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Foreskin… sorry, Foreword

Steve Kendall was raised in the South East London suburbs and was the product of a sad comprehensive education. About the only pupils of distinction to hail from Sedgehill Secondary Modern were Status Quo, the rock band. They are still waiting for their first Prime Minister. (I guess if John Major can make it, we must  all be in with a shout!) On recent form, he or she just might make a go of it, as bullying, deceit, and flagrant bullshitting were a pre-requisite for survival in such an environment. It’s my understanding that M&S do a nice Teflon overcoat so nothing will stick. The thought of a £7million payday for your memoirs and the lecture circuit, and of course your entry into the happy world of shares in companies that peddle death, are certainly an incentive for the mostly ambitious of individual.

On leaving Sedgehill Secondary Modern with a Double First in Ducking and Diving and Bobbing and Weaving (University Challenge would not entertain them, as they thought it grossly unfair to their opponents), and with a flood of offers ranging from Oxbridge, Sandhurst, The City, Lloyds,  and Whitehall, Steve Kendall told them all  to “Go forth and multiply”. And with the certain knowledge that good old Blighty would always be there for him wherever he may roam, he set out to find himself in a variety of jobs, which took him to the nether reaches of the planet. Some were pleasant places, most were dire.

Steve Kendall resides in New Zealand with his first and only wife and three kids.

		
	

The Wedding

Fudge, aka Peter Fudge, often wondered how he found himself in his present situation. He had said to himself that if he had handled situations differently, maybe a little less belligerent, a little more deviously, and maybe not so in-your-face, he would not be standing in this overpowering heat saturated with humidity and faint with exertion.

He guessed it started many years before, with a wedding of a friend of his from the same council estate in S.E. London. All had gone reasonably well throughout the ceremony, and both sides of the family were now crammed into a tiny two-bed, mid-terraced house for the reception. Her lot were on one side of what passed as a living room and also scattered around the kitchen; his lot made up the rest of the limited space.

Trouble started when it came to the cutting of the cake. The photographer had been summonsed, and everyone gathered around for the ritual of him and her holding the same knife as it delicately penetrated the outer layer of the cake. Only problem was, somebody had got there first – and a huge wedge of cake was missing. The bride broke down in tears, and a cry went up, “Who’s the asshole who’s done this?”

On surveying the living room, draped across the settee lay JC (Jonny Carmann), with a pint of bitter in one hand and what remained of the wedge of cake in the other. Around his mouth could be seen specks of marzipan, and scattered down the front of his shirt were crumbs and currants.

“Uncouth pig” came a lilting cry from a man from the valleys, looking resplendent in his Marks & Spencer grey flannels and Harris tweed jacket, courtesy of the Pontypridd Heart Foundation shop. 

But what really set the whole thing off was the groom breaking into an almost uncontrollable fit of laughter, instead of supporting his new beloved. Very quickly the whole affair started to take on ugly undertones. Her lot had travelled up from Wales in number. Ronnie, the groom, was orphaned, so his only family consisted of a few ex-Royal Navy mates and street kids, including Fudge, and they were vastly outnumbered.

Fortunately, what remained of the reception was saved by the vicar who had performed the wedding ceremony. With charm and diplomacy, he managed to defuse the situation.

That night, as Fudge lay in bed, he had made a vow to himself: I’ll get out of this shithole whatever it takes. He had watched numerous boys from the estate get married at seventeen to the girl from around the corner. Their dad had gone down the council office and somehow wangled a council house for them to live in, and what remained of their lives – after knocking out three kids by their twenty-first birthday – was the local working man’s club and the betting shop.

Salvation had come in an advertisement Fudge spotted in a discarded Daily Telegraph whilst on his way to work at the biscuit factory. It only consisted of three lines in the Engineering column, and a telephone number. During the morning break, Fudge called the number, and a pleasant French lady noted his work experience and told him to be at a certain Heathrow Airport hotel on the Saturday morning to meet up with Mr. Alain Dumerre.

