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			Aromabingo builds on the critical success of David Gaffney’s 2006 collection Sawn-off Tales, offering yet more of Gaffney’s weird and edgy ultra-shorts, plus several longer works, so you can spend even more time inside the baffling, hilarious and sometimes moving world of a David Gaffney story. Think Magnus Mills mashed with the League of Gentlemen with a jolt of Mark E. Smithery for grit, and you’re nearly there. Though many of his stories are shorter than a Napalm Death snarl, these precision-engineered slivers of fiction leave you with the dying chords of a symphony. They are about the small people, the tiny Tardis folk with cathedrals inside them, creeping by unnoticed. These tales will have you laughing like at a Tommy Cooper video though there’s something hideous gnawing at the door to get in. Be careful, a spoonful weighs a ton. 

			 

			Praise for David Gaffney

			 

			“Reality becomes dislocated and strange and words and phrases acquire a compelling importance in these sad, funny fables. They recall evanescent moments of connection and happiness. One hundred and fifty words by Gaffney are more worthwhile than novels by a good many others.” 
— NICHOLAS CLEE The Guardian

			 

			“Gaffney has produced the kind of book that makes you wish you spent more time locked in your imagination and less time dismissing irreverent thoughts. There’s a parochial quality to this work that gives off a humble warm glow. Set in Woolworths, barber shops, and offices, Gaffney looks at relationships and his characters are all a little lost and tinged with pathos but surreally optimistic. Each story has a quirky end which make you wish Gaffney was allowed 15 minutes of time with Ricky Gervais and Stephen Merchant to make his vision come to life. ” 
— LIIANNE STEINBERG The Big Issue

			 

			“Gaffney’s book will knock you out. Packed with emotion, annoyance, and social science fiction, its a testament to imagination and the skill of illustrating it.” —HARIAN LEVEY, Modart

			 

			“Funny, pointed, and sometimes even disturbing, Gaffney’s stories deserve to be read.” —JIM BURNS, Ambit

			 

			“David Gaffney writes truly 21st century stories for a fragmented and fragmenting world; they’re short, snappy and utterly addictive and they should be required reading for anybody trying to make sense of Britain in 2006; or for anybody in a bus queue with five minutes to spare.” —IAN McMILLAN

			 

			“Utterly brilliant. Hilariously demented and wonderfully succinct. David Gaffney’s Sawn-off Tales are little McNuggets of pure gold. This is writing at its best.” —GRAHAM RAWLE
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			DAVID GAFFNEY was born in West Cumbria, studied in Birmingham and now lives in Manchester. He has worked as an English teacher, a ﬁlm studies lecturer, a holiday camp entertainer, a medical records clerk, a pub pianist, a debt counsellor in Moss Side, a legal consultant in Liverpool, and now works for a shadowy government organisation. His stories have been published in many magazines over the years and he has made frequent appearances on the radio and at festivals. David Gaffney’s ﬁrst collection, Sawn-off Tales, was published by Salt in 2006 to critical acclaim.
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			PART ONE:
45 Revolutions 
per Minute

			Art Movement
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			HOWARD HAD NO talent for painting. He joined the class to meet attractive women and had a vague idea that if he developed a few basic skills they would pose naked for him. For this reason he had set up his easel next to Yvonne. Yvonne had remarkable hair — a neat black bob with the sheen of sump oil, and an unusual solidity, like a plastic hat. She also had an attractive way of nipping her lower lip between her teeth while she concentrated on her painting, which was a picture of a bird standing on an apple. Howard was about to mention that a bird probably wouldn’t stand on an apple as the apple would roll away, when she leaned over and asked him, in a low whisper, if he had noticed that every colour of paint had its own little name written on the tube. Her voice was pleasantly croaky, as if she smoked a lot, and her bob of black hair brushed Howard’s cheek as she spoke.

			‘Yes,’ he whispered, with one eye on the tutor who could be rather strict about chatter. ‘The yellow’s called Buttercup Meadow.’

			‘Have you seen the name of the colour black? It is positively offensive,’

			She thrust the tube into his face. Written on it were the words the silence of death.

			He laughed. ‘Creepy.’

			‘It’s just not acceptable,’ she said. ‘For many, many, many reasons.’

			Howard didn’t know what she meant, but he liked the way her bob of black hair brushed his face and, because this sensation had suddenly become very important to him, he decided to agree with everything she said.

