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            Pugs Not Drugs

         

         It was her that wanted the pug, but it was him who had to walk the little fucker, and there he was, every night, round the block, all bastarding weathers. The pug stopped and Butty stopped, the pug walked on and Butty walked on.

         He’d never had a dog. Grew up around cats. All you had to do was feed them and then they kept to themselves. He’d have loved a cat. Fat fucking ginger, something like that. But no, she had her heart set on a pug, so what could you do? He loved Kaz and everybody had told him that marriage was about compromise. True that. The man compromises and the woman doesn’t. Bob’s your uncle. Bad a bing, bad a boom.

         Another thing he compromised on was the time he had his tea. For years he had it about five, same as his mum and dad. Butty used to make it so he could watch the Paul O’Grady show at the same time. Now it was seven, sometimes half seven, and then after that it was time to walk the pug. And she called it Poubelle, god knows why, so there he was, out on the street, calling to Poubelle. He 2sounded a right knob. Ironic thing was, you had to fucking drag him out, every single fucking night. He didn’t want to walk, and neither did Butty, and that was the little thing they had in common.

         A happy wife equals a happy life. Too fucking true, and if you asked Butty, he’d say that was fair enough.

         Better than the old life.
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            Crack On, Cocker

         

         Lottery for me is a quid a week, every week since they started it. I’ve had a few tenners here and there, that’s all, but come Saturday I’ll be there watching those numbers roll. And of course, I’ve stayed with the same numbers, why would you want to change your numbers? Imagine if you changed them and the numbers from before won? How could you live with that? No, cocker, crack on, keep the same numbers, and one day your ship will come in and you can fill your boots. I’m waiting for that day, and when it comes, maybe on Saturday, I’ll be out of here, I’m telling you, you won’t see me for dust. I won’t be like those tossers who win the lottery and keep their jobs, keep going to work. What’s that all about? No way, you won’t see me. But stick with the same numbers, cocker, stick with them numbers whatever you do. Thems yours.
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            Eighties Banter

         

         There were three lads did the picking and packing and one of them was this old lad called Jimmy, he’d been there about thirty-five years, was a bit of a character, made the other two lads, Billy and Pete crack up laughing. Trouble was, it was often at her expense. All these suggestive comments. She came to expect it. Just banter. Boys will be boys and all that.

         One day she was out there, having a fag near where they all sat on their break. Billy and Pete were sitting on boxes, eating bacon butties, and Jimmy was late for his break, so he said later. She’d seen him do the tripping up thing before, where he pretended to trip up and then bumped into people. Well on this day, he did the tripping up thing in front of her, but instead of just bumping into her he tripped and grabbed her tits. Billy and Pete were laughing their heads off and Jimmy was laughing his head off too, looking into her eyes as though to say, come on love, do something.
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            Dancing Shoes

         

         Until this point, he’d been wearing these big black boots he got off his dad, and they stank, he’d had to wipe mould off the toes after putting them on and the laces left a stink on his fingers. But better that than dropping a flange on your toes and getting them crushed like what happened to Ronnie’s mate, No Balls.

         He was in the boozer when No Balls took off one of his Adidas and showed him these toes all bent to fuck, and No Balls told him, look, when you get that warehouse job first thing you make sure is you get decent boots, don’t go in your fucking dancing shoes and expect to last five minutes.

         With that in mind, Ronnie made sure to borrow the boots off his old man. And he had to wait ages to choose the new boots. You ordered them through the catalogue and they came within twenty eight days from this place in Northampton.

         He was sat in one of the old wheelchairs in Goods In, listening to a Chris Rea song on the radio. Then the bell rang and it was a delivery driver and he had about six boxes of boots. Ronnie shouted to the other end of the warehouse and everyone came running down. They ripped open the 6boxes, pulled the balls of paper out of the boots and put the boots on. The foreman wandered down and watched.

         Everyone put them on, and at first, they were going on about how great these boots were, but then after a bit, Ronnie noticed that everyone was limping around. He wondered why nobody said out.

         Fucking hell, these boots are well uncomfortable, he said.

         What did you say? said the foreman.

         They’re fucking murdering me these.

         Look, some of these lads have waited a lot longer than you for these boots.

         And?

         Put your fucking boots on, all of you, and get back to fucking work, we’ve wasted long enough on this.

         As the foreman walked off, he eyeballed Ronnie. Ronnie jacked the job in not long after and sold the rigger boots to a bloke in the boozer for twenty quid. He put that towards what he’d saved on the job and bought himself a quality pair of dancing shoes.
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            Faded Plastic Wristband

         

         There was more in the car park than usual, and Mary was muttering even as she found a place to park. When she went in the bloke on the door wasn’t so friendly, just took the three quid. She went up the stairs and into the pool area, changing as usual in one of the wooden cubicles. She glanced at the pool and it was filled with children.

         The pool was childless by one bells and Mary dived in, coming up to the surface and breaking into a decent crawl. They hadn’t cordoned it off for the proper swimmers yet, but Mary just went head-first for the shallow end. She hated it when they put the rope in, narrowing the pool down to about ten yards, and then put signs up with the arrows telling you which way to swim.

         Swimming was easier on the old joints. She did half a mile each day. Thirty-one lengths. Some days she was quicker than others but she always tried to do thirty one. But it was hard to keep count when people kept getting in the bloody road.

