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It's been a few months since we returned from Kenya – can you believe along with the all-expenses-paid holiday Mr Kibaki gave us, he threw in five grand too? Money's just flying in at the moment and life is good. I was in Cleveland three weeks ago to see my kids. Jesus, they're growing up fast. As far as my ex knows there still hasn't been any sign of Billy Bob and his crew – it's simply an abduction if you ask me, but we'll keep that to ourselves. We spent a few days in Cleveland and then I hired a cabin next to a lake in Michigan where we fished, went tracking and did other great things for two weeks. It was just a killer to come back to England and leave them again.

And hasn't Cleveland got a lot to be happy about in a sporting context in 2014: LeBron James is back in town, so I hope the Cavs with him and Kyrie Irving can win a championship for the C Town this coming season. Oh, and I forgot, the city's got Johnny Football as well – is it too much to ask for the Browns to make the playoffs? All that's left is for Ron Vlarr to sign a new contract with Aston Villa and Paul Lambert to get the sack.

Barry's still in love and is always on Skype to Anna. He keeps asking me if I'd like to go over to Moscow with him to see her as she wants him to come. But I don't know – I'd be a bit afraid to go to Russia with the war going on in Ukraine and especially now since the Russians shot down that airliner. We'll have to see.

So, what kind of cases have I been on? Well, ignoring the usual bullshit from people who want their partners or wives or husbands followed, I've had one or two other cash cows recently. The best job was – where I earned a grand and a half for three simple days’ work – when I went up to Carlisle to investigate the disappearance of an old woman from her home. Her son – minted he is – was worried about her but for some odd reason he didn't want to get the Old Bill involved. I had my suspicions, I have to tell you, but all ended on a good note when I located the woman - after a hectic thirty-six hours of phone calls and interviews from people who knew her - in a bed and breakfast in Brighton. Her story was she disappeared because her son – the one who had hired me and one of three sons, in fact – had been putting her under pressure to sign the house she was living in all in his name. When I heard this off the lady I got a little pissed off with the son and told him what I really thought of him. He started getting narky then and saying he wouldn't pay me the rest of the money (he'd already paid me fifty percent up front). I told him that he better pay me the other seven-hundred and fifty quid or I'd report him to Age Concern and the coppers. Luckily that seemed to work, the stupid cunt.
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“Wha' about this Ebola virus then... d'yer think it's goin' to spread to Europe an' us?” Barry says to me and Fergal the Bergal at the bar.

“I hope it doesn't,” Fergal the Bergal answers, worry on his face.

“It's not even worth thinking about,” I say as I'm sipping on my Guinness.

“One thing's for sure, though, if it does, that's the feckin' end of the story... We're all be fucked!” With that Barry's mobile goes off again: He disappears out the back from the bar.

I know what he's doing: he's on the phone to Anna again.

“How much are your bleeding bills for that mobile, Baz?” I ask him once he's reappeared with a big smile on his mug.

“A lot, but the woman's worth it.”

“And what about Vladimir – does he accept it yet?”

“Wha' d'yer mean does 'he accept it'? He's not her feckin' keeper.”

“So they weren't a couple?”

“No, not really.” 

“But what about the age gap – it's got to be twenty-odd years between you?”

“Tellin' yer the truth, kiddo, I don't give a flyin' rat's arse wha' yis all think about it... Sure, it's never stopped Hugh Hefner, has it?”

“But I'm just hoping you've got slightly more style than Hefner, mate.”

“I don't.”

“So when are you meeting?”

“She wants to come over soon for the weekend.”

“Only the weekend?”

“That's all the time she has at the moment.”

“I reckon she's leading you on,” I then say, not from malice or anything, but because I don't want to see a mate get the piss taken out of him.

“Fuck off, Nappy, yer cunt,” Barry says. He disappears again.

I finish the pint I've got and then buy another. When I've necked that one, I decide to call it a night and head home.

I have a new gaff now – I've moved from B23 and bought a house in B24, the more affluent part of Erdington, away from all the chavs and scroungers of benefits Britain. It's a three-bedroom, semi-detached number. Nothing spectacular, but good enough for my humble tastes and definitely adequate space for my kids when they come to visit me. I've got the one room as an office, so in that respect, I'm on the professional up. I've always wanted to have my own office. I was contemplating whether to just hire a small place off the High Street or somewhere else in Erdington just to divide work time from the office life, but I thought it wasn't worth the extra money to pay in the end.
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I've just returned from the Villa match at home to Newcastle United. It's the first time I've been in a long time. I know, I'm not the greatest supporter in the world, but the Villa have had nothing much to celebrate in the last few years – I mean decades.

“A Guinness there please, Steve,” I say to the barman, pushing my way to the bar.

Barry Fanning's is packed to the rafters: locals – the casual Villa fans - decked out in the club's shirts are all pissed up after watching the dour draw with the Magpies. Unfortunately, Barry's not here: he's gone to Moscow for the weekend to see his bird, Anna. I don't understand his logic myself: a two-hour coach down to London and then a four-hour flight to Moscow for only forty-eight hours of sex and vodka. Sorry, but I wouldn't.

“Crap result, wasn't it?” Steve says, handing me my pint.

“I went down as well.”

“You didn't?”

“Yeah. When's Barry back, Steve mate?”