			‘Absolutely.’

			‘Why would death be silent?’ Yvonne continued. ‘When we meet up with our loved ones in heaven it will most certainly not be silent. It will be riotous! Chatting, singing, dancing. For example, my grandmother died last year and she hated silence — telly on full blast all day long.’ She turned to her canvas and angrily squeezed out a curl of the offending colour. ‘And another thing.’ She swivelled violently, making her solid bob of hair swing. ‘Why reserve this particular name for the colour black? If anything, death should be a colour that celebrates, it should be,’ she clawed at the air for words, ‘gold. The celebration of a new beginning. You know what this paint tube says to me?’ She tossed it across the room, where it bounced off an easel and landed on the ﬂoor, spinning for a few seconds on the polished wood. ‘It says that when you are dead there’s nothing, and that is offensive to Jesus, and if it offends Jesus it offends me.’

			[image: ]

			 

			Howard and Yvonne entered the classroom by forcing a window with a screwdriver and used a torch to ﬁnd their way about.

			Squeezing all the black paint into one bowl and the gold into another was easy, but it was another matter entirely to put the black paint into the gold paint tubes and the gold paint into the black tubes.

			‘I’m getting it everywhere,’ Yvonne said. ‘I need to take my shirt off.’

			‘Me too.’

			They stood there for a time, Yvonne in her bra, Howard’s pale hairless chest shining in the amber light from the street lamp outside. Then he dipped his hand into the bowl of black and daubed a thick streak across her tummy. ‘For Jesus,’ he said.

			‘Keep going,’ said Yvonne, and he did.

			By the end of the night Howard’s hands were caked and everything was gold and black. Yvonne was smothered in it. Even her immaculately clipped bobbed hair was clumped up in gluey golden peaks. The only parts of her that weren’t gold and black were the palms of her hands where they’d been held together in prayer.

			The Kids from 
Film Noir
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			MY MOTHER AND father had been married for years before they discovered they’d both had full face transplants. What a hilarious coincidence. The problem was, because neither had seen the other’s birth-face my poor mum and dad had no clue as to what any of their offspring might look like.

			That’s why at aged ten, when I looked in the mirror, Edward G. Robinson squinted back. The clinic had handed my parents the standard movie star catalogue to choose a gene cocktail, and they’d gone straight for ﬁlm noir. It would give us, they imagined, a trendy edge over the other kids at school — the ubiquitous Scarlet Johanssons, Brad Pitts and Nicole Kidmans.

			Looking ﬁlm noir was ﬁne for while. It was when we began to behave ﬁlm noir there were problems. We didn’t squabble over toys, we brooded and plotted. We used dark desires, we manipulated. We lit the house in chiaroscuro style. We ascended staircases with doppelganger shadows following behind. We had mirrors, lots of them, some reﬂecting other mirrors, a dizzying view of inﬁnity that, my brother pointed out, served to remind us of the meaninglessness of life. He was eight and looked like Robert Mitchum in Out of the Past. It wasn’t until my sister (Barbara Stanwyk from Double Indemnity) tipped us over, with the Weetabix-kidnap-blackmail episode, that mum and dad realised what a mess they had made.

			So I had this face transplant. Celebrity donor from the eighties called Keith Chegwin. It works, don’t you think?

			I don’t blame mum and dad for trying, though. After all, who’d want a world where everyone’s genes were from the same ﬁlm genre?

			Pretty, Ain’t It?
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			MRS KALINSKY SPOKE through wreaths of smoke from the cigarette she had permanently cocked at the side of her head. ‘This is Alfred.’ The fat pampered cat looked up at her. ‘He’s insured for two grand.’ Her long nylon-clad legs made a hissing sound as she crossed and uncrossed them. ‘Double if he gets run over.’ She stroked the ﬂabby ball of fur. Bars of shadow from the Venetian blinds made her expression unreadable.

			But I couldn’t go through with it. Then, two weeks later, a ginger tom got ﬂattened on the A556 out of Eccles. I scraped him into a bin bag, dyed him Alfred’s colour, and took him to Mrs Kalinsky’s vet.

			I didn’t see Mrs Kalinsky again for weeks and I never got my cut. Then, from the window of the police van, I saw her with the vet in a restaurant, drinking wine. And laughing.

