you do
not believe in Satan. You will after you learn the secrets in this
chapter. If somebody tells you they have read the whole chapter. If
they tell you that it is not as bad as I tell you it is. If they
tell you that you could handle the secrets, then you will say to
that person; "Away from me, Satan!"

 

You might think you are strong-willed. You might
think that you could try drugs, just to see what they are like, but
only once. Certainly you could never become addicted. Even if you
were addicted, you are certain you could free yourself from it. But
how tempted are you by this chapter? You might think it is only a
few pages of words. What harm could it do to read just the first
few lines, then stop? If you are even mildly tempted to read the
rest of this chapter, then you are susceptible to all the world's
worst addictions. Even if you can resist this chapter, you might
still have an addictive personality. Do not try drugs. You may love
them for the first few attempts, but you will soon learn to hate
them. And that torment might never leave you.

You may be desperate to know why I have done
this. Truly, I am very sorry. I wish I knew how to avoid publishing
this chapter. On at least two separate occasions I cried while
writing it. Think, that if I cannot handle the truth, how much
worse it will be for you? A little knowledge is a very dangerous
thing. Yes, in the cliché stakes, the big guns are being taken out
here. What else can I say, that I will convince you to skip
directly to chapter 17? I feel as if I have stared directly into
God's own eyes. It wasn't the best.

 

Have you ever thought to yourself: "Why did Adam
and Eve go against God's only commandment when they had the whole
of the garden of Eden to enjoy?'. Do you reckon you would not have
gone near the forbidden Tree of Knowledge? Do you wonder why God
put the Tree there, if he didn't want them to eat from it? Would it
have been more logical of Him to have not tempted them with it? You
think you would have obeyed God. Lo and behold, here He was. They
had no doubt He existed. He gave them one rule and they failed. Of
course you wouldn't have been as bad as them. You would have stayed
away from the Tree, wouldn't you? Or maybe you wonder, if God had
to put the Tree there (as I have to put this chapter here) why did
he tell them not to go near it? Forbidding something only makes it
more alluring. If he had not told them about the Tree, then perhaps
they would never have bothered with it. If you tell a Catholic
priest to not be a paedophile, what do you think will be the first
thing he thinks of doing? Perhaps if I didn't make such a big deal
about the frightening messages within this chapter, then the book
would not have achieved the level of success it might. If it was
presented as any other chapter, maybe one or two people would get
this far through the book, but not be too bothered about what they
learnt onwards from here.

Well, this book is your Eden and here is your
chapter of knowledge. Enjoy the book, but do not read this chapter.
Can you do that? Are you any better than Adam and Eve?

It is absolute coincidence that the book title
contains the word 'tree'. BongoTree has almost nothing to do with
anything, its roots being many, many years older than any part of
this blighted chapter.

 

Are you still reading? If you really must read
the forbidden parts then I recommend you go fetch a mirror. I
wanted to reverse the direction of those bits, but I don't think I
can. So instead, all the forbidden bits are written backwards. The
words are in reverse order and the letters of each word are in
reverse order also. A few exceptions, the lower case 'b' & 'd'
look like each other in the mirror, as do 'p' & 'q', and 's'
& 'z', and upper case 'S' & 'Z'. Thus, where there should
be a 'b', instead there is a 'd', and vice versa. And where there
is a 'p' I have put a 'q', and vice versa. And there is an 's'
where there should be a 'z', and vice versa. Many of the other
letters are either symmetrical or are easily recognisable in the
mirror for what they are. There are a few letters which aren't so
easy, but you'll get there in the end. Paragraphs containing any
forbidden text are completely reversed. Otherwise it would be
messy. The words are in reverse order so that, in the mirror, you
can read in the normal direction. The sentences of such paragraphs
are also printed in reverse order. I'd have had a nightmare with
formatting if I wanted it to work the normal way in the mirror.
You'll just have to learn to read those paragraphs from bottom to
top. Also, punctuation is a bit weird. I think you'll cope.
Finally, forbidden chapters are easily identifiable because they
are written in a different font.

While you read this chapter, you should
constantly look into the mirror at your reflection and remember
that what you are doing is very silly. I could have made it harder
to solve, but I decided that everybody should be given the
opportunity to ruin their lives. Adam and Eve had to eat one of
their five-a-day in order to ruin theirs. Hopefully, nobody will
read the forbidden sections accidentally. Unless of course,
somebody solves it and then publicises the result. However, I am
very confident that nobody will do this. Prove me wrong, why don't
you? I expect to hear many stories like; my 'friend' (who nobody
else knows) solved it and told me that he has the same opinion of
it that I would have, had I read it. Uncanny, that. But the real
test remains. Does anyone have the bravery to step up and say you
know what the secrets are?

Finally, I will not discuss this chapter any
further with anyone. After all, I haven't read it and I don't want
to know what it says. Should you ask me any questions about this
chapter, I will have no choice but to walk away from you. There's
your warning. Heed it.

 

PLEASE DO NOT
READ THE REST OF THIS CHAPTER

 

"Come. Follow me," instructed Tucker, with
implied authority not witnessed since the days of yore.

And with that, the pirates left Rubh'an Dùnain,
the ship, and pirate life generally, and followed Tucker.

"I've been thinking about this for a while, and
now I believe I have solved it."

"What are you talking about, Tucker? What is it
you think you have solved?"

"The perpetual question, Mike. The eternal
conundrum."

"It can neither be perpetual nor eternal if
you've solved it."

"The only way it can be solvable and perpetual
is if the perpetuality is an illusion. And that, itself, is clever.
I have realised that life is an illusion. But let me begin with
first principles. Did you choose to follow me? Was it your
will?"

"Yes," replied those members of the crew who
were the sort to speak up when collectively questioned. The other,
shier, pirates mumbled positively and nodded their heads. Tucker
smiled, taking personal delight at the tractability of his
audience.

"You are wrong. You did not choose to follow me.
You followed me because that is what happened. Somewhere in your
brains there were molecules moving about, giving you the illusion
that you were making a decision. The decision you made was only the
result of certain molecules being in certain locations at certain
times. We are not just talking about many molecules, acting
co-operatively. It is conceivable that the decision to follow me
hinged upon a single molecule being in a specific location. Suppose
there is a decision-making part of the brain. And that part is
dependent upon one cell, and the status of that cell is dependent
upon one molecule. I'll assume you already understand the basic
principles of the butterfly effect. A decision is a hurricane made
up of many molecular collisions. If one of those molecular
collisions yielded a slightly different result, then maybe the
decision made would be vastly different."

"Sometimes I find it very easy to make a
decision, but at other times it is very difficult," announced
Shobaloba, theatrically so. "Ask me what my favourite drink is, as
a general question, and I will tell you it is tea, milky no sugar.
Of course, we all know that tea with sugar is not tea. Didst not
Moses, some time later, come off the mountain with a third tablet
which he could not carry down with the first two? And upon that
final tablet was there the eleventh commandment:

 

'Thou shalt not add sugar to
thine tea beverage,

else thou shalt suffer the
torments of a blighted brew.'

 

However, there are occasion-specific times when
I can't choose between coffee and tea. Usually when I choose coffee
or tea, it doesn't require much of a decision. But sometimes I am
completely divided and simply cannot choose. Can you explain these
varying degrees of decision-slash-indecision?"

"Maybe not. But suppose the decision requires
the democratic vote of 100 molecules. When those molecules 'vote'
with degrees of sway between 51:49 and 100:0, the decision is made.
But occasionally their vote is completely split, 50:50, right down
the middle. In such times, one vote the other way would have
influenced the decision. That's one solution, but I doubt it is
enough. It suggests that only occasionally the movement of each
'winning' molecule is significant. It is more convenient for me, a
fatalist, to believe, per the butterfly effect, that the movement
of a single molecule is influential in the decision-making process,
for every decision made.

I'm devoutly agnostic and, as a result, open to
alternative theories about all this."

"Don't look at us, then," interrupted Siameyes.
"We're just happy to get through each day as it comes along. We've
no capacity for intellectual ponderings and 'alternative
theories'."

"But I still maintain that free will is an
illusion," continued the boy. "Not because I want it to be. I don't
want it to be. But because I cannot find a better, more
satisfactory explanation.

Listen up. Life is an illusion because we know
no other way. We are completely engulfed by the bubble of life,
with no experience of the outside to gauge it against. When I
dream, I am completely detached from reality. Stupid things happen
in my dreams which go against my understanding of physical laws.
Yet, despite that, I play along with the new sense of reality. Life
is like that because we are detached from the bigger picture. What
is logical to us in this life, might actually be complete nonsense
to any extra-universal observers."

"I dream in colour," boasted Tabkey.

"No. You don't. You might dream about colour but
you don't dream in colour. You don't use your eyes when you dream.
Although it is a known fact that your ears still function while you
sleep, and your dreams can be influenced by sounds and words heard
by them. Perhaps your eyes do work a bit. It's another known fact
that if you concentrate on a specific waking time before you fall
sleep, then you will probably wake up precisely at that time. This,
however, does require that there is an illuminated clock visible
from your bed. Throughout the night your eyes will frequently open,
then receive and process all available information. If your room is
otherwise dark, then that clock-time will resonate ever so much.
Your brain will react when your eyes view the time you were
concentrating on before you slept.

Anyway, where was I? Ah yes. During your woken
state, your eyes see colour and send the information to your brain
as electrical signals. When you dream, it is only your brain
re-creating patterns you are familiar with and associating them
with things you know about. You should not boast that you dream in
colour because it is such an obvious lie. Even if it were true, it
doesn't make you a better person than somebody who doesn't claim to
dream in colour."

"Excuse me. Hi, sorry," said Pobberkins. "I was
away there, thinking about race-cars. What are we talking about?
Destiny or something?"