Fudge, all 6feet 2ins of him, with good looks and a fine physique, was at the appointed location with thirty minutes to spare. Around fifteen other young hopefuls were also in attendance. Fudge and all the rest sat through various technical tests explaining the difference between petrol and diesel engines – all very basic stuff to the technically gifted Fudge. After a one-hour lunch, during which time Fudge assumed the papers had been marked, the polite French lady called in several of the candidates. It did not take much working out: either they were selected leaving Fudge and co on their way home, or vice versa.

The assembled group began to feel a little more optimistic as time passed, as they reckoned if they were out, they probably would have been given their travel expenses by now and released. The French lady appeared once more and called a name, and a young man sprang to his feet and went into a room. After about twenty minutes, another hopeful was called. Fudge was third in line.

He shook hands firmly with Dumerre and waited to be asked to be seated. Dumerre’s English was perfect, and he conveyed to Fudge that his results, although not the best, were certainly adequate for the work about  to be offered. If Fudge was interested, he would be  on his way to Paris for eight weeks’ training in oilfield technology and then be assigned to a Middle Eastern base, working a six-on four-off regime for what Fudge considered to be good money. It was obvious that if  a company were going to all the expense of training people and shipping them to various parts of the world, the work would be extremely demanding, but this was compensated by salary.

Fudge was aware of the high failure rate in the oil industry, but this was his release from what he considered to be the prison of council estate life. So, the following Monday, he handed in his notice and dispatched his passport to the required office. 

Prior to his departure to Paris, Fudge had a gathering of what remained of his friends in their local for a farewell drink. The general feeling amongst this motley gang was “Fudge won’t last five minutes in that shithole”. 

The scheduled training was abruptly cut short for Fudge in Gay Paris, though, as the overly efficient lady in the London company office had pre-empted his movements and had already arranged a Saudi visa. It became apparent to Fudge very early on that in this business “flexibility of movement was a necessity”. 

The harsh environment of the Saudi desert was in stark contrast to the mean streets of South East London. With searing midday heat to the extreme chill of night, Fudge felt an affinity with the place. In quiet periods, he would often drive off into the desert in the company 4x4, over sand dunes as big as apartment blocks. Then he would switch off the engine and spend hours surveying the endless desert, his only company being his transistor radio as he tuned into the BBC for the football to see how his beloved Arsenal was doing, or to listen to John Peel. Most of his music was crap, but he liked Peel’s patter, and it gave him a sense of home.

He marvelled at how wildlife could survive such a hostile environment. On many an occasion he worked a remote location, and he would encounter a Bedouin camp. Without fail, he would stop and say “Hello”. He often asked himself how a family could eke out a life and survive there, and he never failed to be moved by the Bedouin generosity. Neither party understood one word the other was saying, but sincere warmth passed between them with a handshake and the ceremonial  cup of tea.

Fudge spent four years in various Middle East locations, and in that time met a cross-section of Arab society, from the humble Bedouin on the one hand to the powerful Emirs who became the compulsory Arab partners for the big multinationals. Regardless of their position, generosity seemed to be the common thread. Fudge was to later reflect on how that was to all change, and on his return to the Middle East some years later, he was treated with suspicion and distaste.

Even though Fudge worked in an all-male environment, deep down he was a very sensitive man who loathed cruelty to animals and could not condone violence in any shape or form. This flew in the face  of his workplace, where redneck Americans were dominant, hunting magazines were strewn across the mess room tables, and conversations were about wars and killing. 

With so much time spent in the desert, his body was naturally tanned in a way no sunbed could achieve,  and the work being so physical meant he was in top condition. In the London clubs he frequented, the  young ladies seemed attracted to his vulnerabilities, and  when the veneer was stripped away from the strutting peacocks who also did the circuit, Fudge never wanted for female company. 

During his time in the Middle East, Fudge had the savvy to piss only half his money away on fast cars and fast women; the other half he invested in a couple of apartments – one of which he called home. To most of his neighbours’ consternation, his apartment was little more than a bedding ground for the procession of ladies that passed through.

