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Foreword



by Flip
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‘Fenton! Fenton!! Fentoooooooooooon!!! Jesus Christ!’


Many of you will have seen the YouTube footage of Fenton the black Labrador scattering deer in Richmond Park. Whose side were you on? Fenton’s? Or that of the exasperated man trailing after him, oathing like an anchorite with a stubbed toe?


For those who have not seen the clip, here is what happens. It is a November 2011 morning in Richmond Park, south London. The camera belongs to a nature lover who is filming deer thirty yards away. In the distance we see the road that cuts through the park. It has its usual burden of traffic as people head to work. Otherwise the scene is bucolic. Nature reigns. Since AD 1637 this expanse of grassland has been grazed by red and fallow deer, bringing a touch of the wild to prosaic suburbs, Norbiton to the south, Twickenham and Wimbledon to west and east. The camera advances delicately on the deer, not wishing to disturb them. We hear the soft tread of boot on grass and the occasional crunch of fallen leaves. Until: ‘Fenton! Fenton!! Fentoooooooooooon!!!’ The camera pans unsteadily towards the source of these exasperated shouts. We can make out a streak of something black and canine. The deer take flight. More beasts come running from the right. Fenton has been busy. He has, lucky fellow, started a stampede. By now the man’s cries, quite posh, are a mixture of anger, despair and horror as the deer gallop towards the road, hooves drumming. They leap across the tarmac and Fenton keeps chasing. The camera finally shows us the back of Fenton’s owner trotting helplessly after the merry caboodle, hissing, ‘Oh Chrissssssst.’


The video always makes me wag my tail. This is no doubt irresponsible. The ‘correct’ response would probably be to whimper and stick that tail between one’s legs. But Fenton’s disobedience is just too liberatingly wonderful. What made it even better was discovering that he was a sometime guide dog for the blind. Then the cherry on the Bakewell tart: Fenton’s owner, Max Findlay, was a lawyer who wrote for those two outlets of prissy propriety, the Financial Times and the Observer. When approached about the incident, he snapped that he certainly did not wish to discuss the matter.


Why is the Fenton clip funny? In part it is the spectacle of middle-class authority unravelling, all the sweeter from one of those London legal types who seem like they have everything arranged to their creamy satisfaction. Who knows what lawsuits flashed through that highly trained Findlay mind when Fenton took off after the deer? And Fenton is an example of capture off its leash. All those years of being the dutiful guide dog must have driven him to distraction. Guide dogs are assumed to be the saintliest of God’s creations. Aw, look, a nice guide doggy, pat pat pat. Underneath the harness they are just as naughty as the rest of us. At last Fenton let his coat down. Instinct seized his heart and he ignored the man who fancied himself his master.


My daughter and I have lived with the Letts family in Herefordshire for several years. As a former trained killer I am happy to wish this book well – and certainly glad to see the bloody thing finished. Maybe we can now have more walks. The book is for those who find Fenton an inspiration. Those who take Mr Findlay’s side may want to take it back to the bookshop and trade it in for something by Dame Polly Toynbee.


Kennel 1, The Old Mill,


How Caple, December 2020.










Introduction



We have been infantilised. Wash your hands, don’t eat sweets, no outdoor games. Wear your masks, bend that knee. Comply. Conform. Surrender your humanity to masks and watch your pensions shrivel until they’re the size of squirrels’ nuts.


It has been a bossy year. Supermarket tannoys told shoppers they were heroes, simply for standing six feet apart, and then said they couldn’t buy tampons because those were ‘non-essential items’. Child-art rainbows were daubed on delivery lorries to make us think soapy thoughts about the NHS. If we didn’t clap nurses, neighbours squealed. A once-freedom-loving prime minister said, ‘Lose weight,’ then shovelled free food into the mouths of the poor. Sugar was taxed. It would only go and rot our molars and then we’d have to visit the dentist – who had been forced to shut by hygiene edicts. One way or another we were going to be toothless.


Authority frets about salt intakes, drinking habits (one fizzy drink a week quite enough for you, Jemima) and five-a-day fruit or veg. The whole country’s farting like the Household Cavalry. No wonder the air quality’s gone awry. When my parents ran a school they kept a ledger on pupils’ lavatory habits – ‘Have you done a number two today, Blenkinsop?’ Nurse Hancock, secretary of state for bowels, may soon start asking the same question.


