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Blotto Alone


Blotto without Twinks was rather like a referee’s whistle without a pea in it. Though he had everything the younger son of a Duke could wish for at his home, Tawcester Towers – hunting on his magnificent charger Mephistopheles, trips out in his Lagonda to knock vicars off bicycles in the narrow lanes of Tawcestershire – he still missed his sister.


From childhood, except when Blotto was away at Eton, the siblings had rarely been apart for any length of time. Their solidarity had been useful in dealing with the idiocies of Loofah, their older brother and current Duke of Tawcester. More importantly, a united front had helped them stand up against the ferocious will of their mother, the Dowager Duchess, to whom the most forbidding North Face of any mountain in the world would lose out in the Implacability Stakes.


A rueful Blotto remembered in precise detail when his sister had first broached the subject of their forthcoming separation. After a successful day in the hunting field, which had destroyed many yards of the local farmers’ fences and caused a serious diminution in the Tawcester-shire fox population, Blotto was drinking cocoa in the white lace and silk fluffiness of Twinks’s boudoir when she made her announcement.


‘Blotto me old carriage crankshaft, you know I have recently rather pitched the crud into the custard so far as the Mater’s concerned … ?’


‘No,’ he said. Except in matters concerning cricket or hunting, Blotto could be unobservant about what was going on around him. He was blithely unaware of atmospheres between people. He certainly hadn’t noticed that the ‘froideur’ between his sister and mother was any ‘froider’ than usual.


‘Well, not to fiddle round the fir trees, brother of mine, the Mater was very keen to get me to twiddle the old marital reef-knot with the Earl of Minchinhampton …’


‘Who?’


‘Niffy Nottsborough.’


‘Ah. On the same page now.’ The nickname clarified things. Blotto had actually been at Eton with the aforementioned Niffy Nottsborough.


‘The Mater was particularly on the mustard because the Earl of Minchinhampton is the son of the Duke of Thetford and, when the old gargoyle takes a one-way ticket to the Pearlies, Niffy will inherit the title.’


‘Will he, by Denzil!’


‘Of course he will, Blotters. As you’ve known since you were in nursery-naps, that’s how primogeniture works.’


‘Tickey-tockey,’ said Blotto with some uncertainty. He never felt entirely comfortable around long words, and he knew that those with ‘genit’ in them could be rather rude.


‘Anyway, the Mater’s gone into a right stick-in-a-wasp’s-nest about my refusing to ding the church bells with Niffy.’


‘Toad-in-the-hole!’ said Blotto. But he wasn’t really surprised. The Dowager Duchess’s reactions to having her will thwarted made the eruption of Krakatoa look like a minor movement in a molehill. ‘So, if I may pose the questionette, sister of mine … why did you turn the poor pineapple down?’


‘Niffy? I turned him down because he has the looks of a frog keen to return to tadpole status … because the material between his ears is pure unadulterated kapok … because his conversation rarely aspires to the level of the averagely gifted two-year-old … and, worst of all, because he once had the brazen gall to say to me “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about that” …’


‘All black marks in the copybook, Twinks, I can see that.’


‘And also,’ she concluded witheringly, ‘when a boddo gets the nickname “Niffy”, it’s usually for a reason.’


‘You’re bong on the nose there. At Eton his study was known as “The Pong Room at Lord’s”. And in chapel, Niffy always had to sit in his own pew.’


‘Anyway, Blotters, to escape the phosphorescent fury of the Mater’s wrath, I was thinking of pongling away from Tawcester Towers for a breakette.’


‘Visiting one of your debby chumbos in the Metrop, eh?’


‘No, Blotters, further afield than that.’


‘Then where, in the name of strawberries?’ asked Blotto, for whom stirring anywhere off the Tawcester Towers estate was an act of impetuous folly.


‘Mexico,’ came the cool reply.


‘Mexico! But that’s … that’s …’ Geography not being one of his strengths, he concluded lamely, ‘… a long way away. And it’s abroad! Why would anyone with half a braincell want to go abroad?’


‘To escape the wrath of the Mater?’


‘Ah, yes. You’ve pinged a partridge there. But surely that’s not the whole clangdumble?’


