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    Print
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    Monks, Mountains and Magic – explorations of Thailand




    Non-Fiction




    The Ramakien: The Thai Epic (Kodansha International 1971, 1975, 1982, 1990)




    E-Books




    Novels




    Untitled: Document Found in a Prefab undergoing Demolition in a N-W London Suburb 2016




    Homecoming: (Forthcoming)




    Letters from a Front Line Nation (Forthcoming)




    Collected Journalism




    Chiang Mai !! Beyond Belief 1961 – 2016 (Forthcoming)




    At One with Thailand : and Loving – NO! - Savouring every Precious Moment (Forthcoming)




    J. M. Cadet was born in London but has lived in the East – mainly in Thailand – since 1961. As well as teaching English at the Chitrlada Palace School and locally for the British Council, he was at one time news editor of the Bangkok World newspaper. In Chiang Mai, where he now lives, he was a special lecturer in English Literature for Payap University, and an English language adviser for the Graduate School, Chiang Mai University. His publications include: two collections of short stories – Occidental Adam, Oriental Eve and Venusberg Revisited; a book of collected journalism entitled Monks, Mountains and Magic; and a study of a Thai classic, The Ramakien: The Thai Epic.


  




  

    
What the Reviewers Say…




    “One of the best authors working in English in this country … This massive, beautifully-produced book (The Ramakien) is clear, incisive and often witty…a treasure in the library of any student of Thailand. But it is as an author of fiction that he truly shines. In only two collections of short stories, Occidental Adam, Oriental Eve and Venusberg Revisited, he takes us into the homes, lives and minds of a broad array of well-drawn characters…(He paints) a portrait of this country… that is accurate and admirably complete, something that every author strives for and few achieve.” Steve Rosse in the Phuket Review




    “In less than ten years he has set the standards and created a genre.” Special Correspondent - Bangkok Post




    “Cadet writes well, no doubt of that. He has a sharp ear for the nuances of speech, a touch of Angus Wilson in his more hilarious short stories. If not as diverting as some of his fiction, nor as valuable as his excellent Thai Ramakien, this volume (Monks, Mountains and Magic) is eminently readable… a handsome little book.” Michael Smithies in the Bangkok Post




    “We’ve received a lot of feed-back on it (Soft as Grass: A Country-girl’s Story). It’s quite controversial in a way.” Pascoe Publishing Pty., Australia




    THE RAMAKIEN - “A work no major library should be without.” Library Journal




    “One of the most perfect marriages of art and literature I have seen.” Henry Willis Wells, Indologist


  




  

    
Introduction




    Evidently the work of a 16/17-year-old schoolboy, Frederick – ‘Damn the name!’ – Deville, ‘UNTITLED’ came to light only with the demolition of a prefab dormitory suburb in North London, 60 years after its (the document’s) deposition there.




    The hand-written ms. – diary, reminiscence, confession, essay, observation, inner-rumination, prolegomenon – begun at the summer solstice 1952, closing on Christmas Eve of the same year, deals with the narrator’s last year at grammar school, and appears to have been prompted partly by the struggle with the normal problems of adolescence – parents, girls, homework, lack of money, dissatisfaction with appearance etc. – but also by a psychological crisis. Earlier in the year, Deville had attempted a piece of fiction, presumably a novel, which he refers to as A Day in the Life of.... Intended to bridge what he saw as the gap between the everyday world around him, and its fictional (or any other form of) written representation, its ‘catastrophic’ failure left him facing unanswerable questions concerning the nature of reality and his place in it. The ms. evidently records his attempt to come to terms with this failure, as well as to prepare for an entirely new way of composing fiction, to be underwritten by what he cryptically refers to as TBTIED – apparently some form of objective correlative or affirmative action.




    Given that The Catcher in the Rye was published the year before UNTITLED was written, there’s the temptation to suppose that Deville read and was influenced by it. This seems unlikely, however, since apart from major stylistic differences, there are also those of circumstance. It’s true that the hero-narrator of Catcher is of an age with Deville, and struggling in the toils of adolescent alienation like him, but while Holden Caulfield is in flight from his Ivy League boarding schools, and ends up the captive of another of his society’s institutions, Deville sees his grammar school as a beacon in the murk of his working-class background, and as a possible means of escaping from it into…




    What exactly?