         When she’d done the thirty-one lengths she got out of the pool and used the key on the faded plastic wristband 8to open the locker. Then she took her stuff into one of the cubicles and got changed. As she put on her jumper, Mary looked across at the pool. There was a load of women in the water holding babies, the sun shining in on them through the glass roof.

      

   


   
      
         
9
            Seven Volumes of The Old Cake Tasting Cunt

         

         Don’t worry, the people will come, they said, so she sat there in the shipping container, listening as the rain fucking belted down on the metal roof. They put her chair in between classic fiction and poetry, so she only had to reach out a hand to find great words at her fingertips. For the first four days no fucker came. Not one single customer. Then day five, it all went pear-shaped.

         Day four and she’d just finished Crime and Punishment. Bloke kills one or two people near the start and then bangs on about it for five hundred pages. But then there was also Svidrigalov, or whatever the twat’s name was, the devil himself. Charismatic bastard.

         It was Saturday morning and she had just started on Proust. Seven volumes of the old cake tasting cunt. That would kill the time. Well, Swann’s Way positively rattled along, she’d get through that in about fourteen fucking years, if she didn’t hack off her own face first. She was just thinking about this when the doorbell rang.

         Hello, good morning, young lady, said this grey-haired old bastard. 10

         Alright?

         Yes, I am alright. Erm … I seem to have got lost.

         Oh yeah? Not a book lover then?

         On the contrary, I’m something of a bibliophile.

         I’d keep that to yourself.

         Indeed. And when you say, ‘round here’, where exactly do you mean?

         Look, where is it you want, chief?

         …

         Where do you want to go?

         Erm … how to put this?

         However you like?

         Quite. Well, I mean, that doesn’t matter now, perhaps I can look around.

         Fill your boots.

         I’m sorry?

         Knock yourself out chief.

         Yes, yes. Unusual set up you have here.

         I’m reading Proust now.

         Understood.

         It was at the moment the old man turned his back on her that she thought about doing him in. She looked at the hardbacks. Moby Dick? No, she still wanted to read that. There must have been some other fucking hardback that would do the job. Canterbury Tales? Maybe that would do it. Cave the cunt’s head in with Chaucer.
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            Down the Dancers

         

         It was after one of these nights when he got home and he’d had a drink that Madison started having a pop at him, and he did what he thought was only right in those circumstances. He smashed her right in the fucking face.

         He was only a little fella. People didn’t get it when he said he worked as a bouncer. But when he fixed the stare on them, then they believed it. You could scare the shit out of people with a stare. And when he put on his long black leather coat, he looked bigger, and he always kept at the bicep curls. But it wasn’t about physical strength, it was about what your head was like. Fight or flight. And when the pressure was on, he went fucking ballistic.

         When he was a lad, he was sitting in Bigwigs on a Sunday afternoon. The strippers were on. He was only sixteen and he thought it was fucking great. And this fella and his Mrs were having a barney, and she had these big fucking painted nails and she scratched this fella right across the face. And what he did was he grabbed her in a headlock and started hammering her fucking head against the corner of the table. He did it over and over until a flap of skin was sagging from her head and she finally stopped 12trying to scratch him. And at the end of the night this fella and his Mrs went home arm in arm. It was the only thing these fucking bitches respected.

         Thing was, the night he smashed Madison in the fucking face, she cleaned up in the bathroom, bided her time. When she came down the dancers he was slumped on the couch, laughing at the TV. He didn’t notice her go into the kitchen for the big kitchen knife, but he sure as hell fucking noticed when she started hacking at the back of his head with it, over and over, in a fucking frenzy that, in the end, he stopped.
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            Every Single Letter Holding a Sliver of Piss

         

         Working from home was miles better, he’d never get pat and mick. But these colleges, loads of little scrotes running around coughing and sneezing everywhere, and the same on the bus, an hour there, an hour back. They’d tried to improve the buses by having air conditioning on them, but you sat upstairs and you couldn’t hear from the noise it made and it just blew all the germs around the bus.

         In the college as well, he had to go in different classrooms, log in on different computers. Can you imagine all the germs on those keys? Every single letter holding a sliver of piss, bacteria on every single key of the keyboard, words spreading germs from fingertip to fingertip. Then you went in the canteen and picked up a chip muffin.

         As he waffled on at them about Dracula for the eighth consecutive year, he could see the vision in the corners of his eyes blurring. He kept drinking from his water bottle, hung on until the end of the class.

         He struggled all afternoon, going through language features and structural devices with a bunch of listless 14fuckers who couldn’t give a flying fuck about GCSE English. There was one lad. Pissed him off every week, so much so that Peter dreaded that class the night before and didn’t sleep properly. Time after time he told this lad to put his phone away and time after time this lad refused. Every time he said something this lad questioned it. Now in some ways Peter thought this a good thing, tried to go with it, but the lad was just a little twat, there was no getting around it. Just a self-entitled little twat who’d never had to want for anything in his whole life. All on a plate for him. His parents had probably never said a single critical or negative thing to him, so he walked around like he owned the place. Good parenting, people. Peter hated people like that. All confidence and no substance. You could achieve so much as an average person if you did stuff with confidence. Perhaps it was his own lack of confidence that meant this touched a nerve so much.

         He walked over to the lad and vomited in his face.
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