			All Mod Cons
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			JAKE INVENTED A prescription glass windscreen for his car so that he could drive without wearing his corrective lenses. He enjoyed the feeling of freedom — no plastic pads digging into his nose — and it had the added advantage that car thieves couldn’t drive the vehicle unless they happened to have the same degree of myopia.

			Jennifer needed a lift. However, she soon began to complain. She couldn’t see, everything was blurred, and to stop herself being sick she had to stick her head out the window like a dog.

			‘You idiot,’ she said to him when he dropped her off.

			He wouldn’t ring her again. A permanent relationship would mean grinding the windscreen to suit two different people and he could imagine the arguments — it would be the self-cleaning bed sheets saga all over again. He went to bed, turned up the shipping forecast and drifted to sleep.

			Sniffin’ Glue
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			SHE FOUND THE new chord off a Joni Mitchell album and it blew her mind. It was a minor with an added ninth, which sounded out of tune at ﬁrst, but when you got used to the two adjacent semitones ringing against each other, it was a gorgeous dissonance like sweet toothache and it became for her the chord that summed up the aching futility of her life.

			Jimmy was tall and scruffy with a leery smile and the use of his dad’s black Les Paul. He wound up his fuzzbox all the time and hammered out block chords. When he heard her strumming her minor ninth he said, ‘Prog rock shite,’ and blasted out Blitzkrieg Bop. She watched as he pounded the low slung guitar, his lips in a curious pout of concentration. Maybe it wasn’t what you played but how you played it.

			Still in Box
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			DAN WAS IN the back of the shop gluing the arms back into place on a plastic model of Illya Kuryakin from the Man from U.N.C.L.E. TV series, a seven-inch ﬁgure identiﬁed in his catalogue as supremely collectable and in mint condition, and recently ordered via Dan’s web site by a seventies cult TV obsessive from Shard End, when he heard the policeman’s voice out the front .

			He ignored it and began to unpack the Phantom Menace shite. This stuff kept the shop going. But he wished people would pay more attention to his collectable room — his Starsky & Hutch section, for example.

			‘People are disappearing,’ he heard the policeman tell his assistant ‘This is the second one.’ Dan climbed out of the storeroom window and ran up the hill. Why did they always come for him ﬁrst?

			Speaking in Pantone
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			VERITY’S LIPS WERE deep coral. More Pantone 667 CV than the wispy Pantone Pink 301 they’d been last month. Pete’s skin looked greyer than usual — an almost precise Pantone PMS 428. Coral and grey. Verity and Pete didn’t go together. In the Pantone scheme they just didn’t match.

			Pete wanted a rerun of last month’s ﬂyer: free delivery within three miles in balloon extra-bold, over a clip art pizza ﬂying through the air like a frisbee. The soaring pizza with the whizzy motion lines had been my idea and Verity loved it.

			‘You and your creative juices,’ she said. You’re wasted here.’

			I pulled the old leaﬂet out from its ﬁle and winced again when I saw their company motto, squirming along the foot of the ﬂyer in an apologetic script font: quality is our silent salesman. The phrase, silent salesman, conjured in my mind some weird, bedsit-dwelling, middle-aged divorcee with few social skills, and felt a tinch creepy. Verity pretended not to understand my point of view. I guess she didn’t want to upset Pete, who by now must have noticed our outrageous ﬂirting and overt chemical bonding.

			‘How many?’

			‘Make it ﬁve thousand,’ Pete said. ‘We got a good response, didn’t we, darling?’

			‘Well, I don’t know, love.’ Verity leaned further in towards me across the counter. ‘I just do the books, don’t I? That’s what it says on the papers, doesn’t it? Bookkeeper.’ She looked at me and winked. ‘Not even co-director, or joint-owner. Not even wife. You know what he’s described as?’ Her crimson ﬁngernails scraped the air in inverted commas. ‘Director of Marketing.’

			‘And Operations.’

			‘And Operations.’ He stroked her face and grinned at her. ‘Aawww. Sorry, my pet. You’re my biggest asset, you know that.’ He narrowed his eyes at me. ‘You see, Rick, you don’t have many assets in my business. Mopeds. Cheese. Bases. Tomato sauce. Oven. That’s it really. Small things, like your family, become very important. That’s why we’re moving house.’

			‘Oh, are you?’

			‘Bramhall.’

			‘Bit upmarket.’