    Evidently consigned to the space at the back of a bedroom drawer shortly after completion, the manuscript of UNTITLED was picked up by demolition site workers and passed on as a curio by the site manager shortly afterwards.




    No other record of Deville’s life or work, either of that time or later, survives.


  




  

    
An Account Of My Seven Years At Acgs




    To gain thine ends, lay bashfulnesse aside;




    Who fears to ask, doth teach to be denied.




    Martin Herrick




    Climb if you will but remember that courage and strength are naught without prudence, and that a momentary negligence may destroy the happiness of a lifetime. Do nothing in haste; look well to each step; and from the beginning think what may be the end.




    Edward Whymper


  




  

    Friday, June 20th 1952




    Never mind for the moment how the decision was arrived at, but this morning in Assembly, Humpy Black behind me, the Old Man still to take the stage, Brightest and Best – one of my favourites – yet to be sung, Wilf providing Rachmaninoffian delectation (I’m thinking of making it my next choice of record) …




    Though I shall come to the reasons in due course, sooner rather than later…




    …and with the shades of those who went before, killed in two world wars, named on the escutcheons (look it up) on the wall above and to our right, reminding us that where they went, we too shall go, strange though it is to think as much – and the beaks, frowning in their places to the left across at us…




    Frowning not without reason. Humpy Black, as I say, behind me, leaning forward.




    “’ere, you ’erd this one?”




    Any place, any time, to one side, in front of, at the back of you, Humpy Black is best avoided. A farm boy from the wilds of Uxbridge, he has that quality shared by only one or two others in the school - that I know of, at least – of appearing to be composed equally of lead and rubber, so that if in the morning-break soccer game you run full tilt into him, it has no effect whatever, he continuing like a tank, straight line for the goal over which he hooks his shot high, wide, anything but handsome, across a corner of the gym and into the London Underground allotments, bringing the game to an end until someone goes under the wire, risking the wrath of the gardeners, not to speak of the duty master… while you’ve bounced back as if from an object, if not immoveable, surely of infinite density. And this physical quality of density has its psychological counterpart, in that no matter what you say to him, it too bounces off, leaving no impression. The one exception being the incident for which he gained instant, school-wide, notoriety…




    No, no. This won’t do. I must try again.




    Just as there are no beginnings in Life, so too in Art we find…




    Hold on, hold on a minnit, my friend, you (Gentle Reader) are gonna protest. No beginnings in life? No beginnings! You were not conceived, that wasn’t the moment of your genesis? And the universe itself. There wasn’t in fact – excuse the pun – a Big Bang in which all was created from nothing - curiously enough, foreshadowing what the Holy Fathers teach concerning the soul – isn’t that strange? That it has no existence prior to our conception, but once in being continues for ever and ever, world with or without end, amen, either up there, or down below. Not that I myself, you understand…




    Now look, do you mind, Reader (ha!). This is my story. I’d like to get a word in, even if this isn’t exactly the beginning. Good lord, I’ve hardly started! What I should have said is, ‘No definitive beginnings’. Because you’re not going to tell me conception occurs without prior activity? Or the Big Bang itself – that nothing went before? A monstrous great void, you’re implying, which - just like that - gave convulsive birth to the universe? Not a convincing picture, I think you’ll agree. So let’s return to what I was going to, or at least trying to, say.




    What was it?




    Yes! That what I’m writing here is in the nature of a tentative prolepsis, prolegomenon, exordium (look them up, select the most appropriate. Could become the title, or part of it!). Humpy Black, as I say, in the earliest part of Assembly, whispering coarsely in my ear,




    “What did one silk stocking say to the other silk stocking in the cinema?”




    The Old Man appearing from the side door, so that we all stand.




    The Beetle, though not on this occasion, amazing us all with a great bellow of, HWAAET! Could he have gone mad?




    And Omar, crying his Te Deum across the centuries, “Awake! For Morning in the Bowl of Night / Has flung the Stone that puts the stars to flight…”




    None of this will do either. But dammit! Look at the time - 11.30, I haven’t done my homework – again! I’ll come back tomorrow night. Make a start. Or at least a determined attempt to.