Ministers, officials and scientists ceased caring about popular will and started imposing their own. We were no longer ruled by the elected legislature. We had government by bossocracy: a caste of pooh-bahs who thought they knew best. They did it by whipping up fear. Kenneth Clark, in Civilisation, writes that fear is a killer. ‘Civilisation is actually quite fragile. It can be destroyed. What are its enemies? Fear – fear of war, fear of invasion, fear of plague and famine, that make it simply not worthwhile constructing things, or planting trees, of even planning next year’s crops. And fear of the supernatural, which means that you daren’t question anything or change anything.’


‘Fear of plague’ indeed became government policy and it quickly wrecked our economy. We no longer sang. We no longer met one another. The supernatural may now adays be little considered by officialdom but it has been replaced by the deity of bossy correctitude, whose activists impose their views with moral terrorism. When so much is subjected to disapproval, we stop offering. Why volunteer when you must prove you are not a child molester? Why start a business when so much woke crapola is thrown in your way? When British police push an old woman into the back of a paddy wagon for silently complaining about her infringed liberties, can’t they see that they rather prove her point? What the hell is happening to our country?


This is not a libertarian book. I accept the basic contract between subject and Crown. I pay my taxes. Taken discretely, rules often make sense. But there comes a point when, on top of the clamour of employers’ demands, civic interdictions and – ping! – constant advisories from our hectoring mobiles, the hassle of regulation becomes overwhelming: a screaming, scraping white noise of emergency prohibitions and snoopery. Privacy is dead. Free speech is in intensive care. The pub’s shut, abroad is closed, and you can’t buy a pint of milk unless yashmaked like Dick Turpin. We couldn’t even go to county cricket, even though you’ll more likely die of hypothermia than catch any virus from a few other egg-sandwich munchers at the windblown ground.


Covid-19 put the turbochargers on an authoritarianism that had been creeping up on us for a while. A generation ago it was seatbelts in cars and ‘smoking can damage your health’ panels on fag packets. Soon we were told to stop watching Benny Hill. Men had to attend birthing suites. Now the ‘isms’ are cults and the commonest word on the airwaves is ‘must’. Flowery sixties liberalism, sweet and stoned, has been bastardised into an intolerance stiffer than the stuffed-shirt order of old. You are racist if you chuckle at unconscious bias. You are anti-trans if you use the word ‘woman’. You are a killer if you kiss your octogenarian mum. Gauleiter activism bullies us with moral terrorism, politicians are too wet to resist and the bossocracy prospers.


Well, sod it. Enough is enough. I’ve had my fill. So here goes. . .










Fear Factor
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Dr Chris Whitty reads a bedtime story to one of his younger patients


What to do when you want young children to get back into bed? Tell them the Bogeyman will grab their ankles and gobble them up, one toe at a time. What to do when you need to get the trireme home in time for tea? Ask the Nubian chap on drums to up the beat a little and crack the whip over the slave-deck oarsmen. Fear, as Kenneth Clark knew, is an old weapon. The Romans, scenting mutiny, selected one man in ten from the legion and executed him. Fear is also used in the annual Christmas horror films from the Department of Transport. It devises heart-stopping little shockers – a newly orphaned child clutching her blood-spattered teddy bear – and a stern voiceover tells us not to risk even half a schooner of sherry before driving.


The civil service engaged in the same low game for the Covid pandemic. Our officials may seem watery, hand-wringing souls. They may attend conferences on inclusivity and spend lunchtimes chewing beansprouts from plastic tubs; but behind that façade thump didactic hearts. It just happens to be difficult to goose-step in Lib Dem sandals.