With his looks, physique, and apparel befitting a man doing OK for himself, Fudge stood out from the crowd. On one occasion he invited a lady home for dinner and rattled the pots and pans and put the wine on ice. As they sat on the settee, for some unknown reason Fudge turned on the television and he saw a very disturbing report from the Middle East. An Arab man was lying in the street trying to protect his son, as they had somehow become caught up in crossfire between rioters and the might of the Israeli war machine. A tear rolled down Fudge’s cheek as he watched this solitary man pitted against Abram tanks, F14s, and American-made machine guns in the futile attempt of trying to save his son. Any attempt at lovemaking that night was lost as they lay in bed, yet instead of being offended and storming out of the apartment, the young lady consoled him in such a caring and loving way that it restored his faith in the human race.

His beliefs that the Arabs were getting a raw deal in the Middle East were further strengthened when a certain high-ranking British M.P., who had travelled to the Middle East and had the balls to say it was an affront to humanity the way these people were being treated by the Israelis, was in turn set up by certain infamous journalist with a hidden agenda. The journalist knew of the M.P.’s dalliance with a certain lady who had a predilection for football outfits. 

And so Fudge’s sojourn in the Middle East ended, and now he stood on what passed for a drill ship in the Bay of Bengal, contemplating how he was going to endure the next six weeks eating nothing but omelettes and cornflakes. The occasional curry sat OK with Fudge, but three times a day would put a strain on his stomach,  and in particular his bowels. Past experience had told him that too much crapping, too much heat, too much sweating, and too much residue from un-rinsed-out, cheap washing powder in your underpants, would leave you with a fearful dhobi breakout and a crippling red rash either side of your nuts that would render you walking like a ninety-five-year-old.

		
	

The Anglo Yank

One of Fudge’s crew was another Brit whose dad had got webbed up with an American girl many years before. As a result of living many years in oil-related cities in the southern states of American, he had developed a real Southern drawl. Over many conversations at the coffee table and many cigarettes, Fudge discovered that Brett had a brother back in the U.K. 

Fudge assumed the brother must have stayed behind with their mum when hubby took off for what he thought would be greener pastures over the other  side of the pond. It transpired that Brett, on his days off, was going back to the U.K. to attend his brother’s wedding. 

“A big affair?” asked Fudge. 

“Big affair would be an understatement,” replied Brett. “My brother is a fiercely ambitious man who’s got his eyes firmly fixed at the top. He’s marrying a Jewish girl whose father owns a big operation, which by all accounts supplies just about every new house build in the U.K. with kitchen equipment.” 

“He sounds serious about this.” 

“Serious enough to have the snip and immerse himself in Judaism. My brother was born with the brains, got a scholarship to a top grammar school, went to uni and then into the city to work for a merchant bank. Sadly, all I got was the brawn.” 

Fudge pondered how his life had run parallel to Brett’s. He, too, had a brother who had won a scholarship to the local grammar. But in his case, he loathed with a passion the upper middle-class children that attended the same school. He was vastly superior in intelligence, made very little attempt at his studies – much to the frustration of his masters – but had the ability when it mattered to pass exams. He could have gone onto a good uni, but instead dropped out, met a girl, they had a baby and now lived in a squat in Deptford.

One ciggy coffee break, Fudge told Brett, “If my brother had been born in Germany at the time of the Baader-Meinhof gang, he would have shown the same enthusiasm to anarchy as your brother shows toward ambition. Either way, they are probably both intolerable, insufferable prats.” 

The weeks passed by and the friendship between Fudge and Brett grew accordingly. In the oilfield business, close proximity to fellow working men and the sheer difficulty of the work in such a harsh environment meant an inevitable clash of personalities. So, it was a relief to come up against somebody who was of similar nature, had a good sense of humour, and was not trying to get somewhere in life at the expense of somebody else. Fudge had had many a run-in with men who were supposedly work colleagues, but the minute they were back in town began bad mouthing him. 

And he knew he would never get on the management ladder, as he didn’t have the required slyness to make it. He could count on one hand the number of decent managers he had worked under; men who were good to their word, tried to play fair, and treated their boys with respect. Sadly, they invariably only made the first rung of the ladder. The men who really made it were always out of the same mould – calculating, devious, with a memory that was selective, and with absolutely no conscious or decency.

Steve Frankman was the best example that came to Fudge’s mind. He and Fudge had nearly come to blows on more than one occasion, and Frankman had done his level best to get Fudge the bullet. But higher management knew Fudge’s value and had none of it. 
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