  




  

    Monday 23rd




    To make sense of this I need to go back before the beginning. On the first of January, when I started this journal, I firmly resolved to write a text additional to the one the Beetle requires of us weekly and with no reference to it, which would be entitled, A Day in the Life of……




    Whether I intended this to be an essay, a short story, or a novel I can’t now remember. Or even whether it should be fact or fiction, or an intermixture of both. As far as I can remember, I made no plans, other than that the events transcribed were to be those of a typical day in the life of the family within these four walls: that’s to say, of my own. ‘Family’, that is.




    In failing to complete this text, which no longer exists, I learned a devastating truth – that the relationship between these and other marks scratched on paper, and the events in which we partake which we call ‘life’, is extremely tenuous.




    I say this was devastating to learn, because I’d always supposed the works I admire so much and wish I could emulate were mirrors held up to different aspects of a commonly experienced universe – that I too could hold up a mirror and capture a modest part of it – and that in doing so, situating myself within it, could be assured of achieving a degree of reality, firmness, credibility of character that I’m so conscious of lacking at the moment.




    My task was simple, I supposed. I needed only to observe closely, within the limitations assigned, to note what I observed and …




    Well, I observed, noted, wrote. And the longer I wrote – and I continued a fortnight or so, perhaps longer – the more confused, exasperated, and at first depressed I became. But then depression deepened and became worse, much worse – became despair. Panic. Sickness. For instead of creating the image of a recognizable solidly-based world, and establishing myself within it, I found everything falling apart, myself included. It was as if in trying to present this meticulously accurate and detailed picture of a small corner of reality, I not merely failed to do it justice, but caused it – and myself – to become…unpicked, unstitched, disintegrated. I was left in a world that no longer cohered. And much more than before and contrary to my intentions, I myself was a part, a suffering part, of that incoherence.




    Curiously, only one small section of what I wrote had merit. It was a moment in the kitchen, after Sunday dinner, when the grandparents had gone to their room, the folding table – my father’s handiwork – had been swung up and attached to the living-room door, my mother had wafted her offensive cigarette smoke away from us, the washing up and drying of the dishes and pots had been done by my sister and me. And at this point, my father and I had fallen into our customary mock grapple – myself sinking my head into his shoulder, tying him up, pinning him against the wall next to the stove, and belabouring him with massive fake punches, eliciting not entirely simulated gasps and protests...




    I need to add here that my father taught me to box. He said I had to learn to defend myself. This must have been from approximately my first year at ACGS, in other words from about the age of 11 - or even before that by a bit. Sunday afternoon we put the gloves on, and he would pepper me painfully with straight lefts, hooks. “Keep your guard up. Duck! Sway. Feint. Don’t lead with your right.” I didn’t much enjoy it. To be hit in the face – it’s alienating. The world afterwards looks different. This was at my aunt’s rented place, where we had a couple of rooms – back from the country at the end of the war. Down in the owner’s garden, or in the garage if it rained. We continued the practice when we came here, to this prefab - what is it now? Four years ago? He made a punch-bag, my father. Hung it between the outside lavatory and the kitchen drainpipe. There’s a small square of concrete, just space enough to spar and work out on the bag. Made me sign up too for the annual boxing competition at school, in which, up through the forms, I always lost in the finals to the only boy who could really box, fellow from the year below called – would you believe it? – Beaton. Except that, last year, when he was out for some reason, I won against a couple of toughs from the 4th form, and got the ‘best boxer’ trophy – or would have got it if the PE man, Penguy Gates, hasn’t still neglected to have the damn thing made. But what I wanted to say, did say, in the only part that holds together in A Day in the Life of…, is that some time following my fifteenth birthday, something amazing happened.




    During one of our week-end work-outs in the space outside, we – the old man and I - did as we usually did: sparred first and then punched the bag – that’s to say, I punched the bag under his supervision. Except that on this particular Sunday the sparring lasted about – what? – twenty seconds? I didn’t do anything differently, as far as I could see, but suddenly, overnight it seemed, my father had turned featherweight, while I was a welter – I mean comparatively. Suddenly I could hustle him, move him around effortlessly, tie him up, rip hooks to the body that weren’t especially hard but pretty well took him off his feet, hardly a punch that didn’t go right through.




    “All right, all right, son,” he said hastily, out of breath. “That’ll do. Let’s get out the punch-bag…”




    We got the bag out without further comment. Didn’t say anything, didn’t need to. I understood of course, as he did. But amazing!