"Not quite," replied his son. "Destiny is a sort
of gross romanticism of what I am talking about, namely
determinism. Destiny, to me, regards future events which are in
some way 'owed' to a person. Whereas, determinism simply states
that what will be, will be. What happens is what happens. By
reducing everything down to its simplest component parts, we find
ourselves discussing matter. And if everything is just matter, then
none of this matters. Life is."

"Life is what?" asked Pobberkins.

"Life is many things but ultimately it is what
it is. Life is."

"Life is?"

"That's right. Write it down and remember for
next time. If you have to, tattoo too, two times."

"What are we going to do after we arrive at the
destination you are taking us to?" asked Mike.

"I've had an idea and I've turned it into a
plan. It's a grand plan it is, but I will keep it a secret from you
for now."

Clearly, this was cause for worry for everybody
else. There are now two grand secret plans in progress. One for
Tucker which he doesn't know about, and now one from Tucker of
which only he knows anything about.

Shobaloba prayed to Jesus that the two plans
were, by fortunate accident, precisely the same. He was prone to
bouts of confusion, and so any method of removing potential clashes
was good. It's kind of silly, you shall agree, to pray for
something which is already determined. The plans are already the
same, or they are not. Either way, I reckon it's too late for Jesus
to help. Shobaloba's prayer strategy needs refining.

"Tucker," said Mike. "No."

"What do you mean by 'no'? I have a secret but
I'm not going to tell you what it is. Is that so difficult to
comprehend?"

"If you had a secret, and if you wanted to keep
it a secret, then you would not have told us that much. Either you
don't really have a secret and you are only trying to win respect
from us, or… "

"You mean like that guy who claims to know what
the dilly-o '4T2' is all about? Maybe it's supposed to be a
dedication; 'for tea too'. Or maybe an invitation; 'for tea,
two'."

"Exactly like that guy who claims to know what
the dilly-o '4T2' is all about. He claims the guy who invented
'4T2' told him what the secret is. Alarm bells ring out all around
that. Likewise, you are either trying to make us think you are a
super secret keeper and also one of few people worthy of knowing
the secret. Ultimately such a manoeuvre can only improve your
stock.

And similarly to that other guy, the alternative
is that you really do know a secret. However, if you really didn't
want to tell us what it is, then you would not have been so stupid
as to tell us that you have a secret. Basically, right, you are
going to tell us what the secret is. Maybe not today, but soon
enough. The secret can't be so important to you. A murderer does
not brag that he knows who did the murder, but ain't telling."

"Good deducing there, Mike."

"Thanks."

"Yes, there is a secret, but not yet will you
know what it is. I apologise for telling you I had a secret which I
couldn't reveal to you at the same time."

"So where are we going?"

"To find a superdupercomputer. I believe there
to be one in Kirkwhelpington."

"That place just doesn't know when to end its
name," uttered a disgruntled Shobaloba who was not much interested
in these philosophical jibbery-jabbers. "They coulda just gone for
Kirk, or Kirkwhel. Kirkwhelp is also possible, as is Kirkwhelping.
Even Whelpington would have been fine by me. But no, they had to go
the all the way to Kirkwhelpington, didn't they?"

"Doesn't that xenophobe we really hate live in
Kirkwhelpington?" asked Siameyes.

"Who's that?"

"Liam Yliab."

"Oh yeah, I remember Liam. Don't think he lives
in Kirkwhelpington though."

"Why do we really hate him, Mike? I forgot
already."

"It's because he is so full of hatred. It's
like, you know, we get it, Liam. You hate pure evil asylum seekers
(PEAS). Fine, whatever. You might very well believe that they are
the cause for all the badness in Britain, but who knows, maybe they
are not. Maybe a heck of a lot of them are really good people,
vital to our economy because they do all the shitty jobs that your
followers are too good for. Have you ever considered that? Of
course not. Of course, if they really wanted to contribute to the
economy of Britain then they should have made sure they were born
here. Think of all the lost years when they were swanning about in
those war-torn countries.

I once turned around and said to him: The reason
you are a hate-filled fascist racist who is afraid of reform and
convinced that children in your day were better behaved is because
you are too easily annoyed by things. Look for the positive and
learn to tolerate the unfamiliar.

And he turned around and said: I am not too
easily annoyed you bleeding-heart-liberal wishy-washy do-gooder
nancy-boy!

And I turned around and said: I am
vindicated.

And he turned around and said: Wha?

And I turned around and said: Ne'ermind.

And he turned around and said: I'm getting dizzy
now.

And I turned around and said: Ditto.

Then we both fell over."

"I think you might be being a bit harsh on
Liam," said Tabkey. "When it comes to the crunch, it's all just a
case of supply and demand. Liam has got lots of fans. That alone
tells him he must be doing something right."

"Yeah, you make a good point. I've always been
pained by the fact that my mother really likes Liam on Saturdays.
Something to do with what he has to say about the week ahead in
television, I think."

"Stop," announced Shobaloba. "There is a
superdupercomputer on Apple Bumble. We need not go to
Kirkwhelpington."

"That's handy," said Tucker. "But why didn't I
know about it before?"

"We only use it to surf the internet looking for
girls. We thought you'd be better off without it."

"You thought well. I like boys now. I'm gay –
get over it!"

"Precisely. So why would you need a
superdupercomputer?"

"I want to perform a superduper
computation."

"On a superdupercomputer?"

"Yes, that's kinda what they were invented for,
Captain. Finding wives is just what most people use them for
nowadays."

"Tell us about the computation," asked Mike.

"I will tell you, but you will wish I had
not."

"Go on."

"Are you absolutely certain that you want me to
tell you?"

"Absolutely. What's the worst that can happen?"
he asked, while sipping a dark fizzy drink that isn't
cola-flavoured. He just had to, didn't he? He just could not
resist. This is gonna be bad.

"Little do you know. How little do you know.
Well, here goes everything. Do you remember I was telling you about
matter and how it doesn't matter?"

"I vaguely remember something along those lines.
Go on."

"Ezrevinu eht fo noitalumiz a nur nac I kniht I,
retuqmocrequbrequz a gnizu.

I just need to write the script for all the
physical laws and whatnots, then write in the matter and see if
there is gold in them far hills. Of course, there is always gold in
the hills, but not always enough to justify digging."

"But how much matter? There must be hundreds of
thousands of atoms in the universe."

"Yeah! Not to mention the millions and billions
of Hundreds'n'Thousands," added Daniel van Chuckle.

"That's the biggest dilly-o. That's why I need a
superdupercomputer. I need to keep running simulations until I get
the amount of matter right. However, I suspect the quantity of
atoms in the universe is a number without symmetry. A prime
number."

"But which prime number, Tucker? There are just
too many. In fact their are an infinite amount of them."

"Reach for the penguin, Mike. It's going to be
okay. I am having second thoughts about the concept of infinity,
wouldn't you know. I actually believe there is a theoretical top
number called 't'. I named it after me. I can't really tell you
anything else about it, suchas any of the digits. It could be all
8s for all I know. But that would be quite nifty, since 8 looks
like infinity, doesn't it? And the numberline, if I'm right, also
looks like the mark for infinity."

"What are you talking about, Tucker?"

"Imagine for yourself the symbol for infinity.
Zero goes in the centre. Now pick one of the 4 lines travelling
away from zero. That is your conventional numberline, and the
opposite one is the negative numberline. If we travel along the
numberline we eventually get to the equal-furthest point away from
zero. That, my friend, is 't'. Or Tucker's number, if you
will."

"I won't."

"Fair enough. 't' it is."

"Is 't' a numberwang," laughed Tabkey.

"Now, from 't', if we carry on travelling along
the numberline we begin getting closer to zero again. Keep adding
numbers and we get to and pass through zero and begin travelling
along the other negative numberline. In summary, if we keep adding
numbers we will travel from zero to 't' to zero to '-t', and then
back to zero again, drawing infinity in the process. Clever,
huh?"

"No, Tucker."

"Well, it's only a bit of fun. I like playing
with numbers. But your question about prime numbers leads me onto a
somewhat more sinister topic of conversation. We're told that
nobody has yet devised a formula or system for finding prime
numbers. However, the truth is that plenty of mathemagicians have
solved it already. Maybe a hundred or more. But in order to advance
the type of intelligence needed to solve the conundrum, they had to
neglect the more important varieties of intelligence associated
with normal everyday activities (social intelligence). Some of
those mathemagical geniuses would fail at crossing the street on
their own. Many of these people subsequently became recluses
because of their social ineptitude, and because they couldn't cope
with the responsibility suddenly thrust upon them: The
responsibility to remain quiet.

When they solved the prime number problem, they
experienced a great feeling of accomplishment. But they soon got to
thinking that perhaps it was just a bit too easy. Surely, other
mathemagicians had solved it already. Why didn't they reveal the
solution? Well, if they had, then only they would be allowed to
enjoy the feeling of accomplishment. Better, therefore, to keep
quiet. Let others enjoy that moment. Also, imagine the pressure to
achieve more and more. The person who reveals the solution to that
problem will be expected to achieve so much. If (s)he doesn't then
people will adjudge that person to be a lapsed genius. Also, they
will be hated for being the person who took that problem off the
shelf. Better to keep the secret under one's hat, and attempt to go
back to a more ordinary way of life. Yes. Much better.

Me? Have I solved the prime number problem?
Stupid question. Whether I have or have not, what would I gain from
saying that I have? Nothing but unpopularity. But if I become a
recluse, then there's evidence to support the theory that I have
solved it.

I have not solved it," winked Tucker. "But I do
have access to a list of all the prime numbers below 97 digits
long. Surely one of them is equal to the number of atoms in the
universe."

"What are atoms made of?" asked Siameyes.

"Sub-atomic particles. Protons, electrons and
whatnot."

"What are they made of?"