So, Twinks had explained in more detail the reason for her travels. One of the few people she knew at her own intellectual level was a certain Professor Erasmus Holofernes. He lived and worked at the all-male postgraduate Oxford college, St Raphael’s. And one of his fellow academics, Professor Hector Troon-Wheatley, an expert on the civilisation of the Aztecs, had recently gone out to Mexico to examine an exciting new archaeological find there, in a site called the Attatotalloss Caves. Twinks, who had had a lifelong fascination with all things Aztec and who knew as much on the subject as most experts, would be the perfect assistant for Troon-Wheatley on the trip.


Another attraction for her was the opportunity to visit a friend, Begonia Guiteras, whom Twinks had met while the Mexican was doing the London season as a means of learning English. The two beautiful and independent young women had hit it off. They longed to spend more time together. And, serendipitously, it turned out that Begonia lived in the province of Jalapeno, virtually on the doorstep of the Aztec dig.


Her father, General Henriquez Guiteras, had extensive estates in the area and was deeply involved in local politics. Staying with the family, Twinks would be able to mix her archaeological business with the pleasure of Begonia’s company.


It was the perfect way of escaping the fulminating recriminations of the Dowager Duchess. Twinks was ecstatic about the prospect.


Blotto less so.


A surprising effect of his loneliness was that, in his sister’s absence, Blotto spent more time in London. Though the Tawcester Towers estates contained everything he could ever wish for in terms of activities, it wasn’t so well stocked for company. He rarely saw his brother or mother. Loofah lived in a separate wing, corralled by his wife Sloggo and miscellaneous daughters. And avoiding the Dowager Duchess in her domain of the Blue Morning Room was, for Blotto, a daily preoccupation.


His only kindred spirit on the premises was the chauffeur Corky Froggett, but he found that even the pleasures of discussing the Lagonda’s fine engineering were finite.


At least in London, a bereft Blotto could spend time at his club, The Grenadier (known to all its members as ‘The Gren’). There, in the company of various old muffin-toasters from Eton, he could get mournfully wobbulated.


So low was his general mood that sometimes he didn’t drive the Lagonda to London himself but let Corky Froggett do it. The barometer of Blotto’s feelings had moved that far from its default setting of ‘Sunny’. He had even been heard on occasion to utter that expression bordering on despair, ‘Broken biscuits!’


He was in The Gren late one morning, working his way morosely down a bottle of the Club Claret when he was greeted by a hearty, ‘Blotto, me old soup-strainer! How’re your doodles dangling?’


The speaker turned out to be Willy ‘Ruffo’ Walberswick, a fellow Old Etonian, who had subsequently rather downgraded himself from the aristocracy by becoming a journalist.


Having assured the new arrival (possibly inaccurately) that his doodles were dangling in parade-ground order, Blotto offered Ruffo a drink.


‘You’re a gent, me old duffel coat. I’ll have a brandy and s – light on the s, though. Need a good few bracers over the next twenty-four hours before I pongle down to Southampton. Boat to catch tomorrow night. Off to the latest international incident.’


‘So, Ruffo, to dot the tees and cross the eyes, what do you mean by an “international incident”?’


‘I mean the next powder keg on a very short fuse, set shortly to spoffing well detonate with an impact that’ll coffinate thousands.’


‘Oh, and where is this particular powder keg when it’s got its spats on?’ asked Blotto without much interest. International incidents were low on his scale of priorities, only marginally above ladies’ fashions and royal romance. Assassinations and revolutions would never attain the allure of hunting or cricket.


But he became more concerned when Ruffo replied, ‘Mexico.’


‘Mexico? What’s put lumps in the custard there?’


‘Could be another revolution,’ said Ruffo. ‘Boss of one of the provinces has declared it an independent republic, with himself as its tin-pot dictator!’


‘Which province?’ asked Blotto, though he only knew the name of one.


And sure enough, that was the answer Ruffo gave: ‘Jalapeno.’


‘So, what’s the name of this tin-pot dictator?’


He kind of knew what the answer would be.


‘General Henriquez Guiteras,’ Ruffo announced.


‘Of course, I will do whatever it is Your Lordship requires of me,’ said Corky Froggett. ‘And if the duty necessitated my laying down my life in your defence, I would regard that as a generous bonus.’


‘Toad-in-the-hole, Corky! You always were a Grade A foundation stone!’