    That was the end of sparring, anyway. Since then we’ve had only these mock-mauls in the kitchen, usually Sunday, after dinner. He doesn’t have a lot to say to me, the old man. Never has. But these bits of sparring, when I put my head into his shoulder, pretend to have him on the ropes, belabour him with big ‘pulled’ punches, grapple … they’re a kind of - well, communion.




    As I say, this particular moment in the attempt at A Day in the Life of… was the only one that held together, more or less, was even close to validity. The rest? Garbage. Worse. Like a trap you fall into that you made yourself. Deeply damaging…




    Now, here we go again, you see, getting off track. What I’m supposed to be doing is explaining how and why I’m writing this. Describing the moments that have brought me to this point – Humpy Black, the Beetle’s approval, the worst day in my life, the school in its entirety and so on, starting with the hymn – which this morning was Time Like an Everlasting Stream. Another of my favourites… Explaining, at least in part, what I intend to do, and in the process negating – is that the word? – curing myself of the sickness of that previous failure. Putting things back together, if that’s possible. Though I have to ask myself – and you too, Reader – are you still there? – if once you’ve pulled the world apart like I have, can you ever put it back together again?




    OK. More at the week-end. Lots going on. I need to catch up with that too.


  




  

    Tuesday 24th




    This is the thing, you see. Putting it together. Making it stand still. Holding it. But the flow goes on. And (above) Time Like an Ever Flowing Stream – not Lasting. Or is it ‘Rolling’. (check)




    Hot as hell at the moment. Don’t eat. Drink only. Shakes, cider, iced milk. And swim. I’m busy planning for the summer hols. Intend to go to one of those Ag. Camps, where you work and get a certain amount of money, and afterwards hitch up to North Wales – though Mac, Murgatroyd, Boothby and maybe a couple of others from our Lower VI (Arts) set are going on an educational exchange programme to France – or is it Germany? I’m interested, but where would the money come from? In any case, Wales, Snowdonia… the mountains beckon irresistibly. Hitch, stay in hostels - camp out, even better.




    To come back to the ‘decision’. Or maybe, ‘decisions’. Though the second followed the first so closely, they can hardly be separated. Mental and Physical. Together comprising what I think of as TBTIED - if I ever get to do it/them.




    OK: one of the decisions was to write an account of ACGS, which instead of rushing into without planning, I should first think through, selecting particular relevant topics – The Building, The Masters, The Boys, Morning Assembly, Dancing, My Worst Day, The Tower and so on: a series of interrelated essays which culminate in the physical bit, The Sealing Action or whatever it’s to be called. Perhaps also including the journey to school and back morning and evening, plus ancillary matters…but always staying within the confines of the overall topic. Not straying like I did before, getting trapped, dazed by infinitudes of meaningless particulars. Writing steadily, day by day, from now to the end. End of the year? Ending on a note of success, triumph.




    So this is where I begin.


  




  

    Wednesday 25th




    What with one thing and another – mock exams over, but the real ones coming up – there hasn’t been time to get on with this, much chance to write. Also, continuing as hot as hell. Skipped school and went to the Test Match at Lords on Monday afternoon - not bad. And yesterday, the OM and the rest of the Upper/Lower VIth going to Cambridge, Reg and I were left in charge. We did pretty well, though we had to take a strong line, the others knowing we’re just acting prefects and some of them playing up. Fortunately, Paul turned up later and helped.




    Incidentally, I didn’t mention that during the mock exams, we got a card from Mac in Paris – picture of the Eiffel Tower and just three words: ‘You poor souls’. We agree that qualifies him for a scragging when he comes back.


  




  

    Sunday 29th June




    An incredibly hectic week-end. Yesterday – the hottest day this year (85 F) – I did some heavy work on Ellen’s part of the garden in the morning, and went to the dance in the evening. It wasn’t bad, but I wasn’t exactly inspired. Afterwards, Brian, Nila and I got to Rayners Lane station too late for the last bus, and I walked Nila home. I can’t bring myself to neck with the girl. I just don’t care enough. Fortunately, Brian lent me his bike, which I picked up afterwards, but even so I didn’t get home till after 2 a.m.




    Then after four hours’ sleep I beetled back over to Brian’s place to return the bike, and we – with Graham – went to West Harrow baths. Cloudless skies the whole day. Enjoyed myself, jumping off the top board, diving off the others. We swam, sunbathed till midday. Afterwards, Brian and I – his mother, cheerful soul, calls him Broi-an: now where does that come from? – we cycled over to Burnham Beeches and swam in the Thames. Agreed we should go with the girls next time. Drank a flagon of cider between us.