"Quarks."

"What are quarks made of."

"They don't exist in isolation."

"That doesn't answer my question at all. Were
you even listening to a word I said?"

"Quarks are not made of anything."

"Don't be a fucking stupid moron. They must be
made of something. If you break one in half, what do you get?"

"You don't break them in half. They are not
matter in the way that you understand matter to be. They are not
3-dimensional objects which can be cleaved. They are not even
2-dimensional."

"You are really testing my patience, young
man."

"Listen. What is a pentachoron made of?"

"Five tetrahedrons of course; connected in such
a way."

"What is a tetrahedron made of?"

"Four triangles; connected in such a way."

"What is a triangle made of?"

"Three lines; connected in such a way."

"What is a line made of?"

"It's just two points; connected in such a
way."

"And what is a point made of?"

"What do you mean? What is a point made of. What
a stupid question!"

"I might say the same about your quark question.
Listen up and listen good. An atom is a 3-dimensional volume; like
a tetrahedron. It's made up of sub-atomic particles which are
2-dimensional areas; like triangles. They are made up of
1-dimensional quarks; lines. That's the simplest way I can explain
things to be. A proton is a triangle consisting of two up-quarks
and one down-quark. A neutron is a triangle of two down-quarks and
one up-quark. Four triangles are required to make a 3D shape;
namely a tetrahedron. Two protons and two neutrons make a very
stable helium nucleus. Hydrogen atoms don't exist in isolation
because there are not enough triangles to create a 3D shape.
Instead, Hydrogen ions are carried about on host atoms and
molecules. I'm trying to decide where the electrons must be. They
too could be triangles like the neutrons and protons. Hydrogen
molecules do exist, you see. Two protons and two electrons. So
presumably, that is the tetrahedron, and Helium with its two
electrons is a triangular dipyramid. But why that should be more
stable than the Hydrogen tetrahedron, I have no idea yet. Perhaps
the Hydrogen molecule is unstable because the two protons share an
edge (a quark or pair of quarks) and the two electrons share an
edge. In Helium, the protons can avoid each other, as can the
electrons and neutrons. Stability through symmetry perhaps. Or
because no two like-particles are neighbours.

I think that a covalent bond occurs between two
electron triangles, whereas an ionic bond occurs when one partner
borrows an electron triangle from another partner to close the 3D
shape."

"Tucker, I'm sure you are very, very wrong, and
I fear you have gone quite mad. There are particle physicists who
have devoted their whole lives to working out what matter is. You
are just a little shit. You cannot possibly answer their questions.
But it's good that you are thinking for yourself and your theory
will at least make some people question (and affirm) their
scientific beliefs. Maybe the creation scientists will buy your
theories. They tend to pick and choose the bits of science they
like. But that's not real science. Real scientists are not supposed
to begin experiments, looking to achieve results which comply with
their beliefs."

"It's a tragedy," said Pobberkins the
Faithful.

"What's a tragedy?" asked Tabkey the
Hateful.

"Creation science. This whole thing about
evidence being oh-so important."

"But how can you know anything which isn't
supported by evidence. This is what fucks me right over about
organised religion. I mean, what evidence have you got that God
exists? And don't give me cowpats about the wondrousness of what
you see around you. I want hard proof which can't suggest anything
other than proof that your God exists. Why won't your God show
himself? That's the sort of evidence I'm after."

"I can't. I can't give you one piece of
scientific evidence that God exists. I can give you lots proving
that he doesn't exist."

"Then why the fuck are you still a Christian, if
you even agree that all scientific evidence points glaringly at the
non-existence of God?"

"Because evidence is not the be-all and end-all.
Evidence only ever dents the concept of God. It can't kill Him
completely."

"Don't be a fuckwit."

"I'm not being a fuckwit. You've convinced
yourself that evidence is everything, but I tell you it's not.
There is also faith."

"Faith is just what fuckwits like you use as an
excuse for lack of evidence."

"They are not comparable, Tabkey," interrupted
Tucker. "They are two utterly different things. Faith and evidence
are two dimensions in the belief universe. I think philosophy might
be a third. No amount of X will ever give you movement along the Y
or Z axes. Faith isn't a lack of evidence."

"When God created the world," said Pobberkins,
"he made sure that there was an alternative explanation for the
existence of everything. You can choose to believe the universe
exists by itself and all the evidence will help you to do that. Or
you can allow faith to tell you that God created it. The tragedy I
speak of concerns those creation scientists who believe in God, but
also believe that cast-iron proof is required. I just don't get it.
It's as though they are afraid real science will eventually
disprove God. Where is their faith? You see, I like all that
malarkey about Big Bang, abiogenesis and evolution. It's
great."

"You mean to say you don't fear it?" asked
Tabkey. "You're not afraid that it will destroy your faith?"

"On the contrary, my good fellow, I can't get
enough. I need the scientific theories to be air-tight. If belief
in God was the only logical option, then I wouldn't need any faith.
It's faith that rewards. It is self-rewarding and it's so
good."

"It's not as good as evidence."

"My faith in God is so strong, that you will
never show me enough evidence to change my mind about that. And I'm
fascinated in the scientific theories, even if I don't worship them
like you do. So I learn about them and they strengthen my
faith."

"That's interesting. I re-affirm my atheism by
going to church," said Tabkey.

"You don't go to church."

"Do I not? My bad!"

"He does go to church, Pobberkins," said Mike.
"He calls it Church on the Mount."

"Is that right, Tabkey? Well I never! But are
you not afraid of being converted to Christianity?"

"Why would I be?"

"Because you hate all that religious
rigmarole."

"Then how could I get converted? Even if I was
converted, it would be because I wanted to. Why should I be afraid
of changing my beliefs? I'm only going to do what I think is right
at the time. If I get converted, fair enough. I'm not going to do
it in order to purposefully ruin my life by making, what I think
is, a bad decision. I'm not a masochist."

"How will you know when you've succeeded with
your superduper computation, Tucker?" asked Mike.

"Erutuf eht ni zneqqah tahw eez ot ytilida eht
evah lliw I neht. Zruo za emaz eht zi hcihw eno evah I litnu
zezrevinu eht tuo gniretlif qeek nac I. No oz bna no oz bna.
Zeiceqz elqoeq eht ecuborq t'nob hcihw zezrevinu eht tuo retlif nac
I ezoht morf. Efil bleiy t'nob hcihw ezoht lla tuo retlif nac I.
Ezrevinu nwo ruo betaercer evah lliw I ezuaced."

"That's pretty nifty. You'll be God himself. I
mean God yourself, your highness," said Mike, bowing.

"Yes, that's all very exciting, in and of
itself, I suppose. But you are missing the most major point.

Noiznemib 'rehgih' emoz ni retuqmocrequbrequz a
no betaerc ozla zaw ezrevinu nwo ruo taht zwollof ti neht,
zezrevinu etaerc nac ew fi."

"Shit the bed, I think the boy's got it. Fuck
the fuck shit fuck. Shitting fuck!"

"Excuse your language, Mike."

"I'm sorry. I just can't deal with this
revelation. This is just awful, but also so very awesome. I'm full
of some awe.

Erom bnazuoht a etaerc hcae lliw yeht, zezrevinu
hcuz bnazuoht a etaerc uoy fi. Yllaitnenoqxe ffo hcnard tzuj
ll'yeht. Wef oot znotohq wef a htiw ezoht lla tud, nwo ruo ot
lacitnebi ezrevinu eht tzuj ton. Rennam emaz eht ni zezrevinu
gnitaerc fo eldaqac zeiceqz tnegilletni niatnoc lliw etaerc uoy
zezrevinu eht fo emoz, yldamuzerq.

Oh my goodness me. So what level are we at? How
many levels are there?"

"Infinite."

"Is that a cop-out answer?"

"Not really. It's a loop. It's the circle of
life.

Zu betaerc tahw etaerc ew."

"Ah! Then you could choose not to do it and
everything will simply disappear.

Ed ot ezaec lliw ew, zrotaerc ruo etaerc t'nob
ew fi."

"Nice try, but no. Our existence is proof enough
that the loop is unbroken.

Deeqz nwo ruo ta tuo ti gnivil er'ew tud,
retuqmocrequbrequz z'rotaerc ruo ni behzinif ybaerla zah ezrevinu
ruo. Emit ruo ni ton tud, tuo beretlif ed ll'ew. Ezrevinu eugor a
ni evil ot tnaw uoy ob? Ezrevinu eugor a zi zruo.
Retuqmocrequbrequz z'rotaerc ruo ni ezrevinu tcerroc eht ton zi ti
znaem ti neht, qool eht etelqmoc ot ezrevinu eht ton zi zruo taht
tuo znrut ti fi. Ti gniob morf zezrevinu retziz ruo tneverq t'nac
ew tud, elcric eht eunitnoc ot ton ezoohc bluoc ew.

A billion years is not so much a split second to
our creator. It's just a case of us not being able to comprehend
more than our one dimension of time. The one we are able to observe
and measure. We just have to accept the other time dimensions are
there, but that we can't explore them. The easiest way to placate
you is to tell you they are 'outside' our time. Though, not outside
in the way you understand. We have no word for where the other
dimensions are. We have no word, there is no word. It's beyond
comprehension."

"What a wonderful world this is turning out to
be," said Mike. "It all makes perfect sense. It's simply a perfect
theory. What I want to know is; how did the universe begin?"

"It didn't."

"WHAT?!"

"It didn't begin, Mike. It always existed.
Dimension time is another loop, with no beginning and no end.

When did pi begin to exist? It didn't. It always
existed. Simply, it is the ratio between the diameter and
circumference of a circle. A circle doesn't even need to exist for
the laws of the circle to exist. It doesn't take time to exist. It
exists throughout all of time. Our discovery of it occurred
somewhen, but pi has always existed, since before the very dawn of
time itself. Because there was no dawn of time. The same is with
our creator. Our universe exists all at the same time to him, but
to us it takes time. It's not something you can really comprehend
at all. You just have to accept it's true. Have faith."