			Verity threw me a larky, conspiratorial smile. ‘Classed as Bramhall,’

			‘Oh.’

			‘But,’ Pete raised his eyebrows, ‘classed as Bramhall, Rick, so you know. Up and up.’

			I went round the back and passed the order to the lads. I could hear Verity and Pete arguing, constricted hissy sentences batting to and fro. It was clear they hated each other. Pete had overstretched them with the extra mopeds. Verity was petriﬁed of risk, just like her father. What were they going to eat for the next month? Tacky over-sweet tomato paste? It wasn’t over sweet. Yes it was, it was cloying, sickly, like treacle.

			‘There’s a problem,’ I said when I reappeared, ‘with Pantone 678. Can I do them in a different shade?’

			‘We’ll trust you, darling,’ Verity said.

			‘I don’t give a shit,’ said Pete, ‘as long as you can read our number.’

			‘Colour communicates more deeply,’ I said. ‘You think you are simply reading text but you are being spoken to at a much deeper level, and a truer, more permanent message is imprinted on your mind. Colour has a mainline directly to the soul. See that? Pantone blue 2717C? It speaks of a need — 
 a cold and shivering desire which must be fulﬁlled, and your phone number — in Pantone orange 021 — satisﬁes that need. It’s called anchoring. The satisfaction of that need will be etched in the recesses of the readers’ subconsciousness.’

			In the back I began to redesign the printed by panel on the bottom of the leaﬂet, the one with my name on it. This one had to be good because I was in real danger of losing her. Classed as Bramhall. Classed as Bramhall was a long way away.

			I knew that my name on the leaﬂet would be the ﬁrst thing Verity would read. Rick Thomas in bold Pantone Rubine Red. Last month it had been Pantone War. I was working up. Every time she looked at it the colour got deeper. As, I hoped, would her love.

			Die Like a Rock
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			AMY ANALPROBE, LEAD singer of Slime, screamed and leapt from the stage. Everything froze as her body knifed through the air towards me. Her long leg, encased in thigh-high pvc and terminating in a six-inch stiletto, was hurtling towards my right eye.

			She had recognised me.

			It was my idea. I’d booked the bands to audition for the ﬁctional festival, Punk in the Park. Slime’s performance had been a raucous cacophony of annoying juvenilia. ‘Plastic Brain’ was mildly catchy, ‘My Head’s on Fire’ quite amusing, but all in all, the music, if that’s what you called it, failed to take me to any emotional heights. It was not The Floyd or Genesis, that was for sure.

			But we’d made a few interesting connections. As well as Amy Analprobe, we’d identiﬁed Vincent Vomit, drums with Hoovercock, and Destiny E. Ville, bass for Donny Dark and the Nightmares. The ‘challenging’ names the musicians had given themselves failed to shock or amuse me. In fact, as far as I and the rest of the dhss Fraud and Special Investigations Unit were concerned, the whole punk phenomenon was a social construct designed with the speciﬁc intention of making fraudulent beneﬁt claims. And our job today was to link these characters with their real life names. They were all, we knew for certain, signing-on at various dole ofﬁces whilst earning a packet riding the ﬁrst wave of punk.

			The heel made contact and the pain was searing. Within moments everything went black.

			I came round to ﬁnd my head on Amy Analprobe’s lap. We were speeding along in a rattling old van. Amy was stroking me absent-mindedly whilst humming the melody to ‘Plastic Brain’ softly under her breath. The bin liner she wore as a shirt was stuck to my ear with sweat. I didn’t dare move. I could hear the mufﬂed moans of the rest of the fraud team, tied up in the back. My head hurt, but luckily she’d missed my eye.

			‘Is he still out?’ I heard the van driver say.

			‘Yeh,’ she said, ‘but let’s not hurt him.’

			‘There’s no other way. He’ll have to be put with the others.’

			‘No. I like this one. I want to keep him. Can I keep him, please?’

			I opened an eye and saw through the windscreen a dark country road, white lines ﬂashing towards us, a big fat full moon high up in the sky.

			Great Inventions # 1
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			MY GRANDFATHER CAN remember the days before train doors were invented. At that time trains rushed about the ­country — up, down and across — stopping at platforms for a clean and a change of driver, their carriages empty, their seating clean and pristine, their ﬂoors unscuffed. It cost a lot to run them, and the government was at a point of closing down the whole network when one day a little girl climbed down from a cleaning platform in Runcorn and wriggled though a small hole into a carriage. She sat on the seat and when the train arrived at Liverpool she emerged onto the platform, unscathed.