    Altogether, not a bad week-end on four hours’ sleep. Problem, of course: I’ve done no revision, and haven’t even thought about TBTIED, either I or II. But will come back to it/them soon.




    I think I’m finished with Nila. I just don’t care for her that much. I’ll bequeath her to Brian. He’s obviously infatuated. This means I’ll have to get to the station early in the mornings, and watch out which carriage the girls get into going home.




    Didn’t mention that I had to repulse a homo at the baths. Incredible number of them around.


  




  

    Wednesday 2nd July




    Following the other day’s resolution about Nila, I got to school early, signed in and, the rest of the Arts set having gone to Stratford, came straight home. The hot spell is over, but it’s sultry, no rain, louring. A dull, gloomy day here, nothing accomplished.




    Reader – are you still there? – let me confess that I am not satisfied with myself. Evenings like these, penned in this room, I ask myself difficult questions that have no answer. Who are you? Where are you going? Why is it that with your far from brilliant marks and the exams coming, you don’t knuckle down like the masters recommend? Running around is over, at least - no money to go anywhere anyway, and outside this room a dormitory suburb where we post-war inner-city plebs have been ‘decanted’ – OK, oaks from the park still in situ in this crescent but not so much as a pub or a community centre for a mile around. So, why is it you don’t get your books out and revise like the others do, you ask? There being next to no alternative, apart from the glumps?




    I’m not kicking about the room, small though it is, the smallest of the three upstairs. Redecorated by the old man, his work almost entirely: he papered the walls cheerfully, fixed the ‘wardrobe’, a kind of curtained triangle cater-corner from the bed – put in the folding table I work at now, which is attached to the curious box-like structure holding two drawers that when pulled out, open into a space above the stairs – a handy receptacle for anything I don’t want snooped into: this writing, for example. I just take a drawer out, slip the writing into the darkness, replace the drawer. Bingo! And the mirror to my left - as I sit with my back to the wardrobe and window: not his work but he or the mother bought it, put it up. A small chest of drawers in the space between the foot of the bed and the window. School books on top of the big flat space of the above-the-stairs ‘box’. Whymper, F.S. Smythe, a Shakespeare anthology (check), Concise Oxford Dic and so on, on the shelf above. As I say, the old man’s handiwork, all this: he really knows his stuff – though he never teaches me, why would that be? A comfortable little room, but also a prison, and on days like this, it’s not the comfort but the confinement that comes across…that ache of certainty that life’s going on, real and vivid, elsewhere.




    So I think of the summer holidays coming up. That’s as far ahead as I can go. Well, ‘A’ Levels next year, two years of National Service after that. And then…? But that’s too remote to be real. So I think of the school hols instead: camping in the New Forest with the family, then the Agricultural fortnight with Boysie. (His mother, a very proper lady, deplores me calling him that. “I do think it’s so much nicer if you use your given names, Freddy?” But even if we hadn’t always called each other by our nicknames at junior school, irrespective of the fact that we share the same first name …well, at school – I mean ACGS, not the junior place we went to in Somerset - who uses first names? Neither masters nor boys. Only Brian, Graham and I do, and that’s not because we’re closer than with the others, but because we meet at his home. You can’t use surnames with parents around.)




    OK, but after the New Forest, with Boysie to the Ag. Camp a couple of weeks, and then the hitch up to North Wales, ten days of real rugged stuff, solo hiking and climbing, all the peaks – including Snowdon: camping out, though the tent isn’t finished yet and I need to buy boots and an anorak. No – wait. I’ve got it wrong. My diary says first the New Forest, then the trip to North Wales, and the Ag. Camp rather anti-climactically third.




    So, times like this, this is what I think ahead to, but today even that hasn’t lifted me, and I’ve been staring at myself in the mirror – a blotchy-surfaced sheet of glass in an old gilt frame. I don’t care much for what I see there. It disappoints me, the image. Or worse: I can’t believe it. I mean, is that really the best it can do? Is that really me, this fresh-faced kid? Why can’t it show the maturity, the intelligence, the complexity inside. I think I deserve better. It’s the ingenuousness, the immaturity though, that gets me most. I had my seventeenth birthday three weeks back, but you wouldn’t know it. No wonder the homos go for me. I borrow the old man’s razor, but I get by using it about once a fortnight. OK, so I’m the youngest in my year, always have been, but do I have to be such a weed?