"Er, excuse me there. I'm a bit confused with
this whole shebang," said Pobberkins. "I was worried about looking
stupid for not understanding what the dilly you are talking about.
But frankly, now I don't care. Can you do that thing you do with
first principles again, please? I just don't get how you talk about
other dimensions and whatnot. To me there are three spatial
dimensions: Forwards and backwards, left and right, up and down.
The universe is infinite, but also expanding. That you could
theoretically just keep on going outwards. The size refers to the
space which contains matter because the universe is forever
expanding into the space where there is no matter. That's how I
perceive it to be. I accept I may be wrong."

"Listen, father. Imagine a universe where you
can only move forwards and backwards. You might think it is linear,
with a beginning and end. But try this. Connect the ends
together."

"A circle," said Pobberkins. "A loop."

"Yes. Now, a circle is a two-dimensional shape,
but the universe is one-dimensional."

"Okay."

"A person living in a one-dimensional universe
has no comprehension of what a circle is. His tools don't allow it.
But we can see that the circle is a two-dimensional representation
of his one-dimensional space.

Now, imagine a universe where you can move
forwards and backwards, left and right. If you go so far in one
direction you will eventually come back to where you started
without changing direction."

Pobberkins tore a square piece of paper out of
the narrator's jotter. "So if I go off the left edge, I will come
back in on the right edge." He took some sticky-backed plastic and
connected the two edges. "Now I have a tube. If I keep going left I
will never reach an edge. I'm beginning to get this. But if I go
forwards I will get to an edge. Presumably I will come back in at
the bottom of the paper?"

"Yes. If you now connect the top of the tube to
the bottom you will have what we call a torus."

" I can't do it with this paper as it just
scrunches up in an inconvenient manner. However, in my mind's eye I
can suppose that it should look like a bagel. Now, I can travel
around the surface of the bagel and never find an edge."

"Exactamundo. A torus is a three-dimensional
shape. Similarly to the previous example, a person living in a
two-dimensional universe has no comprehension for three-dimensional
shapes. Again, he lacks the wherewithal. But we can see that the
torus is a three-dimensional representation of his two-dimensional
space. The surface of a sphere is also a three-dimensional
representation of two-dimensional space, but it is difficult to see
what a sphere looks like in two dimensions. Better to stick with
the bagel which is usually a square or rectangle in two-dimensional
space, though it can be any two-dimensional shape which tessellates
without rotation."

"This is good shit, son. I think I'm beginning
to enjoy myself."

"Now. We live in three-dimensional space. It is
difficult for us to envisage how our universe doesn't have edges.
We need four dimensions in order to connect the edges of our
three-dimensional space. Because we cannot, we simply have to
accept that the universe is finite in four dimensions, but infinite
in three and without edges. Presumably, our universe also
tessellates, so that it is possibly a cube in three-dimensional
space. Results show us that the Big Bang occurred at one point in
space and expanded equally in all directions, thereby explaining
the common mistaken belief that the universe is spherical. This
cannot be, because spheres do not lend themselves to
tessellating.

However, there is possibly a problem with the
idea of a cubic universe. Symmetry. I have a gut feeling that the
shape of the universe lacks symmetry somewhere. After the Big Bang
happened there had to be something which broke the symmetry of the
universe. I reckon it was the shape of the space it had to fill.
I'm getting to thinking that there must be a crystal structure
which allows the breaking of symmetry. Face-centred cubic (FCC)
layered hexagonal close packing is one option. It's perhaps the
most efficient lattice type, the best way of packing atoms of equal
size together. I had thought that tessellated dodecahedrons would
be better, until I realised they don't tessellate. Or do they? I
don't know.

I'm trying to imagine what the shape of the
volume-of-influence of the atoms would be in hexagonal close
packing, assuming they would fill the space allotted to them in the
lattice. It's easy to see they would have a hexagonal equator, but
the top and bottom are trickier. Importantly, the top and bottom
are not symmetrical. Whether this helps or hinders, yet I do not
know. It would help if it provided the necessary non-symmetry, to
allow for the breaking of symmetry. It would hinder in that I
imagine if you exit the universe at the top you must come back in
at the bottom. Thereby, the top and bottom planes should pair up
appropriately. Perhaps. I need non-symmetry and symmetry. It's
aching my brain. If symmetry wasn't broken, then presumably,
somewhere in the universe there are other Tuckers struggling with
this exact same situation.

However, following is the real reason why our
universe does not appear to be symmetrical.

Ecaqz lanoiznemib-ruof ni lacirtemmyz zi ti
ezuaced."

"If it is in three, why not also in four?"

"Znoiznemib owt ot ti ecuber. Zey, lacirtemmyz?
Rehtaf, educ lanoiznemib-eerht eldmuh eht rebiznoc."

"How?"

"Ezrevinu lacirtemmyz lanoiznemib-ruof a fo
gnittuc lacirtemmyznu lanoiznemib-eerht a ni gnivil era ew,
ylralimiz. Lanogaxeh ro lanogatneq, laretalirbaup, ralugnairt yeht
ed, zecaf lanoiznemib-owt lacirtemmyznu ecuborq ot za yaw a hcuz ni
educ a tuc nac uoy taht zi zrettam tahw. Zecaf eht fo erom ro eerht
hguorht tuc elgniz a zi ti za gnol oz, woh rettam t'nzeob ti. Ti
tuc."

"Shit the bed, I think the boy's got it. Fuck
the fuck shit fuck. Shitting fuck!"

"Excuse your language, father."

"I'm sorry. I just can't deal with this
revelation. This is just awful, but also so very awesome. I'm full
of some awe. Presumably then, the Big Bang did not occur in
3-dimensional space, as so many people assume. Heck, why should it?
Laboratory bangs that we produce don't occur along a 2-dimensional
plane, but fill the room. I was worried back there. Worried that
the new large hadron collider thingy-ma-job was going to seed the
next big bang and begin the universe anew. To do that they would
need to do something in (at least) 4-dimensional space. Which they
cannot. It occurs to me now that the LHC is a complete waste of
space-time (but not money). Built to conduct experiments which will
recreate, on a tiny scale, what the universe was like immediately
after the Big Bang. They can't do anything like it, without
entering the 4th dimension. Similarly, scientists talk of
exploiting worm-holes in order to take short-cuts across the
universe, or even to travel to another point in time. But in order
to travel in a worm-hole, one would need to travel in 4-dimensional
space, which we cannot possibly do. Similarly, people living in a
2-dimensional universe cannot travel in three dimensions. The
surface of a sphere is 2-dimensional space. The shortest way to
travel between any two points on that sphere is to go through the
sphere. But that breaks into the third dimension.

Presumably again, dimension time is another
loop. Like a circle, there is no beginning or end. Eventually the
matter in our universe will collapse in on itself. Then there will
be another big bang and the universe will begin again, leaving no
evidence of the previous universe. The next universe will be
exactly the same as this one and it will forever repeat ad
infinitum."

"Father, you have arrived. Welcome."

"Where have I arrived?"

"Out of Eden. Eden is where ignorance was bliss.
Welcome to knowledge is misery."

Shobaloba was next to speak.

"So, God created our universe, and it is also
completely mathemagical?"

"Yes. Just to think. All these years, the
religious and the irreligious have been going at each other,
gassing off about the folly of their opponents' beliefs. But it
turns out both sides were correct all along."

"They won't like that at all!"

"They really won't."

Mike got to thinking.

"Uh oh."

"What's wrong, Mike?"

"Tucker, I don't quite know how to tell you this
but… you must die now. Your message must not persist in this world.
Though it may be true, and I can see that it is, we, the people
species, have built for ourselves a stable-enough society. Your
truth threatens this stability, and will destroy civilisation as we
know it. Though the LHC won't end the world, your truths might. I
cannot allow that to happen."

Pobberkins' knees went from below him and he
fell into a crumpled heap. Instead of arguing with Mike, he also
saw that his son must be ended before he shared the truth with
anybody else. Shobaloba was the pirate to show objection to Mike's
suggestion.

"You can't kill Tucker just because of something
he said."

"Shobaloba," replied Tucker. "Mike is right. The
truth is a dangerous thing, and I was sent to deliver it. It would
be better for you all to carry on with the world as it has always
been. I assure you, Mike feels very uneasy about my impending
death, but he has the best interests of everybody else at heart.
Not everybody can have liberty."

"Shobaloba," said Mike. "We must torture and
humiliate Tucker until he either repents of what he has told us
here today, or else dies."

"But what is his crime? Of which mortal sin is
he guilty? I see nought before me but a feeble boy who has spoken
of his beliefs. If his beliefs are wrong, then educate him. If he
speaks the truth, then be educated by him."

"He claims to be God himself."

"Is this true, Tucker? Do you claim to be our
creator?"

"The creator created the creatures, and the
creatures created the creator," replied Tucker, cryptically. "One
cannot exist without the other."

"Are you God yourself?"

"You have bestowed that title upon me."

"Then give me one reason why I should not
release you."

"You have not the power to release me. You will
do what you will do."

 

The next day, Tucker was taken out to the
nearest tree of sufficient size, after having been battered, beaten
and bruised by thugs-4-hire Tabkey and Siameyes.

"Tucker, you should have renounced your beliefs
and we would have spared you of your suffering and anguish. But you
did not, and now you must die," said Mike.

"Renouncing the truth, and then living a life of
lies is not better than this," gasped a dying Tucker.

"You have delivered yourself into this
situation," said Shobaloba. "I have tried to get you away from it.
I must not feel guilty for what happens next."