‘Thank you, milord,’ said the humbly gratified chauffeur. ‘You said the excursion would involve “abroad”. If I may ask … which country where the natives have grown up without the advantage of being British are we due to visit this time?’


‘Mexico,’ the young master replied. Now that he knew his sister was staying in a country that was the next ‘powder keg on a very short fuse, set shortly to spoffing well detonate with an impact that’ll coffinate thousands’, he thought he should pongle off and check on the well-being of the young shrimplet.


Corky Froggett was unfazed by the news of their destination. ‘And do you know much about that country, milord?’


‘A boddo like me doesn’t need to know much about a country, Corky. Foreign countries are all as alike as two peas in a whistle. They’re “abroad” and that’s all there is to it. The only thing you need to know about an abroad country is whether they play cricket or not.’


‘And do the Mexicans play cricket, milord?’


‘I haven’t got a tinker’s inkling, Corky. But I do know that a lot of the African countries are a bit slow off the chocks when it comes to cricket.’


‘Erm … milord.’ The chauffeur negotiated his passage carefully. ‘I don’t believe Mexico is in Africa.’


‘Rats in a sandwich! Where have they put the fumacious place then? Asia?’


‘I believe the country is in the south of America, milord.’


‘Is it? Dashed peculiar the places people put things. And you don’t know whether the boddoes there play cricket or not?’


‘I would think the chances are rather against it, milord.’


‘Never mind. I’ll teach them. Make sure my bat’s packed in the back of the Lag.’


‘Oh? We’ll be taking the Lagonda with us, will we, milord?’


‘Is the King German? Of course we will, Corky. So, get the old bird up to her sprucely best.’


‘The Lagonda is always in perfect condition, milord.’ The chauffeur would have been angry, had anyone other than the young master made the insinuation. ‘Engine tuned as finely as a Stradivarius.’


Neither Corky nor Blotto knew what a Stradivarius was (though Blotto thought it might be a motorcycle), but they had both heard the expression used and taken a fancy to it.


‘And may I ask, milord,’ the chauffeur continued, ‘when we will be setting off on this expedition?’


‘This afternoon,’ the young master replied. ‘Catching a boat that leaves Southampton at ten pip emma. Why, Corky, is that putting too much skiddle under your skink?’


‘Of course not, milord. I am always ready for any service Your Lordship may require of me.’


‘Good ticket, Corky.’ Blotto moved away from the garage. ‘I’ll get my man to trundle some trews into a trunk and we’ll be off in … what, half an hour?’


‘Perfect, milord.’


‘So, we’d better both tick off our to-dos.’


‘Very good, milord.’


Apart from packing, the chauffeur’s main ‘to-do’ was breaking to one of the under-housemaids, for whom he had developed a

tendresse, the news that he was about to leave for an unspecified length of time on a dangerous, and possibly fatal, mission to Mexico.


Blotto’s ‘to-do’ involved imparting the same information, first to his hunter Mephistopheles, who was always very understanding about his master’s excursions. And next to his mother, whose reactions to such news were less predictable.


‘Why, Blotto,’ the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester’s voice rumbled, ‘do you tell me this in a manner which suggests it might be of interest to me?’


‘Well, Mater, I just thought I shouldn’t pongle off to Mexico without sending you a semaphore on the subj.’


‘Blotto, do you think that your presence or absence at Tawcester Towers in any way affects my daily life?’


‘Well, maybe just a widge.’


‘Not even the smallest shaving of a widge fallen from a widge-maker’s bench, Blotto.’


‘Ah. Right. Well. If that’s the way the carpet’s unrolling, then … hoopee-doopee!’


‘You should have got it into your thick skull by now, Blotto, that you have never been of any interest to me, and you never will be of any interest to me, unless your elder brother Loofah gets a one-way ticket to the family vault …’


‘Bong on the nose, Mater.’


‘… in which case we would face the unappetising prospect of having you installed as Duke of Tawcester.’


‘Tickey-tockey!’


‘The one thing I should remind you of, Blotto, on your foreign travels …’


‘Yes, Mater?’


‘… as ever, if you see an opportunity to bring money back with you, or to make money in any way, take it. The Tawcester Towers plumbing is, as always, in serious need of repair.’


‘Yes, Mater. Any way of making money?’