    That’s how it’s been today. The glooms, mirror-gazing. And worse.




    OK Reader. Don’t worry. I’m going to get back to the project. Ditch what I’ve written and make a fresh start. I think the ideas are beginning to coalesce. I’m seeing things more clearly. A series of essays, interlinked. How shall I start? Where? Logically with a description of the school. But that’s rather boring. I’m beginning to think that perhaps…




    What about taking the salient points, writing spontaneously, generally, about each one, including as many of the relevant facts, thoughts, incidents as come to me, and then using this compendium (liu), rag-bag, catch-all, as the spring-board for the real thing, which will be altogether more ordered, accomplished, polished? Instead of… Well, more later.


  




  

    Saturday 5th




    Oh my God! Oh sweet Jesus! I don’t even want to write about it, or think about it. I just put my head down while it was going on, saying, “No, no, no. Not me! Never! Never! Ever…”




    No, no, never, ever…


  




  

    Monday 7th




    Brian and I went to Covent Garden the other evening, Sadler’s Wells Ballet doing ‘Sleeping Beauty’. Not bad. Afterwards we wandered down to Piccadilly Circus and who should we see but ‘Blower’, alias ‘The Browner’, prowling. Pretended not to see us. Very rum. But this – seeing the ballet – means I’m already overspent for the month. Short commons for the rest of it.




    No good not writing about it – I mean that last entry above. Has to be done. But it won’t get into the Compendium, let alone the final writing of TBTIED. That will stick strictly to its subject, stay within limits.




    This is Saturday morning. I was working on the tent, my mother helping. It slipped out somehow - I thought I’d told them - I was intending to use it in North Wales in the holidays. I thought I’d mentioned that, said I was hitching up there, that they knew already, both of them, but an immediate outcry from my mother, with the old man coming straight in on it…




    What makes them go on like that? So hysterically? You’d think I was proposing going to the North Pole, except that it’s more between them, the two of them, flaying each other, than to do with me. I put my head down, tried to pretend I was somewhere else…




    Not the first time, of course. Something similar happened when were still at Aunt M’s place, before we came here. Four years back, more or less, but it’s still - fresh, vivid – in my mind.




    So, what happened?




    Ellen, mother and I went to church one Sunday morning, and Ellen fainted. It was odd. We were kneeling, bored as hell as usual, and Ellen suddenly - to my astonishment, indignation - leaned, slumped against me. Something we never do, make contact, and I thought she was…well, I don’t know what. I turned, shook my mother’s sleeve to attract her attention, Ellen by this time keeling over. Turned out, as I say, she was fainting, and with a bit of help we got her to the door, sat her on a chair and someone gave her a glass of water. No big deal, except it had never happened before and it was somehow disturbing, since she’s three years nine months older than me and has always been – well… tough: difficult. Not an easy person to live and share a bedroom with as we were doing then. My guess is that taking communion, naturally we hadn’t eaten beforehand, and that was the reason. But then I did something stupid, I don’t know why.




    Going home after the service, I walked faster than they did, and when I got in, minutes ahead of them, I told the old man what had happened. Of course, I realised almost immediately what a fool I’d been, but the old man was in one of his moods, and I probably blurted it out to make conversation of some kind, diverting whatever else might have been on the way. He didn’t say anything, grimly silent, with that greasy look he gets at these times. But when the two of them came in it started immediately and in no time at all it was stratospheric – the old man almost hysterical. I mean, really beyond the limits. It would be easy to suppose it was concerned with his opposition to Catholicism – he’s rejected it more or less in toto. Is very negative about it. In fact, it’s only our mother who keeps us going, to church I mean, neither Ellen nor I in the least interested. But the reality is that that only served as a sort of a short circuit between them, he and my mother. He was in one of his foul moods and even if I hadn’t provided the excuse, he’d have expressed it some other way. But there it was, the opportunity – like a tree standing in a bare field. He’s actually a good father, you’ve got to give him that. OK, he doesn’t have much time for me, perhaps, as distinct from Ellen, or at least doesn’t show it, but he does his damndest for us as a family, no question. This room, for example: as I say, hardly anything here that isn’t his handiwork…




    But when he gets into these moods, these foul tempers…




    That time, four years back, it began with an absolute prohibition - Ellen wasn’t to go to church again without eating first, which meant she wouldn’t be able to take communion. Mother of course as always, moderate, reasonable, but it didn’t do any good. As I say, he went stratospheric, was almost screaming. I’d never seen him that bad before. That was when I said to myself, “No, never, not ever. No, sir, not for me. No, no, no…” the first time.




