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To Mum and Dad



Thanks for everything
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Foreword

Professional writers spend much of their time trying to achieve greatness in their work, be it existential or commercial. Yet sometimes, the unfettered writing of someone from another field, unencumbered by ego and blind adherence to professional practice, strikes a visceral, emotional chord in the public arena. As a former writer in residence at a high security prison boasting a population of over a thousand clients housed at Her Majesty’s Service, I occasionally came across naturally gifted writers who, at the swish of a pen, could evoke imaginarium and wit, more often than not, unbeknownst to the author. I would venture to say that Ian Jackson’s writing appears to accomplish elements of this feat, with its prudent dissection of theme with a splash of hyperopic humour. 

I first came across Ian over two decades ago when brought in as a writer on an infamous Japanese film project he was involved with. After two months of furious writing, I’d come up with a sixty-five-page treatment that quickly made its way to the top of the eponymous William Morris agency in the United States, whereupon I guess I had earned my right to dinner and a drink with Mr Jackson whose laid-back and carefree manner was a shot in the arm for a young writer and filmmaker struggling to make hay under a setting sun. 

In 2016, Ian and his lovely wife, Barbara, left the UK for Australia after more than a quarter of a century under grey skies. A return trip curtailed by the Covid-19 pandemic was reinstated as soon as the barriers came down and I was extremely pleased to see that his energy and humour had not been washed away by the Sydney sun. Again, over dinner and wine, I reminded him of the time he allowed me to read one of his short stories which I’d suggested then be developed into a film. As we imbibed, the idea of publishing came to the fore. The rest is history, or should I say his stories? 

So this writer is exceedingly glad that Ian acceded to the request of allowing publication of his writing and, moreover, I am also extremely pleased that his well-lived brand of social humour will be shared with so many more people. 

Mark Norfolk


	

Preface

Amusing Musings. That sums up this book perfectly.

There is nothing heavy in these pages. There is no intention here to educate, lecture or convert. No philosophy. No theology. No politics. We all lead such a serious existence these days that I see it as my job to lighten things up a little.

So, the simple motivation behind my writing these stories is to make people smile. Over time, I’ve watched people read my stories and I see their faces light up when they hit a funny bit. That’s extremely satisfying and addictive. Whenever someone smiles or laughs, I feel that the world is momentarily and marginally a better place.

I suspect that we are all a bit overwhelmed by the current goings-on, and irony can be a great shield. I hope that these stories capture my take on some of the major influences on our lives and on the consequential behaviour of our fellow human beings. 

This book has only been made possible by the efforts of my good friend and editor, Mark Norfolk, who volunteered unexpectedly that he thought my stories were ‘publishable’. I am very grateful for his efforts plus those of K Taylor, Petra Norfolk and Martin Kellard for their wonderful illustrations.

I have a dream that somewhere in the world in 3023, a person will come across Amusings, read it and laugh. I firmly believe that I will hear that laugh wherever I am.


	

Introduction 

Hampstead Heath, London Borough of Camden, United Kingdom.

Deep within the heart of the borough, in the overpopulated city of London, the ancient heath teems with the shrieking activity of young rugby stars of the future, leaping and scrumming down. Amongst them, a child prodigy half-back possessive of extraordinary skills of speed and handling, well beyond the level of the adult international team.

A jobless man at the end of his wits is thrust into the limelight when he suddenly inherits a divine spiritual awakening that lifts his battered soul; and in a street nearby, an eager estate agent hatches a plot to re-invigorate the purposefully stagnant housing market, painfully unaware of a major, carbon-neutral, synthetic competitor on his doorstep. 

And lurking in the shadows of the wooded lowlands, the Head Druid of a secret pagan organisation makes his most important announcement to his adoring disciples. It is an announcement of such great magnitude; it surely spells trouble for the future of humankind. 

Yet, at the more salubrious village-end of the town, long-suffering wife Sarah finally makes a decision on a once-in-a-lifetime menu that will have serious consequences for her marriage. 

Notwithstanding this domestic impasse, in the political sphere, an ambitious man hailing from a long-standing gentry family, waits patiently in line to meet the monarch on the greatest day of his and his family’s life. 