‘Isn’t that what I just said, Blotto?’ the Dowager Duchess thundered. ‘Oh, and if making money involves marrying a foreign heiress, that’s splendid. With the usual proviso … that you stay married to her out wherever you find her. Don’t think of bringing anyone like that back here.’


‘Very good, Mater.’


‘Now, Blotto, leave the Blue Morning Room! One of the advantages of living in a home as generously proportioned as Tawcester Towers is that whole months can go by without our paths crossing. My day is never improved by the sight of you in it.’


In common with the rest of her class, the Dowager Duchess did not believe in showing too much softness in the upbringing of children.
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Crossing the Pond


Neither Blotto nor Corky regarded travel as pleasurable in its own right. It was a means of reaching a destination. And, though there might be splendid sights to be seen on the way, nothing could shake their conviction that better views were available back in the Land of Golden Lions. Particularly, back at Tawcester Towers.


What travelling they did do, they liked to do as much as possible under their own steam. Sadly, the Lagonda could not supply the right kind of steam for a crossing of the Atlantic, so for that they had to rely on an ocean liner. But they spent the minimum time they could on shipboard. Never even considering a sea voyage down to Veracruz or another Mexican port, their plan involved crossing from Portsmouth to New York and driving themselves from there to their destination.


Before they left, in consultation with Blotto, Corky had loaded the Lagonda’s luggage compartment with items that might be necessary on their journey. Spades to dig them out of sand, pickaxes to remove rubble from the roads, chains in case of snow (unlikely on a trip from New York to Mexico, but it was best to cover every eventuality). Blotto didn’t tell Corky to pack any guns or other weapons. He was confident his cricket bat would provide adequate protection.


Corky Froggett kept reminding the young master that Americans drove on the wrong side of the road … though that didn’t affect Blotto too much, as his favourite route for driving the Lagonda was straight down the middle.


So, though their car journey took them through wide varieties of countryside and passed many sights of great interest, they didn’t notice any of them.


The sea crossing, incidentally, had been uneventful. The predictable things happened. Blotto was chased round the ship by a bevy of delectable young women, in whom he had no interest at all, but who had a lot of interest in him. And Corky very quickly struck up a close friendship with one of the waitresses in the First-Class Dining Room. She had the key to a linen room near the ship’s engines, to whose thrummings the pair added vibrations of their own.


Blotto spent a lot of time drinking in the First-Class Lounge with Willy ‘Ruffo’ Walberswick. They found the ship’s cellar boasted a Bordeaux almost as acceptable as The Gren’s Club Claret. This they consumed copiously and, between bottles, topped themselves up with a passable Hennessy Cognac.


Meanwhile, as old muffin-toasters from Eton will, they talked about schoolday scrapes, cricket and hunting. They even, after one particularly bibulous day, when they were both thoroughly wobbulated, talked about danger.


‘For me,’ said Ruffo, ‘it’s like a jab in the giblets with a jumping cracker. I’ve never been one for sniffing the squiffy powders, but my need for danger makes me the worst kind of dope fiend. It’s the only time I feel all my cylinders are firing to the same fizz. So, I always have to search danger out. Don’t you?’


Blotto thought for a moment, then said, ‘No. I’m one of those boddoes who doesn’t need to search out danger. It seems to search me out. I mean, if there were six poor thimbles sitting round a bowl of cherries, I’d be the one who pulled out the viper.’


Ruffo looked confused. ‘Is there likely to be a viper in a bowl of cherries?’


‘Very unlikely. That’s what I’m dabbing the digit on. Danger clings on to me like the smell around a wet Labrador. In any bowl of cherries I was sampling, there would be a viper.’


‘Ah. I read your semaphore, me old kipper. So, without fiddling round the fir trees, you’re saying that danger seems to search you out?’


‘That’s what I did say, you pillow-eared poltroon.’


‘So you did. Are you also saying that you don’t like danger, that you find it a bit of a candle-snuffer?’


‘No, no! I’m saying I love danger like a pike loves troutlings. But I don’t have to truffle it out. It truffles me out.’


‘Ah, right, Blotto. That straightens the corkscrew.’ Ruffo waved his arm extravagantly. ‘Waiter, could you bring us another bottle of the Hennessy?’


The two old Etonians didn’t show much interest in who else was on the ship, though some of the other passengers seemed to be particularly interested in them.