    But ditto last Saturday. The matter of the tent, the proposed trip to North Wales. And while this time it was my mother’s opposition that started it, he came in immediately, the two of them tearing at each other as much as me…




    Well, partly my fault, as I say. Maybe I hadn’t told them and it came as a surprise. Or they haven’t kept up with their little boy, who’s striking out on his own. Bit of both, perhaps. Anyway, I put my head down and let it blow. But I was saying, “No, sir,” all over again. “Not for me. No thank you. Never, ever, no, no, no…”




    It blew over eventually and I’ll probably go, with modified permission, but it leaves a kind of pain in the heart-gut area, this sort of thing, doesn’t go away quickly. What can you say? Or do?


  




  

    Wednesday 9th




    Take a look at this. What’s your honest opinion, Reader?


  




  

    A Sonnet




    Spring’s hopeful blooms have long since blown,




    And summer’s fruits waxed full and sown




    Their seeds into a leaf-strewn grave.




    If so, why then bemoan




    What’s gone? Instead, dispatch and save




    From autumn mists and chills the brave




    New spoils, and not with penitence atone




    A season’s blights, time’s whipping slave.




    Sardonic branches furnish my reply.




    Their sterile motion parodies what’s lost -




    The tree, flower-drenched which soft winds tossed




    Till quenched by febrifugal frost.




    I don’t complain: I merely sigh




    That one may blossom and yet fruitless die.




    I’ll have something to say about this later – my first real poem, and the follow up amusing.


  




  

    Thursday 10th




    Last night was bath night. It’s become the custom that the old man washes Ellen’s hair in a basin in the kitchen sink before-hand. Steam, the smell of vinegar, which he says softens the hair, puts a gloss on it. Once in a while, less frequently, he does mine too. Which he did last night.




    Once, under great provocation, he gave me an almighty great slap across the gob. I must have been nine or ten at the time – this is in Yeovil, during the war, probably towards the end. I say provocation, because I wasn’t the most obedient of children, unlike Ellen, certainly. This was coming up to the 11-plus, and while I wasn’t doing badly at Huish Junior, he thought I needed coaching in maths, and would set me homework problems. I wasn’t too regular in the way I did what he set, and he would be severe about my various short-comings – mistakes, bad writing, failure to finish, unreliability and so on. He was working shifts at the aircraft factory, and when he was on nights it was the time to be especially careful, since his moodiness, these awful bad tempers…




    Well, on this occasion I’d sneaked out to be with an older boy, an evacuee from London like us, but without family, who lived a couple of doors away - I mean the boy, Joey did. Just up the road from us was a barrage balloon site, and when I heard the old man was after me, I and Joey hared up to the balloon site, hid in the long grass at the entrance. When he came looking, and it was obvious he’d find us, I stood up with a sheepish grin and he slapped me a good right hander, dragged me back down the road to the homework I’d run away from.




    Now one of the old man’s favourite sayings is that he ‘never lifts his hand to his family’, and he never does. What we – or mainly, what I – get are his frightful silences, which are enough to turn a stone statue to jelly. [Excessive! No figurative language! Plain English! Avoid exaggeration]. This was the one and only time he broke his rule, and it didn’t bother me in the least. I was pleased even. “See, I’m one of you, and I can take it,” was what I felt I could say to Joey, who was a bit of a tough. It didn’t occur to me at the time, but I’m pretty sure now that that hoary old schoolmaster’s saying, ‘This hurts me more than it hurts you’, just on this one occasion was appropriate.




    Reader - I’m sorry. I’m getting way off track again. What’s this got to do with anything?




    Still, let me finish. Bath night, hair-washing, I was saying…




    While he was rinsing, the old man said, “What about the Maths exam?”




    I should explain that after the great disaster of the O Level results, and my transfer out of the Science Group into the Arts, he would have had me leave, going to work as a trainee in the Metal Box Company, (and no, Reader, I’m not pulling yr leg. There really is such a company, and he did have me go for an interview, with more to follow, except that he was persuaded to let me stay on…But not before he’d said bitterly, “I knew I shouldn’t have let you go to that school…” i.e., anywhere so airy-fairy.)




