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Jackson was thin, small and ugly, and stank like a drain. He got his living by running errands, holding horses, and doing a bit of scrubbing on the side.
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And when he had nothing better to do he always sat on the same doorstep at the back of Paddy’s Goose, which was at the worst end of the worst street in the worst part of the town.


He was called Jackson, because his father might have been a sailor, Jack being a fond name for a sailor in the streets round Paddy’s Goose; but nobody knew for sure. He had no mother, either, so there was none who would have missed him if he’d fallen down a hole in the road. And nobody did miss him when he vanished one day and was never seen or heard of again.
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It happened when Christmas was coming on-about a week before. Dreadful weather, as hard and bitter as a quarrel. Dreadful weather, with snow flakes fighting in the wind and milk freezing in the pail.
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Jackson was out in it, sitting on his doorstep with his hands cupped together just over his knees. There was a whisker of steam coming up from his mouth and another from between his hands. It wasn’t his soul going up to heaven, it was a hot pie from a shop round the corner where he’d been scrubbing the kitchen since before it was light.


He couldn’t make up his mind whether it was better to be warm outside or in. He couldn’t make up his mind whether it would be better to keep the pie and warm his hands, or to eat it and warm his insides. So there he was, thinking hard, with his face screwed up like a piece of dirty paper, when the black dog came.
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Huge: as big as a donkey, nearly, with eyes like street lamps and jaws like an oven door. Down the street it padded, with a glare to the right and a glare to the left, and a savage twitch of its great black nose. Somebody opened a window and threw a bucket of dirty water down; and the black dog snarled with rage. Up it came to the doorstep where Jackson sat and steamed. It glared and growled while the snow flakes fried on its nose.
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“Shove off!” wails Jackson, hiding his pie and shaking in his shoes – or, rather, in his feet as he had no shoes worth mentioning. “I got no food and I’m only skin and bone myself so I’ll taste as sour as leaves!”


“Liar!” says the dog; not in words but with its terrible eyes and rattling teeth.


“I’m froze and hungry!” wails Jackson, wishing he’d eaten the pie.


“And I’m froze and hungry!” says the dog; not in words but with its lean sides and smoking breath.
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“All right,” says Jackson, seeing there’s no help for it. “Fair’s fair. Half for you and half for me.” And he breaks the pie and the dog swallows down half with a fearful guzzle and growl. “Fair’s fair,” says Jackson; and eats what’s left. “Now shove off!”
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