Blotto always attracted attention. Given the kind of clean-cut, patrician looks which make Greek gods look a bit on the shoddy side, he exercised a magnetic attraction for young women – and older women, come to that. His desirability was only increased by the fact that he had no idea of the effect he was having. Any compliment on his looks would be met by an embarrassed blush and a mumbled response of ‘Don’t talk such toffee!’ Boddoes who’d been to English public school and played cricket tended to avoid the mushy stuff. For Blotto, the idea of woman actually finding men attractive was mildly distasteful.


Willy ‘Ruffo’ Walberswick, whose looks were on the grittier side of classic beauty, did not attract the same level of attention. But, given the dearth of even mildly presentable young men on the transatlantic liner, he did not go unnoticed. However, the young women attracted to him were in for a disappointment. Like most journalists, Ruffo only enjoyed encounters with women in moments of extreme jeopardy. The ideal situation in which he might turn amorous was the night before infiltrating the den of a homicidal drug-dealing gang. Nothing got him more excited about a woman than the knowledge that he would never see her again. The prospect of a relationship with any element of futurity scared him to death.


Among the doe-eyed and cow-eyed young women on the ship – and a few who contrived to be doe-eyed and cow-eyed at the same time – there was one who had a lot more about her. Eschewing mammalian comparisons, her eyes had more in common with those of the eagle or hawk … that is to say, if an eagle or a hawk’s eyes were as brown as coffee beans and prone to peering seductively from beneath heavy, sultry lashes. Anyway, the focus those eyes turned on Blotto contained more than mere admiration for his good looks.


The name of this paragon was Isadora del Plato. Famous in her native Spain as a flamenco dancer, her international travels to perform supplied an effective smokescreen for her more private activities. She came into her own when passions were at their steamiest and politics were at their seamiest. She had been in the employ of many governments. Nothing so simple as an agent or a double agent, she was a multiple agent, who had been turned more times than the new leaf of a habitual renegade. The appearance of Isadora del Plato in any situation meant first, glamour. And second, trouble.


Not, of course, that Blotto was aware of any of this when the siren approached him in the First-Class Lounge on the night of their departure from Portsmouth.


‘Good evening,’ she susurrated in a voice of melting Spanish chocolate. ‘I believe I have the privilege of addressing The Honourable Devereux Lyminster, younger son of the late Duke of Tawcester.’


‘You’ve pinged the partridge there,’ said Blotto.


‘We have met before,’ she purred.


Far too well brought up to say he’d never seen her in his life, Blotto said, ‘Hoopee-doopee!’, an expression which he found covered most eventualities. ‘Pardon my pickle,’ he went on, ‘but I’m afraid your name has puddled down the brain-plug. Could you give the old neurons a nudge?’


‘My name,’ she sibilated, ‘is Isadora del Plato.’


‘Good ticket. All comes back to me now,’ Blotto lied.


‘I am a good friend of your sister, The Honourable Honoria Lyminster,’ Isadora lied in her turn.


‘Oh, tickey-tockey,’ said Blotto. ‘Muffin-toaster of the sainted Twinks – of course! That’s sprinkled back the memory dust. Spoffing good to see you again!’


‘And is it true that Twinks is visiting her friend Begonia Guiteras in Mexico?’


‘You’re snuffling towards the right truffle there!’


‘Good. And you are going to join her?’


‘Pinged another partridge, Isadora.’


‘Splendid. Well, please, Lord Devereux—’


‘Blotto.’


‘I am sorry?’ The flamenco dancer looked offended. ‘I have had nothing to drink all evening.’


‘No, no. Blotto – my name-tag,’ he explained. ‘Boddoes call me “Blotto”.’


‘Ah – “Blotto”. From now on, I will always call you “Blotto”.’


He didn’t question why she didn’t know that from their earlier (fictitious) encounter. Blotto didn’t actually question many things. He benefited from the serene lack of curiosity visited only on the terminally thick. In Blotto’s world, if you didn’t ask, everything usually worked out fine.


‘And, if it doesn’t curdle your cream cake, from now on I will always call you “Izzy”.’


‘I would be enchanted if you would,’ murmured Isadora del Plato.


‘Toad-in-the-hole! Izzy it is!’ Blotto beamed.