    The proviso being – I mean, to letting me stay on for the VIth, after the ‘O’ Level disaster - that I was to take at least the Maths exam again. I even had the deputy head, Doc Goolies – a stern old-school character straight out of Boys’ Own Paper – to coach me a bit. But I nevertheless failed the second exam, had to take it a third time. That’s how much of a genius I am, Reader. Anyway, a month back it came through that I’d got a pass, but for some reason I didn’t say anything, either to the parents or anyone else. Three tries to pass ‘O’ Level Maths. Not exactly anything to shout about.




    Anyway, my head in the bowl, the old man rinsing, he says, “Has there been any news about the Maths exam yet?”




    “Yup,” I said into the warm water.




    “What?” in his usual testy tone. “What did you say?”




    “I said, ‘Yes’.”




    “‘Yes’ what? ‘Yes’ you’ve heard? I don’t know why we have to drag everything out of you like this? Can’t you say anything in a straight-forward, clear way. What do you mean, ‘Yes’?”




    The temperature rising, definitely rising by the minute.




    “I mean, ‘Yes, I’ve heard.’”




    “What! What! You’ve heard? So what was the result?” Not just testy now, but beginning to head off the graph again.




    I let it go a minute. Then said, “I passed.”




    Oh boy, did that ever get him going. I swear to God if I’d told him I’d failed again it couldn’t have been worse. Why couldn’t I answer a straight question? How could I not have told them, once I’d heard? Blah! Blah! Blah! Etc. Etc. Etc.




    Didn’t say anything. Let him get on with it. But towel over my head, giving my hair a rub, I half turned on my way to this room:




    “Thanks for the congratulations.”




    [Definitely, definitely not for the Compendium. I don’t know where this stuff’s coming from. Stick to the god-damn subject! At this rate you’ll never get anywhere.]


  




  

    Friday 11th




    You’re right, Reader. You’ve got a point. Though I haven’t deliberately been holding out on you. Just that I’d overlooked an explanation. Here it is.




    As I mentioned, I work against time constraints, I think I can say that: homework, out-of-school activities, the two hour (total) trip, there and back, gardening, the other home chores. So there’s the need to blot everything down at top speed. And the fact that I also need to read, think how I’m going to begin and carry on. I still haven’t got the full picture but back there somewhere I wrote that I was planning on making a ‘compendium’ first – everything that comes to mind, a spontaneous outpouring that I’ll be able to go back and refer to when I’m doing the real thing – the TBTIED proper. Now, it’s very simple. Liu in brackets means, ‘Look it up’, mostly in my dic. On the other hand, ‘check’, also in brackets, means finding supporting matter elsewhere – maybe in the reference sections: Wealdstone or Acton public libraries, or the school library, if Lill hasn’t debarred us again (ecl – ‘explanation coming later’). Now, yr going to say: A student! And he doesn’t even have a dictionary!! Well, of course I have a dictionary. Didn’t I say so? The problem is it’s on the top shelf, not like my school books, within easy reach. Means to consult it I have to push this chair back, stand up, reach up to the top shelf and take it down. And having consulted it, either then or later, put it back. So, you’re going to say, why isn’t it down with your school books, within easy reach. And I grant that’s a fair question. The fact is, it’s the Concise Oxford Dictionary, Fourth Edition, and I must have put it on the upper shelf in recognition of its superiority. Because if there’s a greater work of its kind, I still have to meet it. Thanks, Mr. G.W. Fowler. If I ever do anything of equal merit to your great work – I mean this - (and I dream that one day I shall), I shan’t have wasted my life. So, you’re going to say – and I admire your persistence, Reader. I admire everything that has relevance and duration, so lacking in them as I and my work are – so why don’t you put the g-d thing down with your school books? Good! Fair question. Yes, Sir! So much easier to lay your hands on, and obviating the necessity of standing up, pushing the chair back – the carpet always rucks up when I do and it’s really annoying. Well, it’s funny, but having put it on the top shelf for the reasons cited, I’ve got used to it being there, it seems the appropriate place somehow…so I’ll take your suggestion on its undoubted merits, Reader, mull it over. It’s really very sensible etc.…
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