At the start of the plague, the authorities worried about public disobedience. How could they stifle scepticism about lockdown? Answer: frighten the knickers off us. On 22 March 2020, behavioural science sub-group SPI-B of SAGE prepared the paper, ‘Options for Increasing Adherence to Social Distancing Measures’. When talking to the public, officials and ministers should stop asking the public to ‘try to’ do certain things to improve hygiene. They should use the more starkly imperative ‘do’. The paper continued: ‘Phrases such as “as much as is practicable”, “non-essential”, “significantly limit”, and “gathering” are open to wide differences in interpretation. This can lead to confusion.’ Translation: don’t give the snivelling cheats any wiggle room. The paper concluded that ‘guidance now needs to be reformulated to be behaviourally specific: who needs to do what (precisely)’. You can sense the author piercing the paper as he or she scratched the words on the page. Then comes this humdinger of a paragraph, which I am italicising because it is so astonishing: ‘A substantial number of people still do not feel sufficiently personally threatened . . . The perceived level of personal threat needs to be increased among those who are complacent, using hard-hitting emotional messaging.’


Deeper in the document is a paragraph about how to ‘incentivise’ citizens to obey authority. ‘Social approval’ should be manipulated. Give the citizens a handful of Good Boy choc drops every now and again. ‘Social approval can be a powerful source of reward. Not only can this be provided directly by highlighting examples of good practice and providing strong social encouragement and approval in communications; members of the community can be encouraged to provide it to each other. This can have a beneficial spill-over effect of promoting social cohesion.’ If we still did not obey, we would have to be scolded. ‘Social disapproval from one’s community can play an important role in preventing anti-social behaviour or discouraging failure to enact pro-social behaviour. It needs to be accompanied by clear messaging and promotion of strong collective identity. Consideration should be given to use of social disapproval.’


There you have it, ladies and gentlemen. Big government was waving the stick. It was setting us against one another and telling us off, even as the prime minister was saying he would ‘put an arm’ round us all.










Basil Fawlty Lives



They do things by the book at Crownhill Crematorium, Milton Keynes. By ‘the book’ one does not mean the Bible or Torah or Koran. Goodness me, no. Modern officialdom is suspicious of religious texts. Milton Keynes council stresses that its crematorium is on ‘dedicated, rather than consecrated’ ground. The ‘book’ I refer to is the set of regulations that govern the conduct of funerals. If you break them you will find yourself on a bed of hot coals.


An autumn day in 2020 saw the funeral of Alan Wright, a local man. Arrangements were made for this doleful occasion to be conducted at the Crownhill Crem. Mr Wright’s family and friends duly gathered. Promotional material about the Crownhill celebrates its ‘undulating and attractive grounds’, the planting of the trees reflecting ‘a woodland design’. Mourners, lifting their misty gaze to this vista, may be comforted by the timelessness of Mother Nature’s bounty, the gambol of squirrels, the susurration of a breeze through the branches and the chatter of calming birdsong. Inside, the crem offers ‘up-to-date features’ and a chapel of remembrance with a flower-lined ‘porte-cochère’. The place has been designed ‘to impart an air of serenity and simplicity’. A range of poems and readings, including an inexplicably large number of American-Indian verses, is suggested to grieving families. Electric organ music vibrates in the air, soft enough to stroke the melancholy soul yet strong enough to cover the weeping as families arrive and leave.


Mr Wright’s funeral was held at a time of social-distancing measures. Mourners were shown to individual chairs set well apart from each other. At funerals it may be said that we huddle before our destinies, stooping in the shadow of death. At such moments the firmest faith is confronted. The funeral’s officiant opened the service by saying it was an honour to be taking the funeral. At this point Mr Wright’s widow, quite naturally, started to crumple. If you had been there and had been her son seated six feet to the right, what would you have done? You would, I suggest, have moved your chair and gone to hold her hand. This is what happened. Another man moved his seat, so that Mrs Wright was propped up on either side. The officiant was just saying the words ‘as we unite in love and friendship’ when there came an interruption from the back of the room. A crematorium attendant had seen the chair movers and he was not pleased. Not pleased at all. By comforting Mrs Wright, the two men had broken the social-distance requirements. Were they crazy? The attendant burst in on the service, holding wide his arms and saying, ‘You’ll have to put the chairs back, I’m afraid. You can’t move the chairs.’ The mourners obeyed in silence. The attendant walked back to his guard post, taking a triumphant look over his right shoulder to make sure they were not playing silly-buggers the moment he returned to his control tower.