‘And when you are with your sister in Jalapeno, Blotto, you will be happy to tell me what goes on in the house of General Henriquez Guiteras … ?’


‘I’ll be as happy as a duck in orange,’ said Blotto.


It was again not in his nature to question why she might want such information. Until he had concrete proof of their wrongdoing, it was Blotto’s instinct to think the best of all people (except for solicitors, of course).


During their conversation, Isadora del Plato had drawn her chair up very close to his, so that she was virtually breathing in his ear. Blotto hadn’t noticed this. It was not the kind of thing he did notice.


But, from the other side of the First-Class Lounge, the pair’s proximity had not gone unobserved by a swarthy man with ferociously threatening eyebrows.


Blotto had not even noticed the watcher and, if he had, he wouldn’t have recognised him. But anyone in the Spanish-speaking world would instantly have identified El Falleza, the legendary bullfighter.


They would probably also have known of the famously tempestuous relationship he shared with the flamenco dancer, Isadora del Plato. It provided endless fodder for the trashier Spanish newspapers, an endless story of on and off. And, every time, what caused it to be off was the insane jealousy of El Falleza, convinced that his inamorata was having an affair with another man. Whether or not the allegation was true, the bullfighter was notorious for the violence of his revenges on the men in question.


Though, of course, blithely unaware of the fact, Blotto had that evening made a very dangerous enemy.


Once an unwilling Izzy had been led away by her smouldering bullfighter, Blotto ordered another bottle of the Bordeaux and wondered where in the name of snitchrags Ruffo had got to. He didn’t really want to commune with anyone other than his old muffin-toaster from Eton. Blotto wasn’t by nature antisocial, he just reckoned he already knew plenty of people he liked and wasn’t too bothered about swelling their ranks.


Not everyone, however, felt as he did. There are some who regard an ocean voyage as the perfect opportunity to make new friends. One such was a tubby man trussed into an evening suit and preceded by a cigar whose length would have challenged the nose of Pinocchio at his most mendacious.


‘Hi,’ he said, taking – uninvited – the seat next to Blotto. Even that monosyllable revealed that he hadn’t been to the right sort of schools.


‘Fair biddles,’ said Blotto, reckoning this to be a response which was discouraging without being actually rude. Though not the most sensitive of souls, his patrician education had made him an expert in the judgement of such nuances.


‘My name’s Sydney Pollard,’ the tubby man volunteered.


Awkward. To deny the reciprocal information was way beyond the barbed wire, but equally Blotto had no wish to become involved in a conversation. He struck a formal note by saying tersely, ‘Devereux Lyminster.’


But what Sydney Pollard said next would have melted the reserve of Blotto if he’d been a mammoth embedded in a glacier for many millennia. ‘Am I right in understanding that you are the owner of that splendid Lagonda down in the hold?’


The tubby man could only have pleased Blotto more if he had included Mephistopheles and his cricket bat in the commendation. But since Sydney Pollard did not know the young man possessed a hunter or a cricket bat, no blame could be attached to him for the omission.


‘Yes,’ Blotto enthused. ‘Bit of a buzzbanger, isn’t she?’


‘Well, Devereux—’


‘Blotto, please, Sydney.’


‘In that case, you make it “Syd”.’


Blotto beamed. ‘Tickey-tockey, Syd.’


Much discussion then ensued about the merits of the vehicle in question. Sydney Pollard proved himself to be no sluggard when it came to automotive knowledge. He was familiar with the engine of the Lagonda to every last sprocket. And it was after much talk of torque between the two enthusiasts, that he broached a new subject.


‘I gather,’ he said, ‘that you are planning to drive all the way to Mexico in the Lagonda … ?’


‘That ticks the to-do box, yes,’ Blotto agreed. It never occurred for him to question how Sydney Pollard came to know so much about him.


‘Then I wonder,’ said his new friend, ‘whether you could help me out on something … ?’


‘Always ready to wheel out the goodwill for a fellow Lagonda-lover.’


‘Splendid. Well, Blotto, you see, I’m in beef.’


That prompted a mystified, ‘Ah.’


‘You know what beef is?’


Blotto agreed that he did. ‘It’s meat from cows. Well, and bulls.’


‘Exactly. I’m into the corned variety.’


‘Corned cows and bulls?’


‘Yes. You know what I mean?’