Tucker drifted in and out of conciousness while
he was hauled skywards by Tabkey and Siameyes. Mike watched on with
a deep feeling of foreboding. He sensed the injustice of what was
happening here, but knew it had to happen for the sake of the
future of civilisation. Shobaloba watched on in complete amazement
at the whole situation. Pobberkins watched on, tearful and helpless
as his boy continued to refuse salvation.

Pobberkins then heard Tucker speak to him,
though he knew the words had not come directly from the broken
wreck he saw before him, for they were spoken without difficulty.
He also sensed that the message was only heard by him, at this
time. "On the contrary, father. This is my salvation. It can also
be yours, if you choose it."

When Tucker regained consciousness he whispered
a prayer. "Forgive them Lord, for they know not what they do."

To his right was another criminal due to perish
that day.

"You call yourself God himself. Then free
yourself. You will not because you cannot because you are not,"
said the criminal as he spat at Tucker.

To Tucker's left was yet another criminal.

"Tucker. I have lived a sinful life and it is
right that I shall die. Forget me not, Lord."

"Criminal 2, I say unto you. Today, you have
taken your seat beside me in Heaven." Then, addressing his Earthly
father. "Pobberkins, be not afraid. Tell the people that one day I
shall return.

As I was. As I am. As I will be.

Amen."

 

Blessed are those who did not read past the
fore-warning. Cursed are those who read everything. Those in
between may find themselves in a state of purgatory. As for me,
we'll see.










Chapter 17
The Promised Land



The others had recently learnt that the real
reason Shobaloba had acquired a ship was due to having been clumsy
at work. The employer, a multinational corporation with more to
lose should the (out)lawsuit go public, decided to pay Shobaloba
off with enough money to buy Apple Bumble. This revelation sickened
the others. Shobaloba pretended not to know why they all hated
their captain now.

"I like that we are united in this mutiny
effort. A 'munity', if you like! Is that anything like ammunition
perhaps? A plurality of ammunitions maybe?"

"No."

"How about immunity. It's a bit like that.
Immunity in a Texan accent might sound like 'a munity'. A bit."

"Shut up your face and carry on with what you
were saying about the mutiny united."

"I like that you lot are usurping my power and
throwing me from my ship, only to give it back to me straight away.
I like that you are doing it because you hate me and want outta
here. I like that you are taking away from me my beloved ship, if
only briefly, in order that I will realise just how much I love him
and need to be aboard. Before this happened I was beginning to take
Apple Bumble for granted, and wasn't really appreciating how
phenomenal he is. He is an excellent ship and I am most proud. I
just thought of another one. Another pun. Punother one."

"Please don't."

"You're a rebellious group, yes?"

"Please, no."

"A 'commutiny'! Yeah? Yeah?"

"We want you to die – painfully. Fuck off."

"Well, I suppose I ought to sail away now… "

"Off you go!" chorused the commutiny of
muniteers, showing no signs of a teary farewell nor biddings of bon
voyage to their ex-boss.

"Shobs?" asked Pobberkins.

"Yep?"

"I've an idea."

"I went to school with Ivan Idea. A boy who had
no interest in creative thought, whatsoever." [Thanks,
Alan.]

"Reckon you could give me a lift to continental
EUtopia? They say Singapore is an interesting city for turning
around in."

"Reckon I could. Jump on."

Pobberkins obeyed. This annoyed the others as
they were supposed to start a secret fire which would've engulfed
the ship when Shobaloba was too far away to swim for shore.
Pobberkins thwarted them at the last. Dag nammim.

Despite spending the rest of his days trekking
forth and back across Eurasia, Pobberkins gave the citizens of the
Chiltern Hundreds the best ever security against highwaymen.

The constituency of Rubh'an Dùnain was
abolished.

 

The remaining four pirates travelled together
down through the British Isles until they arrived in a port-city
called Derry. Mike needed to find a cash point as he was poor in
Stirling, though rich in Euros. He found one. It was a good one,
right there on the high street. He got some cash and declared:

"What a wonderful world this is turning out to
be!"

The others agreed with him and after buying
duck'n'chips (Tucker had jumbo sausage'n'chips) they went to sit on
a bench overlooking the harbour at Lisahally.

It's a bit of a pity for Mike, that Londonderry
was the first British city to unanimously accept Euros in every
shop, including the Pound shops. Contrary to popular belief, it is
not something that requires any sort of legal statute. No, if a
shopkeeper is happy to accept Euros as payment, then why not? Why
should the national government get involved? Where do they get off
in telling us how to live our lives? Why does megalomania thrill
them oh-so-much? And yes, the metric system is most sensible, but
if a greengrocer wants to stick with imperial measurements, then
fucking let him!! If it's what his customers want, then what is
your dilly? If his customers want metric, then he's going to lose
out. Let him make his own mistakes.

"What I don't understand, is this; why was
Shobaloba wearing high heels?"

"Tucker, it's easier to trip up in a warehouse
if you're wearing inappropriate footwear," answered Mike.

"You mean! The accident was, at least partly
intentional?"

"America poisoned our captain."

"I thought that story was bogus?" asked
Tabkey.

"It was, but nobody doubts that Shobs is a
Yankee-doodle-dandy. As a child, Shobaloba entered many beauty
pageants."

"The dilly! They have beauty pageants for
children?"

"I'm afraid so."

"But who judges them? Who is qualified to rate
the attractiveness of a child? I could judge a beauty pageant for
grown women, by selecting the one whom I should most like to snog.
I wouldn't be any good as a judge in a beauty pageant for men
because I'm not attracted to them. Likewise, neither could I judge
the attractiveness of children."

"Could you judge a cutest puppy contest? If so,
does that make you be a bestialist? Besides, have you given any
thought to the idea that those judges are not rapists? What is a
non-rapist paedophile judge going to do to the children? Serenade
them with songs of love? Romance them with flowers and chocolates?
Woo them with flattery and poetry? I'd love to witness such bold
attempts at intergenerational courtship. Train wreck or what! You
will agree with me, I'm sure, when I tell you that being sexually
attracted to children is less of a crime and more of a mental
illness. I hope you're not going to tell me that it isn't a mental
illness. I hope you're not going to tell me that there is some
logic in paedophilia. Nobody who has it wants to have it.

Crimes generally have logical foundations. Rape
is the crime associated with paedophilia, but merely being
attracted to children is not a crime. It is an illness. Nobody
chooses to be ill, but not all illnesses are unwanted. Biologically
speaking, homosexuality is also an illness, but one which is
acceptable because we have succeeded in distinguishing it from
rape. Time was, when people thought all gay people were dangerous
menaces. How far we've come.

Myself, I quite like ladyboys, but only from
afar. I don't want to get involved with a ladyboy, physically
speaking, but they're fascinating creatures nevertheless. There is
something very hypnotic about a shapely woman with a pretty face,
an ample bosom and something downstairs that really shouldn't be
there. I should consider myself fortunate that my mental illness
isn't a crime in this locale at this time."

"You make some valid points, Mike," said Tucker.
"However, I still wouldn't trust The Leader with my pre-teen
siblings, Bill and Bailey – speaking as a brotherrrrr. He might be
safe, but it's just an unnecessary risk."

"That guy!" laughed Siameyes. "I wonder how many
tabloids GG has single-handedly managed to keep in business. They
absolutely hate him, but they secretly love him too. Lol!"

"Poor GG," said Mike. "His biggest mistake was
not being famous enough to get away with what he did. Assuming, of
course, that he did what he was accused of. And there is very good
reason for doubt on that score."

"What do you mean by that? He was guilty. Job
done."

"But was he, Siameyes?"

"Yes, absolutely."

"In that case, scrap the idea that his biggest
mistake was not being as famous as the king of rock'n'roll, the
king of pop or a mediæval king like Richard II (who married a 6
year old). Surely his biggest mistake was being a complete moron.
Who, in their right mind, would knowingly take a computer full of
illegal images to be repaired, when they have enough money to
simply buy a new computer?"

"Perhaps he had some important files on his
broken computer, which he wanted to rescue."

"You don't need to be a genius to know how to
connect an old hard-drive to a new computer in order to retrieve
your personal files. Besides, who doesn't back-up their most
important files onto removable blank disks?"

"Whether he was a moron or not, you cannot deny
that illegal files were found on his computer. Whether he should
have got his computer repaired or not, is not important. Why do you
always have to defend the indefensible? Why are you trying too hard
to be controversial?"

"Well, let us talk about those illegal files.
Were they found on his computer, or were they put there by a
national corporation with plenty to gain from free national
publicity? It was very clever of them to 'find' illegal files on
the computer of a fading superstar, and then tell the media about
it."

"What exactly are you getting at?"

"I'm just saying that there is considerable
doubt surrounding that particular conviction. The reason why nobody
else has questioned it before is because the public, by-and-large,
want to believe that it was all true. Don't ask me why. Another
thing, why were the repairmen trawling through his personal files
anyway? What were they looking for? Okay, it is possible that GG
was the one who put the illegal files on his hard-drive. Even so,
he was probably unaware of it?"

"Of course he was aware of it. He downloaded
them."

"Hmm. You probably won't know this but there is
a folder called Temporary Internet Files. In this folder are stored
all the images that the user has viewed in recent weeks. This is so
that web pages already visited load quicker the next time because
the images are uploaded from the computer's memory, rather than
downloaded from the internet, every time the user revisits his
favourite websites. You should get yourself away from the idea that
he knowingly downloaded thousands of illegal files and stored them
on his hard-drive. It would take a very dedicated effort to build
up a library that size. And then he took the computer housing that
library to be repaired. 'Tis difficult to believe a man could be so
stupid, especially a superstar with a reputation to protect."

"But he'd still have had to have viewed those
images in the first place, even if he didn't knowingly download
them."