			Little Lucy Marshall had invented train doors.

			And who can now imagine doing without them? They’ve become part of everyday life and we walk on and off a train without even giving them a second thought.

			Lucky Winner
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			I CAN MOVE round this shop quicker than you would think, so when he grabbed the Hula Hoops and legged it for the door, I was there before him. He was a decent guy, though. He apologised, he’d got no vouchers, no hostel, nothing, and I said, don’t worry, eat them. So he wolfed them down and handed me the empty packet. And that’s when I saw the winning ticket at the bottom. I didn’t know what to do. It was his prize by rights. We carried on chatting. Ofﬁcially he didn’t exist. His lawyer had taken him to the end of 
the line and now he was down for deportation, but they couldn’t take him because Iraq’s a no-ﬂy zone. So he was a non-person and got no support at all.

			I’ll be honest, I didn’t give him the prize. Tickets to the Stereophonics. I thought he’d suffered enough.

			A Good Deal
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			WE WERE ON the train and Lindsey had been gassing into her phone for ages. ‘That was Carl,’ she said, ‘He’s in the Mona Lisa of bad fake Oirish pubs.’

			‘He rang just to chat?’

			‘Yeh.’ She made crocodile jaws with her hand and snapped them together. ‘I’ve never had a man like it.’

			‘Unfuckingbelievable.’

			‘Well,’ she smiled wistfully into the mobile as if Carl was peering out at her, ‘he got a good deal — Orange, thirty hours off-peak free. So . . .’

			‘So he uses it.’

			She spun the clamshell Siemens on the table and we watched the blurred propeller until it stopped. ‘He’d ring anyway. What deal’s Frankie on?’

			I turned my Nokia upside down and stroked its shining steel curves. ‘Cellnet, Pay As You Go.’

			‘And does he ring?’

			‘He texts.’

			A phone on the next table pinged and our hands whipped to the handsets like cowboys rushing to draw.

			Through the Medium of Modern Dance
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			THE BIN MEN laid out the recycling boxes and pressed play. Latin beats spluttered out and from a wheelie bin sprang a woman in ﬂoaty clothes. She danced as she demonstrated how to recycle. A bin man battered hell out of a bongo.

			Within every bottle are pieces of all the bottles you’ve ever used, they sang

			The dancer had long ochre hair. Freckles. She hated Newsnight and laminate ﬂooring. She liked celeriac. And ferris wheels.

			She was my ex-girlfriend.

			My insides churned with recalled desire and when she’d ﬁnished I gripped her arm. But she pointed at the label on a tin: do not reheat.

				When we lived together I dealt with the rubbish; a monstrous heap of unloved packaging and decayed food. We threw away more than we ever ate. It was better when everything got burnt. Ash men came with an ash cart and grey ﬂecks wheeled in the air, getting in our eyes.

			Great Inventions # 2
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			BEFORE GEORGE LEVIN invented people who can’t ﬁght back, everybody could ﬁght back. You had to be careful what you said. But in 1931 Levin developed several prototype people who can’t ﬁght back and these individuals were sent out to settle in the community. They multiplied and soon there was a whole section of the population that you could say or do anything to and they wouldn’t — or couldn’t — retaliate. People who can’t ﬁght back are taken for granted nowadays, but think back to those days and imagine what it was like. We owe it to pioneers like Levin for maintaining the peaceful and harmonious society we enjoy today.

			Smaller than One-Eightieth the Diameter of a Human Hair
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			I’M BIG IN little things, things smaller than one-eightieth the diameter of a human hair. I love the job, it suits me, but Janice isn’t impressed and when I got an invite to present a poster at the Micro5 conference in Iceland she went into her usual rant. What’s so absolutely fascinating about things that are below a certain size? A dog might be the same size as a sewing machine, but does that give them something in common?

			It was good in Iceland to share time with other people who were passionate about things smaller than one-eightieth the diameter of a human hair. I met Helen on the hot springs trip. ‘You know how I explain to my students the length of a nanometre?’ she told me. ‘It’s the amount my pubes grow every second.’
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“One hundred and fifty words by
Gaffney are more worthwhile than
novels by a good many others.”
—The Guardian