‘I certainly do. Poor thimbles.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Well, it can’t be very comfortable for the cows and bulls having corns, can it? Must make it very hard to walk. Particularly if you start off with cloven hooves in the first place. Though I’m never quite sure how they get cloven. Does someone go around when they’re little with a cleaver? If so, it makes slaughtering them for beef rather a mercy, doesn’t it?’


It was Sydney Pollard’s turn to look mystified. This was his first encounter with Blotto’s logic.


‘Corned beef. Corned beef is my business. Have you heard of corned beef?’


Blotto claimed that he hadn’t. The only beef seen at Tawcester Towers came bloody and untreated from the carcass. Same when he was at Eton. Even in the military, during ‘the last little dust-up in France’, though Corky Froggett could have expatiated at length on the pros and cons of corned beef, Blotto, being of the officer class, had subsisted on officers’ rations. Which did not include corned beef.


His current ignorance of corned beef was in fact the result of selective memory. Blotto had, some years previously, travelled to the United States with a view to being married to Mary, daughter of the meat-packing magnate, Luther P. Chapstick III. And while there, he had been offered the opportunity to eat the mogul’s most successful product, Chapstick’s Corned Beef.


But Blotto’s brain had a remarkably convenient function – a self-erasing facility. When something unpleasant threatened to invade his memory, he could forget about it completely. And, so traumatic had been his encounter with the Chapstick family, that he now had no recollection of it. All that remained of that transatlantic experience was the comforting warm glow that arose from having once again escaped matrimony. So, he genuinely believed that he had never before heard the words ‘corned beef’.


‘So, is it,’ he asked cautiously of Sydney Pollard, ‘something you eat?’


‘Yes. Treated with salts, sealed into cans, lasts forever.’


‘Ah,’ said Blotto, intrigued by this moment of insight into how the other ninety-nine-point-nine per cent live.


‘So, you’re in trade, are you?’ he asked. Trade was another thing of which his upbringing had rendered him totally ignorant.


‘Yes,’ said Sydney Pollard. ‘In trade and proud of it.’


Blotto laughed. Always liked a boddo with a sense of humour.


‘And, as a man of international commerce,’ the tubby man pressed on, ‘I am very concerned about the fate of the less fortunate people in the world.’


Blotto couldn’t make head or tail of that assertion. He didn’t know much about the world of business, but he did know that success in that world was always based on the exploitation of ‘the less fortunate people in the world’. That was how the Lyminsters and families like them had built the huge fortunes they had spent so many generations squandering.


‘Anyway,’ Sydney Pollard went on, ‘my current mission is to supply – free and gratis – tins of corned beef to the starving children of Mexico.’


‘Beezer wheeze!’ said Blotto.


‘And I was wondering, since you’re going to be driving down there, whether you could see your way to transporting some of the corned beef supplies there in your Lagonda?’


‘For the starving children of Mexico?’


‘Exactly!’


‘Sounds like a bingbopper of an idea to me!’ said Blotto.


‘And I was thinking, to avoid unnecessary scrutiny from officious border officials, you could hide the corned beef in the secret compartment that is installed under the Lagonda’s chassis.’


‘Another buzzbanger!’ Blotto enthused.


‘So, you’ll do it?’


‘Will I do it? Do the French like cheese? Of course I’ll do it,’ said Blotto.


Being of a trusting nature, he didn’t bother to ask any follow-up questions. Like for instance, how Sydney Pollard knew about the secret compartment which had been fitted to the Lagonda by the Mafia during an earlier trip across the Pond. And, come to that, why, given that corned beef was one of the major exports of the area, Sydney Pollard wanted to get the stuff into Mexico.


Pleased to have achieved the agreement he was after, the meat magnate soon drifted out of the First-Class Lounge.


Then, finally, Willy ‘Ruffo’ Walberswick appeared, signalling the start of the epic drinking sessions which would occupy him and Blotto for the rest of the voyage.


Meanwhile, down in the liner’s hold, following the instructions of Sydney Pollard, a number of heavy wooden crates were transferred from a lorry to the secret compartment of the Lagonda. On the side of each crate was stamped the company slogan: ‘Pollard’s Corned Beef – That’s the Stuff to Give the Troops!’


Corky Froggett, preoccupied with his First-Class Dining Room waitress, was unaware that the transfer had taken place.
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