"Maybe. But I'll wager that in your Temporary
Internet Files folder there are images you downloaded that you have
no memory of viewing. I myself visit quite a few dodgy, foreign
websites… "

"Looking for ladyboys?"

"Er… yes… quite. Anyway, it's feasible to
believe that during my surfing I accidentally stumble upon some
very dodgy websites which throw illegal images right at me, and
right into my Temporary Internet Files folder. Should I go to gaol
for that?"

"Well, no. Of course not."

"But I would, if I was to innocently take that
computer to be repaired."

"Hang about. We're forgetting one thing here.
His Vietnam conviction."

"Yes, I thought you would bring that up sooner
or later. Vietnam. An under-developed country with an infallible
legal system. Hmm, maybe not. How is it that you want to believe
that the Vietnam conviction is true? It might not be. They might
have made a mistake. Bulgaria, a semi-developed country recently
convicted a Liverpool fanatic for attempted murder. It didn't
matter to them that they got the wrong guy. As long as somebody was
punished for the crime, it didn't matter who it was. Even the
British justice system makes massive mistakes. But yet, GG's
Vietnam conviction is bomb-proof. Everybody knows that there is a
problem with child prostitution in South-East Asia, and
drug-smuggling. But not all Western tourists are guilty of
drug-smuggling or child prostitution. I suspect that convicting
random Westerners, particularly high-profile ones, serves to
dissuade people from thinking that it's okay to visit Vietnam for
nefarious purposes. I'd be interested to find out why convicted
drug smugglers get sympathy from us, but not the convicted
paedophiles."

"It makes the general public feel safer whenever
somebody is jailed for that sort of crime. Jailing a drug-smuggler
doesn't have quite the same effect. But you still haven't really
answered my question as to why you are defending The Leader. Why
not join the rest of us in believing that GG's convictions are
true?"

"I like a challenge. And, as you say, defending
the indefensible is something I do. I'd like to find out if
anything can be done in order to undo the damage done to his
reputation? Even if his convictions are correct, can we call him
evil? I am a very sympathetic guy, and I have sympathy for anybody
who wants to improve their situation but is unable to, regardless
of their crimes. I certainly do not condone paedophilia. Let's
clear that up right now. It deeply upsets me to think that our
species produces individuals who are capable of such an unthinkable
deed.

GG might not be able to undo his evil deeds, but
let me now talk to you about another chap who can do something to
undo the damage he did to his own reputation – but chooses not to!
That's more evil, I think, and I have no sympathy for such people.
Let's call him FG – The Lender. FG was rewarded with a
£693,000-a-year pension, for almost bankrupting a major bank. He
needs £693,000 a year in order to maintain his lifestyle. He cannot
comprehend the notion of 'surviving' on less than hundreds of
thousands of Pounds. If he accepted responsibility for his failure
as a bank manager, and gave back most of his pension he would have
to downgrade his lifestyle, and let everybody who knows him see how
badly he has failed. He would have to find new, poorer, friends
because his old, rich, chums would not want to associate themselves
with somebody who can no longer afford to live in a mansion and
take vacations in far-flung locations a dozen times a year. How
sickening is it to learn that he genuinely needs £693,000 a year,
in order to escape what he considers to be 'poverty'? In the
long-run, it will be FG's children who will pay for his failure.
They will get used to a life of luxury as they grow up, but
probably won't ever earn enough to maintain it after they have
fledged."

Tabkey had his hand raised throughout this
recent discussion. "What is it, Tabkey?"

"Truth be told, I probably could judge a cutest
puppy contest without wanting to take the winner to dinner.
Actually, there are some women whom I recognise as being very
attractive, but whose companionship I would not choose to court.
And there are some quirky-looking women whom I fancy very, very
much, mate. Put one of each type together in a contest and let me
be the judge. I would crown the former, but crowd the latter. I
could probably judge a male beauty contest. Although I'd likely
pick the guy who looks most like me!"

"You're a card, Tabkey," chuckled Mike.
"Initially, you were determined to believe that child beauty
contest judges must be sexual deviants, but now you are not so
sure.

Next, I will explain to you why there are
contradictions in the Holy Bible. It feels like a good opportunity
for it. Let's pick an example. Hows about revengeance? Exodus 21
promotes like-for-like revengeance, but Matthew 5 advises you to
turn the other cheek, because forgiveness is the ultimate
revengeance. Nobody wants to be forgiven for a wrongdoing if they
won't accept that they were in the wrong. The great thing about
forgiveness, as revengeance, is that it only works when it is
offered to wrongdoers. Forgiving somebody who you think is innocent
only makes you look daft, which is why you never will. If the
wrongdoer does not accept the forgiveness then they have delivered
victory to the forgiver. Therefore, if you are ever offered
forgiveness, it's a good idea to accept it with an apology, even if
you don't accept you did anything wrong.

So what are we supposed to believe? Or does the
contradiction prove that the Holy Bible cannot be trusted? God
understands that people believe what they want to believe, create
analogies which support their views and quote only the sources they
agree with. The real beauty is that both opinions regarding
revengeance are found in the Holy Bible, that they will instigate
discussion about the subject. That is all. The Holy Bible does not
exist to tell us how to live our lives, as many fear. You will do
what you will do, and not let any dusty ol' book teach you
righteousness. Even the contradictions are there in order to
provoke discussion and, subsequently, enlightenment. If you are
determined to believe the Holy Bible is hogwash, then you will find
plenty of fuel for your fire if you specifically look for it. It's
funny how the anti-theists decided to believe that faith-based
religion is silly, and then looked for the evidence to support
their belief. Science doesn't work like that. Firstly, you gather
all the available evidence, and consider it with an unbiased mind.
Only after that are you supposed to derive your conclusions.
[Most scientists I know are either religious, agnostic or are
atheists who are tolerant of religious belief. The atheists who are
most likely to be venomous towards religion are those without a
scientific education.]

Child beauty pageants encourage paedophilia,
only if you want them to. And they are also just a bit of jolly
fun, if that's what you want. As always, criticism says more about
the critic than it does about the thing being criticised."

"But why did you tell us about the child beauty
pageants?"

"Unfortunately, it was Shobaloba's best
greatest, most glorious life achievement, to be considered the most
beautiful 5 year old in all Tennessee."

"Why 'unfortunately'? Surely it was good to win,
no?"

"Shobaloba has spent years trying to equal the
achievement, without success. (Bobbidy bo was only good, by
comparison.) When all hope was lost, she resorted to a life of
heinous immorality, culminating in piracy. Shobaloba Pobberkins
[presumably they wed during the forbidden chapter] never
learnt the most important lesson a person must learn in childhood;
that there are no easy routes to happiness. More often than not;
the harder the route, the happier the life.

Shobalobberkins dreamt of an easy, happy life,
but never will achieve it. Do you have a dream, Tabkey? I've just
realised that I hardly know you at all, despite having sailed about
with you for many years. Did you always want to be a ship's cook?
Is there anything else you want to achieve before you die?"

"Cooking on a ship is good. Best part of it was
that if I didn't like what I chose to cook on any particular day, I
could have something else. And getting to travel the world is the
major added benefit of working in a galley which is on a ship. Life
was good, but I couldn't be happy doing it forever. I've been
saving up my wages, and I now have enough to buy a small croft
somewhere. I want to live out my days in a self-sufficient manner,
hunter-gathering as our ancient forefathers did. Everything I will
need for life will be sourced directly from my own patch of
land."

"Do you think you will be alright doing
that?"

"Yes. Yes, I think so. So long as my forages
don't take for ages! I jest. How about you? What are you going to
do next?"

"I want to find my mother and be reunited with
her."

"Any chance of it, you think?"

"Sure. I've been quite a nice character. I
reckon the author will see to it that I get my happy ending. I
won't hold too much hope for you though. I know you shouldn't live
your life thinking that, at the end, you will be justly rewarded or
punished for your actions. But I think you can, if you are living
in the land of make-believe. As we are.

Yes, of course, we all know that goodness is
self-rewarding. It's potty to think that good deeds are rewarded
and bad deeds are punished in the afterlife. Most actions are
self-rewarding or self-punishing, right there and then. Try it, why
not. Help somebody out and feel the warm feeling of a life
well-lived. Or steal St. Tomid's sleeping bag and spend the rest of
your life slowly being consumed by your own guilt, Martin."

"Quit your philosophical yibber-yabber already.
Just live, vhy von't you? Just live your life and stop preaching
about vhat you believe. You don't need to justify yourself to me. I
love you no matter vhat," spoke a middle-aged lady who was crabbing
within earshot. The pirates ignored the deranged ol' so-and-so.
Mike put down his Mister Quackers and walked up to her. Behind her
turned back he feigned to push her into the water. The others paid
lip-service to him, by courteously smiling, applauding and sharing
medium-altitude fives and tens with each other. But they didn't
really think he was funny.

"Go away," snapped Mike. "Stop bothering
us."

"It's me," she continued.

"I can see it's you, you old biddy. You're so
boring, you're boring a hole in my soul."

"No, Mike. It's really me. Your mother."

"Mumsy! Wait a second. How do you know I'm
Mike?"

"This is true parenting. Do you think this sort
of thing happens every day? Besides, my beloved bastard boy-child,
you are ugly as sin. You've the sort of face only a mother could
love."

Mike and Mumsy left the story at this point.

"Well, that just leaves three of us," said
Siameyes to Tabkey and Tucker. "How are you guys gonna finish up
here?"

A young lady entered the scene, stage left.

"Twin-sister!" cried Siameyes.

"I have a message for Tabkey. Tabkey, since you
had stabilisers installed [again, presumably during the
forbidden chapter], you have been voted World's Most Stable
Walker. You have duly been elected to be the first Earthican to
walk on the surface of Mars."

"That is good news," said Tabkey as he hurried
away, stage right.