“Early Monday morning... What, he didn't tell you he was going?”

“Nah, he did tell me,” I answer, lying.

Four pints of the black stuff - and feeling that sweet sensation of drunkenness - I spot a face that I haven't seen in a while squeezing through the claret and blue sea of Villa shirts: Jason Benchnall, Erdington's biggest waste of oxygen since Mr Benchnall, his old man, was alive and kicking.

Sitting at a table in the corner, I crouch my head down like I'm staring at my shoes. I dare not look up as I'm afraid he'll clock onto me. I give it a minute before raising my head: I think he's gone, thank fuck.

“All right, Nappy?” a bloke says to me in a Villa shirt who I don't know from Adam. And it's no surprise, really – I'm never really in the place on match days.

“All right,” I answer to be polite.

As I'm looking at him, I'm trying desperately to dig out his beard and face from the ancient corners of my mind... But I can't: as long as I've been alive, I've never been acquainted to a Viking warrior from these parts.

“I haven't seen you for yonks,” he says.

“How long exactly?” I ask, my mind still empty of any recollection of the bloke, but still playing the game to be as polite as I can to get away with it.

“I dunno... err... since infant school, I think.”

I don't know the cunt, I honestly don't – can anybody help me out?

“I'm just going for a slash,” I say, pint already on the table and escaping to the bogs.

At the urinal, my thoughts are racing about the bearded bloke, Jason Benchnall and if I can just duck and dive and escape from the place and get myself a curry on the way home.

I leave the bogs and go back into the bar, where Jason Benchnall and the bearded bloke - whose name I can't remember – are probably waiting for me somewhere. Fuck it!

I pick up my pint.

“So how's Nigel who you worked for at Altman's?” the bearded bloke asks me.

Okay, here it is: Number one, who's Nigel? Number two: What the fuck is Altman's?

“Nigel?” I begin with a definite look of despair on my face.

“Yeah, Nigel, you know, the lathe operator?”

“All right, Nappy!” a voice calls out from behind the corner – it's Benchnall.

“All right, Jas,” I say.

I slide away from the bearded bloke - who I don't know from Adam Sandler - and walk up to Benchnall.

“How's it goin' – I aiyn't seen ya for yonks... How long's it bin?” Benchnall asks, a bottle of cider in his hand.

“Don't know, mate?”

“Who ya in here with?”

“Me, myself and I.”

“Where's the gaffer?”

“Away.”

“Cunt.”

“Don't talk about him like that, Jas,” I say.

“But he was outta order – barred me, dayn't he.”

“Probably because you were out of order.”

“What ya drinkin'?” he then asks me.

“You're all right, mate – I'm off now.”

“Villa were shit today, weren't they?”

“Did you go down?”

“Nah.”

“Listen, I'm heading off. I'll catch you later.”
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I'm at home in my office, clearing some space on my laptop, when my mobile goes off: it's Barry.

ME: All right, Baz, you already back from Russia?

BARRY: A couple of hours ago. Can we meet?

ME: What, now?

BARRY: Well, whenever yer can get yer arse over here.

ME: Is it important?

BARRY: Important enough, kiddo, important enough.
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I arrive at the pub. Knocking on the front door, a couple of teenagers pass me.

“Got a fag, mate?” one of them asks.

“No,” I say.

“Fuckin' wanker,” he says as they move on.

“I don't know, Baz, the youth of today's getting worse,” I say as Barry opens up to me, dressed in his bathrobe and looking as rough as ever.

“Wha' a feckin' place an' wha' a feckin' mot,” Barry says, plonking my mug of tea on the table.

“So what, did you get the ride?”

“Did I get the ride, did I get the ride... yer don't know wha' the definition of the ride is, kiddo?”

“So she was up for it?”

“Not only up for it, but down and sideways as well... Jaysus, Nappy, I'm feckin' exhausted, so I am.”

“What did you think of Moscow then?”

“Huge... Ten lane roads. Psychopathic drivers. The police are dodgy too... but let me tell yer, the women are the best I've ever seen in me life.”

“So you rate them?”

“I'm tellin' yer,” Barry says, his eyes lighting up, “me neck was fucked by the end of the weekend. Lookin' this way an' tha', left to right, backwards, forwards... Bleedin' beauties all over the feckin' shop.”

“I suppose Anna was a bit pissed off then?”

“Not really.”

“And what about Sergei and the rest – did you see them?”

“How would I see 'em if they're oligarchs above all an' everyone?”

“So Anna has no contact with them?”

“No. Not even with Marina.”

“What does she do exactly – is she working?”

“Yea', she's in advertisin' or somethin' like tha'.”

“I suppose she earns a shitload.”

“Yea', but don't talk to me about money, Moscow's an awfully dear place, dearer than all the deer in Lapland, to be sure there, kiddo. I left the place only two shillings short of destitution.”

“Don't talk to me about expensive? You haven't been to New York City.”

“Were you in the pub at the weekend?”

“I was, yeah – at the match, too, on Saturday.”

“Who were they playin'?”

“Newcastle.”

“It was a draw, wasn't it?”

“Yeah.”

“So anny way,” Barry then says, lifting his mug of tea to his mouth, “wha' d'yer think of comin' to Moscow with me next week for a couple of days?”
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