Mrs Wright’s son later told the Milton Keynes Citizen that he had been in his mother’s support bubble for weeks. ‘I can sit in a restaurant, I can sit in a pub, I can live at my mother’s house, I can travel in a limousine to the crematorium with six people, but when I want to give my mum a hug at Dad’s funeral, a man flies out mid-service shouting stop the service and makes us split. It scared my daughter and shocked everyone in the room. It was a devastating day made even worse. This is not how funerals should be.’ At which the jobsworth will retort that in fact it is how funerals should be, thank you, because we say so in the rules.




They seem to go in for this sort of behaviour in Northamptonshire, where traffic wardens slapped a parking ticket on the windscreen of a hearse as it was waiting to be loaded with a coffin. Something similar happened in 2003 to a hearse at Leith, near Edinburgh. A council spokesman said: ‘The parking attendant observed that there was no activity around the vehicle.’ Nor much inside it, presumably.













Bossiness – a Brief History



For all we know, it began one evening a few score millennia ago. Neanderthal Man was outside his cave, preparing dinner, when up sauntered a neighbour who glared at the barbecue and said: ‘Residential zone, mate. You got approval for that fire? You’re filling other caves with the smell of charred mammoth and the vegetarians among us find that frankly unacceptable.’ Nor can it have been easy being Zipporah, wife of Moses. There went a husband with firm opinions. Do this, don’t do that, yadda yadda yadda, all topped by those timeless and deadly words: ‘I have it on good authority.’ The moment was lost to Kodak but we can imagine Gershom and Eliezer rolled their eyes when Moses blew in from Mount Sinai. ‘Uh-oh, Dad’s in one of his bossy moods again.’ Zipporah will have known what it was to be ground down by instructions. Sometimes she must have wished her dear beloved would go and jump in a lake. Mind you, he’d then probably only go and divide it.


There have been megalomaniacs down the ages. They were usually more honest about it. Despots took a pride in dynamic assertion. ‘To be a king is half to be a god,’ cries Tamburlaine in Christopher Marlowe’s account of that troublesome Turco-Mongol conqueror who used his defeated rival Bazajeth as a footstool. Today’s arm lifters go about things more subtly. They wrap us in their moist considerations. They use Aussie-Californian uplift. They say ‘so’ at the start of their sentences and with a pitying smile ask us if we have any questions. We do. Just the one: ‘Why won’t you leave us alone?’


Ebenezer Scrooge is sometimes held up as the ant onym to Christmas joy but compared to Oliver Cromwell, Scrooge was a gay goose. Cromwell (Lib Dem, Huntingdonshire) was Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland from 1653 to 1658. He felt that Christmas revelry had nothing to do with Christianity. And so he and his political movement banned it. Troops were ordered to patrol the streets of London, ensuring that shops remained open and that no celebrations were being held. As soon as glum-bucket Oliver was in his box and Charles II was on the throne, Christmas was un-banned and the carousing recommenced. But whose statue stands outside the House of Commons? Cromwell’s. The man who banned fun. How appropriate.


A. Hitler, B. Mussolini and J. V. Stalin were foot-stamping maniacs who liked to throw their weight around. Roman emperors were self-consciously imperious. All those insistently straight roads suggest an early tendency to OCD. The Normans were severe with their brutalising castles, flat-nosed helmets and the centralised bureaucracy of the Domesday Book, an explosion of red tape from which England has never quite recovered. This island, before the Normans, was a kingdom of bucolic freedoms, dappled glades and tinkling brooks, a place where young bloods blew on yew horns, the Anglo-Saxon owned his land, and mead-supping monks spent happy weeks gilt-filling the Os on their manuscripts. Something like that, anyway. Under William the Conqueror, life changed – much of it to pay the new king’s military expenses. Fines went to official courts rather than as compensation to victims. The words prison, agreement, justice, court, constable, debt, evidence and justice were introduced. A net was being spread. When you receive your modern tax return, you can blame William of Normandy. When you are fined £200 for not wearing a mask, blame William. When you receive a summons for so much as touching your mobile telephone in a traffic jam, blame the law-obsessed Normans.
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Old Ironpants: Christmas bunting not his thing


Tax, which took off after the Domesday Book, has become the favourite weapon of bossy politicians. By whacking up the price of something the people enjoy – tobacco, dry sack, malt, even windows – they aim to control us and fill the state’s coffers. There have been rebellions. Nicholas Vansittart, Chancellor of the Exchequer 1812–1823, tried to keep income tax in place after the Battle of Waterloo, but parliament could not bear the idea. It was scrapped with ‘a thundering peal of applause’ and the Commons ruled that all documents associated with income tax should be ‘collected, cut into pieces and pulped’. The tax returned. Of course it did. And they invented ever more ways to take and spend our money. Now we are in such debt that we will never shake off their parasitic pestilence. As for Vansittart, Canning noted his ‘pious and demure’ appearance and the fact that he was a notorious mumbler. Couldn’t spit out the words clearly. He was one of those timorous despots who plague us to this day.