"I feel all melancholy now."

"Why's that, Tucker? Is it that 'end of an era'
feeling because our story is ending and everyone is going their
separate ways? Don't worry too much. These things get easier."

"Have you ever had two at once?"

"What are you even talking about!"

"It's not just our story that is ending. I've
nearly finished writing a novel that has taken what feels like all
of my life. I've been looking forward to finishing it, but now that
I nearly have I feel sad. It has been the centre of my life for so
long that I now depend on it to give my life purpose. What will I
do next?"

"You've been writing a novel? I didn't know
that." [He did.]

"It was a secret. It had to be. Nobody knew."
[They all did.]

"Why is that, do you think?"

"If I had told anyone when I began writing, it
would have heaped extra pressure on me. I don't believe I could
deal with people constantly asking me how my book is doing. All of
whom would probably expect me to give up after a few pages, then
mock me everafter. Nah, the only way I was gonna get it done was to
do it in total secrecy."

"So what's it about? What's the plot?"

"That's half the problem. I'm no storyteller. I
just wrote what I liked, when I liked. It never mattered much to me
whether the story was being progressed or not. "

"Have you lost the plot?"

"Lol! No, I haven't lost the plot. I never had
one to begin with. The other half of the problem is my rubbish
characters."

"They can't be that bad."

"They could be a lot better. I should have
decided upon their back-stories at the beginning, because now I am
finding mass-gert (massive-great) continuity errors all over the
place. Also, too often I found myself writing dialogue which could
have involved any of them. Currently, I'm writing an increasingly
long scene between the young hero and a near-cycloptic ex-stalker.
It's plainly ridiculous because they have very little in
common."

"That's too bad, Tucker. Is there anything in
your book that you think makes it worth publishing? How many
publishers do you have clamouring for your signature?"

"I'm not arrogant enough to think a professional
publisher will take a chance on me. They'd all take one look at my
book and instantly dismiss it on the grounds that I'm just another
Douglas Adams wannabe (and not a very good one at that). No
publisher is going to want to publish a book written by an unknown
author who rejects copyright. Besides, only already-famous
first-time novelists get published these days. Even the best books
are worth nothing if they don't have a famous name on the front
cover. 'Celebrity' sells. What's in a name? A lot. A heck of a lot.
The name on the front cover is often more important than all the
words inside the book together. And you'll notice how lazy the
already-published novelists get with their future books. Some
people express surprise when they discover how good a novelist's
first book was, because they assume that writers get better with
experience. That may be true, but it's also true that novelists
have to work much, much harder on their first books, in order to
get them published. Also, be very wary of the prolific writers.
They can't have much pride in their work, since they value quantity
over quality. It's much more profitable to write lots of bad books,
than a few great books. I shall only ever write the one book, but I
will spend my whole life trying to make it better.

Instead of going through the usual practice of
sending my manuscript to different publishers and suffering
rejection after rejection, I'm going to upload it to the internet
and wait. I am hoping that one day, somebody will find my website,
read my book, enjoy it and then tell their friends. Going forward,
I will begin self-publishing actual books after I have received a
significant amount of positive feedback. I've got it all planned
out. Don't you worry about me."

"I think I will worry. I think you'll be waiting
for forever for a significant number of strangers to find, read,
enjoy and then say nice things about your book. A book which might
not be any good. You yourself don't even have anything good to say
about the story or characters. Why should anybody else want to tell
their friends about it?"

"Although it has a paltry plot and weak
characters, I think there are some strokes of genius in there. It's
at least half-funny, some of the time. There are several
philosophical, religious or political rants here and there. I hope
I won't offend anyone and I never intended to be controversial for
controversy's sake. But if I can't have my own beliefs then this
world is a terrible place to be. Besides, it is nonsensical to be
afraid of information which you are certain is false. There is only
one thing a person should be afraid of. That's the truth.

If I'm wrong in my beliefs, then it should be
obvious. So nobody will be too offended by those things, and
hopefully somebody will have the courage to further my education.
If my rants have some substance to them, then at least they will
instigate some discussions. If, by some wild fluke, there is
anything great in my book, which changes one person's world for the
better, then I will be one very happy chap. For a while
anyway."

"Can I have a copy?"

"Yes, please. But I'd prefer it if you read it
online first and gave me some feedback for it. Also, you'll then
know whether or not you actually want a copy. And if you like it
very, very much, perhaps you will throw a few coppers my way."

"Are you going to keep a copy for yourself?"

"Why would I want to do a silly thing like that?
I can't read my book without nit-picking almost every sentence
[including this one]. I'll probably only ever be able to
enjoy reading it on my computer where I can make my edits."

"I meant; in case it's worth something one
day."

"It won't be worth as much as the future
editions."

"I think it will. Earlier editions are usually
worth much more than later editions."

"That's crazy-talk. The latest edition will
always be the best edition. Thus, it will be worth more."

"It doesn't work like that. As with antiques,
people add value to objects if they are historical or in limited
supply. It doesn't make any sense, but that's the way of
things."

"How bizarre? It's true what they say. The world
isn't flat. It's completely bent!"

"The rarer something is, Tucker, the more
valuable each individual item becomes. The exception to this is
vases."

"Oh yes, I've heard of that. Why are pairs of
vases usually worth considerably more than double the worth of one
of those vases when sold on its own?"

"It's because making one vase is enough of a
challenge. But the potter's skill involves being able to create an
identical second vase."

"Ah! That makes sense. I like that explanation.
It's probably true, but I will have to ask somebody else to back it
up. I hope you won't be too offended if I do that. It's not that I
don't trust you. Yes, your explanation is good. But, if I can find
a second person to repeat exactly what you said, then I'll have a
very exciting moment. Something to look forward to."

"Will you be taking on all the roles of book
production when you do that self-publishing malarkey?"

"Most. Mainly because I want to be involved with
as many of the stages as possible. The only one I can't do is the
printing. I'm happy to pay a professional printer to do that for
me. Hey, I forgot to tell you that it's going to win me the Nobel
prize for literature."

"That's a bit presumptuous of you, don't you
think?"

"Nah, it's a fucking nice piece of
shit(erature). I'm a sure thing. Maybe it'll win me the peace prize
too, and one or two of the others."

"I had no idea you harboured such a high opinion
of yourself and your writing ability. Do you really believe you are
good enough?"

"I have to. If I didn't think I was capable of
winning awards with my words, then I wouldn't have even begun
writing them in the first instance. Good is not good enough. I am
the best."

"There is something we call 'modesty'. I think
now would be a good time."

"I am so modest. Listen, most novelists endure a
torrid time with their début novels, and the thing that keeps them
going is their unshakeable self-belief. You've got to believe you
are the best at what you do, otherwise you'll give up at the first
sign of trouble. Anybody can persevere with something when things
are going well. I just hope my self-belief won't manifest itself
into sheer arrogance when my due success proves that my
perseverance was justified."

"Tell me, how is your girlfriend? I can't
imagine it's much fun being the partner of an unpublished
writer."

"She dumped me."

"Ah, that's a pity. Are you upset about it?
Sorry, that was a stupid question. Of course you are. Gotta think
of a better question, quickly. Come on, Siameyes, you can do it.
Here's one. Are you hoping she will take you back?"

"Am I hoping? Nah, I can't risk going through
all that again, least of all with her. Before I get involved with
anybody again, I first have to work out where I went wrong with my
ex. And, under no circumstances, can I give her an opportunity to
destroy me twice. So, no, I'm not hoping. But she is hopping.
Hopping mad I tell you! She'll never take me back. She simply
doesn't want to be happy."

"That's hweird with a capital 'h'. She doesn't
want to be happy? Do you really believe that?"

"Well, no, not really. I was an horrendous
boyfriend to her. I kept her waiting so long while I was away
finishing my book. I wanted to give her the world, but I could only
do so by finishing my novel and becoming super-famous from it. I
took too long."

"You snooze, you lose, you loser, who
snoozed."

"Losing her as the love of my life was bad
enough, and it is taking me far too long to get over her. But worst
of all, I'm mortified about losing her as a friend. I can still
remember how wonderful and supportive she used to be, and it kills
me to remember how quickly her friendship deteriorated. She just
won't talk to me at all anymore. And she won't tell me why she
won't talk to me. That's all the thanks I got for trying to give
her the world."

"Bummer."

"She won't respond to any stimulus."

"That's usually a very bad sign, Tucker."

"She used to be an angel."

"So did Satan."

"I should consider myself fortunate, but I
don't."

"Pardon?"

"I actually wanted to break up with her
sometimes, but I couldn't do it because I didn't want to hurt her
feelings. I was happier to endure a miserable life everafter with
her, than do that. The brilliant solution, of course, was to make
her dump me."

"She sure was one lucky girl to have met
you!"

"Logically, I was still in love with her."

"Logically in love! Logic isn't all it's cracked
up to be, dude."

"Most of the time I was happy enough."

"You're pathetic."

"I know you are, but what am I?" said the
teenager.

"Why else do you think girls invariably go for
bad boys? It's because a bad boy will dump his girlfriend when he's
had enough. But if he doesn't dump, it means he still wants her.
All a girl wants is to be wanted. He could be ugly, poor, old,
stupid and whiffy. Nothing else matters as long as she is his
princess, and he reminds her of it very regularly."

"I'm learning so much. I wish I was with pen and
paper so I could write all this down. I thought I was much more
intelligent than you. I fear I have under-estimated you."

"You might be very intelligent, but you've got
no common sense. You have the IQ of a 30 year old, but the
love-life experience of a 13 year old."

"That's fine, because I am a 13 year old. It
would be a tragic tragedy if I was a 30 year old with the love-life
experience of a 13 year old."

"Yeah, that would be sad. But for you, the
saddest thing is; your girlfriend knew you weren't completely happy
with her."