Meanwhile on the opposite side of the world, the Australian Senate convenes a secret emergency session to debate on a recent scientific discovery that will change the world and at the same time bring to ruin some of the globe’s largest corporate companies. 

From space, Hampstead Heath appears as peaceful as it was yesterday. 

51.5608° N, 0.1629° W.
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At long last, S has delivered the translation.

Since he retired to Krypton2, S prefers to be called Kal-El, his Krypton birth name, but, much to his chagrin, I call him, ‘S’.

‘Why do you persist in calling me S?’ he complained.

‘S for “Short”,’ I quip, but he doesn’t get it.

You can see that he is not the sharpest tool in the box, but generally speaking, he’s good company. He can be too earnest and self-righteous at times but he makes up for this with his entertaining tales from his time on Earth as a Superhero. He’s also useful with obstinate screw tops, even though he’s largely lost his superpowers nowadays.

Krypton2 is a satellite planet that avoided destruction when the original Krypton exploded. It became home to the survivors and, over the years, has grown into a thriving metropolis. S chose it as a retreat when things got unbearable for him on Earth.

Krypton2 is also where I’ve ended up but, until now, I had no idea where I came from. I knew that I was discovered as a baby in a crashed space capsule. The only clue to my origin was contained in a document found inside the capsule, written in an unknown script.

My adoptive parents tried for years to get this decoded and, in my adult years, I continued the quest with the same lack of success. So, you can imagine my surprise when recently, S asked rather sheepishly, if he could have a go. As a family friend, S has been a constant in my life and I felt I knew him well enough to think that such an intellectual pursuit would be beyond him. But as they say, nothing ventured, nothing gained. I remember hoping that he would not be embarrassed by his inevitable failure.

With low expectations, I had handed over the precious pages. Until that moment, no one had recognised the language, but S took one look and pronounced it to be ‘English’, with which he was obviously familiar. While I was simultaneously shocked and delighted, he took this calmly. Since then, he has been slowly translating the English into Krypton, impeded by both his poor Krypton and his dimness.

From his frustratingly intermittent updates, I now know that the document is, in fact, a letter from my father to me, written in sad anticipation of our permanent separation. It reveals that in events reminiscent of S’s own experience, my father launched me into space to avoid some cataclysmic event. He had completed the letter only seconds before my departure.

When we last spoke, the precise circumstances which led to this decision were yet to be revealed and S had shared with me his understanding of the traumatic worldwide context of the time.

Ignoring the fact that, like me, he was abandoned by his parents, S had an idyllic childhood where, under the tutelage of his adoptive parents, he learnt to control his superpowers and use them for the fight against crime. Admirably, he adopted the credo: ‘Truth, Justice and the American Way’ which was to come back to haunt him.

As he told me this, it had seemed to me that this contest, the fight against crime, didn’t require a lot of smarts on his part as his superpowers gave him an overwhelming advantage. Whatever the reason, S enjoyed decades of success and public adulation.

But there were greater forces at work that not even someone as powerful as S could resist.

Since his arrival, temperatures on Earth had been gradually increasing. Generations of ineffective politicians blocked attempts to address this climatic change with inevitable consequences. Low-lying island nations were inundated and their populations scattered, creating tension wherever they settled. Coastal towns and cities lost whole suburbs to the rising tides, putting intolerable demands on essential services. Food and water resources had come under increasing pressure and the rising temperatures ultimately resulted in worldwide famine and civil unrest. As governments struggled to control their people, the prospect of international nuclear war grew inexorably.

S says he watched in helpless horror as the world disintegrated around him. Presidents stole his mantra and twisted it. ‘The American Way’ became ‘America First’, and ‘truth’ and ‘justice’ became matters of loose interpretation. He couldn’t tell the baddies from the goodies anymore.

The letter recorded my family’s experiences through this tumultuous period. Somewhat perversely, they had prospered. My father had invested heavily in renewable energy and, in particular, battery technology, amassing a huge fortune. By the time I was born, my father was reported to be the wealthiest man in the world.