Henry VIII could be annoyingly single-minded but at least he told Rome to get stuffed. The Enclosure Acts and Highland Clearances were examples of government buggeration and bureaucratic encroachment. In the nineteenth century, bossiness was the work of social convention, with table legs covered to stem lustful thoughts. A century later there was the pointless collection of scrap metal in World War Two, ordered because it was ‘needed for the war effort’ whereas it was simply done to create ‘social cohesion’ (as SAGE calls it). Same with rules on blackouts and carrying gas masks. They were almost completely pointless in terms of saving lives. The propelling motive, always, was nanny, nanny, nanny. You will say, ‘We love Mary Poppins.’ The point about Ms Poppins was that she was the only good nanny. The rest were bullies.


As we tramp through life’s tribulations, hectored one way, harassed the other, as habeas corpus laws are flattened by a power-drunk government, as we are buffeted hither and thither by regulations and conventions and expectations and best-practice guidelines and risk-management routines and standardisations and accounting procedures, our example must be the seventeenth-century mathematician and astronomer Galileo Galilei. The Vatican did not like Galileo’s attitude. He was saying things that challenged religious orthodoxy about the stars. He was prosecuted and his books were banned. It was an early example of cancel culture. The Pope’s cronies extracted a meaningless retraction from him. Pure Hollywood 2020. Galileo knew that our world revolved around the sun but he caved in to their allegations of heresy. He was placed under house arrest. He was told to read the penitential psalms in an almost never-ending sequence. The papal authorities said this would improve him, just as a modern ‘speed-awareness course’ or ‘unconscious-bias training’ will re-programme errant motorists and corporate foot soldiers. Maybe Galileo’s agent advised him to retract his beliefs as a career-saving move. Anything for a quiet life, mate. But in his heart Galileo held fast to his beliefs. He knew he was right. ‘E pur si muove,’ he growled. Earth did move, and no end of bossiness would change that.




My friend Tom, done for speeding, took the option of attending a speed-awareness course rather than accept points on his licence. He found it less than riveting. At the end he asked the instructors: ‘If I get done again for speeding, do I get my money back?’ They didn’t like that.













Bans Bomb



Carveries, Klackers, Little Britain, TikTok, foie gras, junk food ads, energy drinks, ivory, The Life of Brian, juke-boxes, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, hunting, blowing a trombone or trumpet, nail bars, tattooing, the Robertson’s golliwog, teaching children about gay love, bedding your neighbour, beauty parlours, babysitters, beauty spots, broadcasting Irish Republican voices, The Black and White Minstrel Show, cotton buds, The Human Centipede 2, drinks parties in Bolton, dirty weekends in Barcelona, outdoor heaters, indoor theatres, Diwali, drinking straws: all have been subject to bans. Some, such as the censoring of The Human Centipede 2, may be understandable for reasons of sheer critical horror, others for self-preservation – Klacker toys had a tendency to shatter, shards of plastic flying towards children’s eyes. But many of these bans were driven by bossiness, a desire to stop other people having fun. Killjoy woz ’ere.