"How do you know that?"

"Do you deny it?"

"No, but still… spooky."

"Trust me. Girls know when they aren't wanted.
She was hoping you would grow the balls to dump her, but you
didn't. She loves you more than you think."

"And I wish she would grow some balls and tell
me why she won't talk to me! She can't hurt my feelings any more
than she already has. Okay, so we weren't perfectly matched after
all. That's fine, I've already dealt with that. I just wish I knew
why I can't move on. I simply must find out why we can't be
friends. I'm very angry with her for that because she could tell me
the solution. It wouldn't cost her anything."

"C'mon, Tucker. You can work this one out on
your own. You don't want to be sitting here this time next year
still thinking about her, wondering what went wrong, while she's
several boyfriends further along in life. She'll still be the love
of your life, but to her you'll be nothing but a dim and distant
memory."

"Maybe she doesn't want me to move on. Maybe she
is keeping me in limbo, in case she changes her mind about us at a
later date. If things go wrong for her, or if my book achieves the
success I think it will, she can then take me back. What irritates
me is how quickly she moved on, acquiring a new boyfriend within
twenty three days. It took me more than twenty three days to become
her boyfriend, so you do the maths."

"Please don't hate her for that. The only cure
for a broken heart is to start a new relationship as soon as
possible. You gotta fill your head with new relationship problems,
rather than worrying about old unsolvable ones. Likewise, you need
a new girlfriend, pronto."

Tucker suddenly acted on this good advice. He
took the packet of romancing sherbets out of his holdall and
addressed his next words to Siameyes' sister.

"Good pals."

"Er… okay. Good pals we will be, why not? I'm
Seyemais." [Oh my goodness! I am the flukiest fucker in the
world. I had no idea that Siameyes backwards would produce a word
which sounds almost the same. Brilliant. I tell you, this book just
keeps on writing itself.]

"Kiss me."

"Oh, I don't know about that. I only have eyes
for Si."

"Cuddle me."

"I suppose there would be no harm in that, good
pal of mine."

They cuddled, and Siameyes was not jealous of
it.

"Looking good."

"You're not too shoddy, yourself, y'know?
Tucker, is it?"

"For ever."

"Don't you ever doubt it, young man. It's a good
name. I'd say it's a keeper."

"I love you."

"Oh my. Thankyou, Tucker. I like you, but I
don't love you. I think we should just be good pals. Sorry."

"Bye bye."

"Goodbye, Tucker. It was lovely talking to you
today. I wish you good luck and skills for all your future
endeavours."

Seyemais then kissed Tucker goodbye, before
walking back to her carriage."

"Were you just hitting on my sister?" asked
Siameyes.

"I certainly was! You told me to get back on the
horse."

"What exactly are you implying? My sister is not
a horse, and she certainly isn't your horse."

"It was simply an analogy. You told me I need to
get a new girlfriend as soon as possible. I need to move forwards,
not look backwards."

"I hate it when people use analogies to back up
their arguments. That one didn't even work, because you're not
supposed to get back on the same horse. As for my sister. She is
out of bounds to you. She has been betrothed to me since before we
were born."

"I know and I'm sorry. Besides, she's not really
my type. But I didn't realise that until after she rejected
me."

"Not your type! What do you mean she's not your
type? She's gorgeous."

"Okay, yes she is. Sure. But right now I could
do with a German, a Swede or a Ukrainian."

"A German?!"

"Yeah, I love German girls. Their accent always
makes them sound a little bit angry, even when they are happy."

"And that's a good thing?"

"Fo' sho'. It's sexy."

"Each to his own."

"If and when I do acquire a new female, how can
I be sure to prevent the same thing happening again? I can't go
through another breakup like the last one. My ex-girlfriend went
from being my best friend to nothing at all, in no time at all. All
I did was show her my novel."

"There, there," said Siameyes in a comforting
way, unable to answer the question.

"Where, where?" asked Tucker, looking around.
They both smiled half-smiles. "Truth be told, I'm beginning to
panic now. What if I never fall in love again?"

"Good grief! You're only 13 years old. I
appreciate that it is the oldest you have ever been, but you've
still got so much time in which to find Miss Right."

"Do you know any good dating agencies? I've had
to change my relationship status on Facebook to salad."

"Salad?"

"Single and lonely and desperate."

"Now, you listen to me. True love will
serendipitously find you the very instant that you stop looking for
it."

"Is that a fact?"

"That's a fact that you can put in your pocket,
to keep for all time."

"Thanks, Siameyes. I'm beginning to regret not
having spoken very much with you before now. You've said some
interesting things which challenge the prejudiced view I had of
you."

"You're very welcome, Tucker. Are you going to
ask me about my future plans, now?"

"Nope. I'm only interested in sorting out my own
problems, and I only talk to other people if I think they can help
me. Hey! Maybe that's why my ex-girlfriend doesn't want to be my
friend anymore. I should've shown more interest in her."

Siameyes touched his nose, then pointed at
Tucker with the same finger, to indicate that the lad had made an
important breakthrough.

"But that still doesn't explain why she won't
talk to me. She possesses the antidote to my unfathomable
firmament, but I think she prefers that I suffer for not being a
better boyfriend."

"Or maybe she thinks you will benefit from
working out the answer yourself?"

"There's a curious possibility. Could she be
selflessly helping me grow, at the risk of spending the intervening
time being hated by me?"

"Nice weather we're having," observed
Siameyes.

"Do not bring pleasantries into my conversation!
I don't do pointless chatter."

"Your conversation? Well, if you're not going to
show any interest in me, or even talk about weather, then I think
we should draw your conversation to a close. Off you go, now."

"Off I go!"

 

The end is nigh.

After dropping Pobberkins off in Portugal,
Shobaloba sailed southwards. Don't worry, the parrots navigated.
They found Venezuela and sailed Apple Bumble up the Orinoco. They
took a slight detour at Ciudad Guayana to go off and have a look at
Angel Falls, where Shobaloba decided against testing the ruddy gert
spoiler. Instead, they returned to the Orinoco and sailed to its
source, near enough to Amazonia, and dropped anchor on top of the
mountain. The local village revered Shobaloba as a demigoddess for
having catchered very many of the meddling manatees while
manoeuvring a ship so far upstream. But none of the local girls
ever wanted to go back to Shobaloba's forecastle in the air. She
tried hitting them really, really hard. One girl endured a
succession of almighty blows to the temple from the captain's
almighty fist. But she just wasn't interested.

 

Tabkey, having decided to settle on Mars, spent
the rest of his life as the most successful landowner since Adam.
Nobody challenged his claim of ownership, simply because it wasn't
worth a copper to anybody not living there. Other Earthicans came
and went, for sure, but only for the purposes of research. Tabkey
couldn't stop them walking all over his ares so he pretended to
allow it, although it did make him more than a little cross.
Speaking of cross, by far his greatest accomplishment was what he
built on Mars. They told him it couldn't be done, and even if it
could, Tabkey was the last person in the world capable of doing it.
But their discouraging words only spurred him on all the more, and
funnily enough, on Mars Tabkey was the only person in the world.
And would you believe it, he only went and built his tiny chapel on
top of the tallest mountain in the solar system; Olympus Mons.
Fancy that!

 

Mike did not return our calls. It can only be
assumed that he spent the rest of his days assassinating feral
cats. Feral cats being easily distinguished from their domestic
cousins, through the want of a bell. He also got some work
assassinating pet cats which ventured into gardens where they
weren't welcome. If you think that it is terrible to kill domestic
cats who venture into the wrong gardens, then can I ask you how you
would feel if you saw a rat in your garden? You'd probably do
something about it, suchas setting up a trap or hiring a pest
controller to get rid of it for you. There are plenty of people who
feel the same way about cats. Some of us would even prefer to see a
rat than a cat, because they won't attack the pond-fish, are less
of a threat to bird life and their flower bed turds are far less
punishing. I'm not telling you to not have a cat, but if you can't
keep your pet away from places where it isn't welcome, then be
prepared to lose it if you live near Mike. Most dog owners can do
that much. Why can't you?

 

Pobberkins plods on. He did return our calls and
by all accounts it sounds like he is having the time of his life
learning about different cultures. He was welcomed into Jerusalem,
and was delighted to discover that The Chosen Race, by-and-large,
are lovely people let down by a tiny minority of fanatical
self-pitiers. Pobberkins was most surprised to find himself pitying
them for their bizarre rules, but he conceded that they were, at
least, relatively happy. He thought his son would be proud of him
for that. He also achieved hero status while he was there, as he
was able to operate locks and light switches during their
Sabbaths.

 

Siameyes and his sister successfully created
fully cycloptic offspring, much to the delight of their whole
dynasty. After this he was invited onto that television game-show,
in which he tried really hard to randomly select the correct boxes.
A lot of kissing and clapping took place, and everybody kept
reminding Siameyes of how he 'deserved' to win big money. The host
read out his check-list of clichés, describing how unique and
fascinating this particular game was. In return for no work,
Siameyes was offered more money than he knew what to do with. But
he refused it, preferring to gamble all the way down until he
eventually won one penny. I cried a river. A river of
laughter-tears, that is. You should've seen the look on his face.
Absolutely priceless. You could say he had no (i)dea(l). He
should've tried his Tomideal thing.

 

After spending far too long failing to work out
why his ex-girlfriend won't talk to him, Tucker moved on. He met a
beautiful foreign butterfly enthusiast, sired seven little Tuckers
by her, built a glastle (glass castle) and lived happily ever
after. Sure enough, his book (about a young hero who wins the Nobel
prize for literature, for writing a book about a young hero who
wins the Nobel prize for literature, et cetera) won him the Nobel
prize for literature. He had some trouble finishing it, but after
blithering on about something in particular, he decided simply to
write 'the end'.
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