When delivered, this news had not sat comfortably with me. My father’s gains had to be at someone’s expense and it seemed unfair to have such wealth when the world was suffering. To be more precise, it seemed unfair to have great wealth because the world was suffering. S told me that even he was conscious that the gap between rich and poor was widening and there was a real danger of revolution unless the wealthy took steps to share their assets. They didn’t.

The completed translation which S has just handed me explains my father’s decision. S had been right. It was social unrest that forced my father’s hand.

When the end came, it came swiftly, catching even my father by surprise. Governments foundered and anarchy reigned. Even with his money and influence, he could no longer guarantee the safety of his family, particularly as we were perceived to have benefitted from humanity’s suffering.

They weren’t ready when the vast mob broke through the perimeter defences of our family compound and they had only minutes to react. As a last resort, they had planned to escape by blasting themselves into space to find refuge on another planet. My family had been pioneers in private space travel and therefore ‘had the technology’. But their preparations were incomplete when the rioters crashed through the front door, overrunning our security guards and only one small rocket was ready. I was a babe-in-arms and, in desperation, my parents decided to save me, sacrificing themselves.

The idea was that the capsule’s ingenious support systems would keep me alive long enough to reach another planet. As I read this, it occurred to me that the odds of my landing safely somewhere inhabited, let alone inhabited by beings who were genetically identical to me, are inestimable. But there you have it. Comic book stuff. I couldn’t help thinking that this must have been a low point in the history of responsible parenthood.

Eventually, I had arrived on Krypton2 where my life was very different from that of S’s on Earth. Admittedly, we started out the same way with an intergalactic journey, followed by adoption by a loving, childless couple who bought us up as their own. While the Earth’s alien environment bestowed superpowers upon S, Krypton had the opposite effect on me. The crushing gravity and thin, foreign atmosphere almost killed me when they took me out of the capsule and then proceeded to cripple me. Since then, I have spent my life on a sophisticated life-support system and there was absolutely no chance of me emulating his earthly Superhero antics.

But I had two things going for me. First, I inherited my father’s intelligence and business acumen and second, all the locals were dumb as rocks (S was no exception).

It would seem that the original inhabitants of Krypton were an advanced civilisation or S wouldn’t have had transport to Earth, so I’m not sure how they came to regress. I’m assuming that, under pressure to escape the exploding planet, the intelligent ones made perfectly rational but incorrect choices and it was the idiots who survived.

Whatever the cause, there was no challenge to my rising to the top both academically and corporately, something which eluded my muscle-bound friend on Earth. What he did physically, I did mentally. Like S, I used my skills for the common good, perhaps unconsciously compensating for the sins of my father.

After I had read the story of my family and my narrow escape from certain death, there was one thing that still puzzled me.

I said to S, ‘The chances of my surviving the journey were virtually zero, so what was my super-intelligent father thinking of? The only way I could have made it was if the craft was being guided in some way and this was impossible as my father didn’t know of the existence of Krypton2, let alone its location.’

At that, S gave me a look that said ‘and you think I’m the one that’s stupid!’ and pointed out the obvious. He had escorted me.

He patiently explained that my father had been a close friend for whom he had the greatest of respect. Far from being a greedy industrialist, my father was known for his philanthropy. S had gone to his aid on the evening of the uprising but it soon became apparent to both of them that the mob was irresistible. S could only subdue them by the use of extreme force and this was against his principles.

This crisis made S realise that his time on Earth was over. He was under pressure from all sides to join their cause but the situation was far too complex for him to make choices. Brute strength and nationalism were not the answer.

Standing with my father as he faced the dilemma of whether or not to blast me off the planet, S made the decision to return home. He offered to steer me safely to Krypton2 and thereafter to keep a protective eye on me as he anticipated the severe physical effect the Krypton environment would have on me.

He related how he had arranged for me to be adopted, had overseen my medical treatment and organised my education. Throughout my career, he had used his great influence to smooth my path. His natural humility prevented him from seeking my gratitude.

Such was my self-obsession, blinded by belief in my innate superiority, I had not noticed his guiding hand in my fortunes. It is true that I had faced adversity, but nothing could excuse this level of insensitivity.
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