Personally, I do not care about TikTok, whatever it might be. Beauty parlours and nail bars are to me a foreign realm, I can’t abide D. H. Lawrence and my neighbours’ virtue was safe even before Boris Johnson – of all people – ruled that bonking anyone from outside your immediate household was a no-no. But personal preference has nothing to do with it. Bans raise a point of principle. The bonking ban was what did it for Neil Ferguson, epidemiologist and, as it turned out, enthusiastic skinny-wriggler. Ferguson was the SAGE committee member whose wild overestimate of likely Covid deaths panicked the government into Lockdown 1. His work was not peer-reviewed because he was strangely coy about his figures. Less coy about whipping off his smalls and hopping into bed with another chap’s wife, though. Prof. Lockdown became Prof. Pantsdown. That did not stop the BBC using him as a pandemic pundit. Ferguson was pro big-state and pro big-science. He was also anti-Brexit, oozed metropolitan snootiness, was scruffy and obviously a Guardian reader. Get him on the box. Dominic Cummings, the Svengali of 10 Downing Street, went whizzing off to Co. Durham when he had the virus, even while forcing the rest of the country to ‘stay at home and save lives’. Margaret Ferrier MP, of the Scots Nats, was soon hurtling in the other direction, Glasgow to London, while awaiting the result of a Covid test. Told that she was indeed infected, she jumped on a train back home. Laws? We make them, my dear. We don’t follow them.


Who could blame the Panstdowns, Cummingses and Ferriers? They had spotted that bans are a waste of time. Bans bomb. Bans make their proponents feel big but are frequently pointless. In 1988 Margaret Thatcher acted to stop the Irish Republicans from receiving ‘the oxygen of publicity’. She said their voices could no longer be broadcast. Broadcasters got round this by having actors dub the voices of Gerry Adams and co. The IRA and their ilk were murderous thugs and Mrs Thatcher had good reason to dislike them. But her ban, which lasted until 1994, just made the government look petty and heavy-handed. It created more publicity for the terrorists, not less.
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Do as I say: take yer knickers off


The 2004 fox-hunting ban, if viewed as a move against animal suffering – which was certainly how it was presented – was similarly questionable. What is good for foxes is almost certainly bad for lambs and chickens. Before the ban, hunting was not much of a thing round our way. Since the ban, it has acquired the cachet of cultural resistance. The ban made heroes of hunt masters and the police have allowed hunting to continue, provided hounds only follow dragged scents. Of course they do. The ban, more honestly, was an act of political spite against Barbour-wearers.


As a child growing up in the 1960s, I was mad about cowboys. Milky-Bar-Kid-style, I’d dress up in a cowboy hat and a fake-leather waistcoat, just like Trampas in The Virginian. I had two cap revolvers, a cap rifle and a pop gun. I’d twiddle the revolvers on my index fingers. Wyatt Earp would have been impressed. My toy rifle had barrel mouldings to replicate a proper gun. The firing mechanism allowed a spool of caps to turn with each shot and the little explosions left a pleasing smell of Armstrong’s explosive mixture. The gun sometimes jammed, but then so did John Wayne’s rifle in the Sunday afternoon films, normally at some crucial moment when he was doing battle with Red Indians. We were allowed to say Red Indian in those days. Not that they were red. Like everything else on our nursery telly, they were black and white. For my fifth birthday I was given a Captain Scarlet playsuit. Captain Scarlet was a children’s TV character who protected Earth from the Mysterons, and it was just as well he did, because few other grown-ups of my acquaintance seemed to take the Mysterons seriously. The playsuit contained a lot of foam which was itchy and smelled of cheap glue. The peaked cap was okay, though, and there was a futuristic gun which one could whip out of one’s pocket and shoot round corners. Bang-bang, you’re dead, I’m not. Today, toy guns are seldom seen. Replica firearms have been banned and children are encouraged to play with less ‘dangerous’ toys. Some nurseries will not even admit children who are wearing superhero costumes because they may have unhealthy ideas about defending themselves and fighting evil.
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How mass killers start


In 2018, Prince George, aged four, was seen playing with a toy gun at a polo match in Tetbury. Up went the Greek chorus on social media, busybodies saying how ‘disappointing’ it was that Kate and William allowed their child to normalise firearms. The Daily Mirror reported ‘outrage’ at the photograph. The gun was a water pistol which had been won at a children’s funfair. In its first sentence, the Mirror linked the snaps of Prince George to ‘a surge in violence in the UK’, as though George was part of that crime wave, or responsible for inciting it. The National Union of Teachers has claimed that pop guns can ‘symbolise aggression’. What droning miseries. It’s enough to make you want to reach for your spud gun (I had one of those, too) and propel a fast-hurtling pellet of potato at the nearest teaching union leader. Aim for the cheek. Stings like jiminy.
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