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Introduction


    A Rorschach blot of the map of Thailand can liberate some interesting images in the mind of a Westerner : “…..two legs and the trunk of a headless female; Bangkok the pubic tuft; the Chao Phraya River the fetid entry into that sprawling area of darkness…..”


    Once you let the mind go, there’s no saying where this line will lead you.


    In seven of the ten stories in this collection, the theme is that of a farang (Westerner) – a government adviser, a writer, a journalist, a couple of teachers of English, a painter – struggling with greater or lesser success to come to some understanding of and accommodation with the country and its people.


    At one extreme, a failed painter goes ‘Back to Nature’ in a way even Rousseau might have found a little primitive – emptying the blood of his body into the cracked earth of a coconut plantation. Of the two English teachers, one preaches the importance of integrating art with experience but ducks the consequences when his students elect to take him literally; the other – the Occidental Adam of the title - begins by trying by trying to keep the realms of action and instruction separate, and ends by perhaps learning something from his failure to do so.


    The journalist goes further than any of these characters. Starting in Bangkok, where much of the action of these stories takes place, he plunges into the life of the capital with what his friends see as deplorable recklessness. He marries a Chiang Mai ‘princess’, is confronted by her husband and associates, escapes with some difficulty to Laos – only to be caught up there in a coup d’etat, losing wife, child and everything he owns. But by the end of his stay among the Thai, when he takes the plane out – to Saigon, to the war in Vietnam? – he has made some personal gains, grown a little. As perhaps has the nameless foreign ‘expert’ in ‘A Taste of Lotus’, though he is left uncomfortably suspended at the end of the tale: where does he belong, where is he going, what now does he believe in?


    The odd woman out in this collection is an Easterner. Haruko Terauchi, the wife of a Japanese diplomat stationed in Thailand, finds that the myths have to be stood on their heads to be usefully interpreted: that it is she who has to fight and kill the dragon if she is to gain her freedom and win the hero.


    While Pandu Panichpakdi, a Thai bank manager – Mr. One-percent to his foreign clients – has understood nothing from sitting daily under the region’s most ubiquitous religious icon: that of the Buddha calling the Earth Goddess to witness. In his crisis, Pandu has no store of credit to draw on, and pays the penalty…..


    But like Rorschach blots, these stories will be interpreted in accordance with what you bring to them. Perhaps the figure described at the beginning of this introduction is not a body to be entered, but one to be escaped from – an area of fecund darkness from which the characters are issuing into new experiences of the light.


    J.M.C.


    Chiang Mai 2014

  


  
    
English 304


    He’s one of my colleagues at this university – a short, vigorous young man with springy blond hair and a fresh young beard. He hasn’t been long in Thailand – arrived last year from England, intending to do research into Buddhism, on which he’s already published one book. Apparently there’s some problem about his visa. He applied to the university to do part-time teaching to get the necessary clearance and has been with us since. And he’s a great addition to the English Department staff; energetic, enthusiastic, a real live wire.


    The only trouble is he really doesn’t understand the country. He’s teaching 304 – AE 304, that is: an Introduction to English Poetry. I’m not saying he doesn’t do it well in his way. I occasionally pass his class while it’s in session. The room’s crammed to the doors, the attention seems to be total and the response is quite remarkable, given the difficulty of the subject. I mean that not only do they listen while he’s talking – I heard him reading ‘Daddy’ the other day, by Sylvia Plath – “ You do not do, you do not do any more, old shoe…..” – you must know the piece. And I could understand why they listened. He not only reads well, in that attractive clipped British accent of his, but he obviously cares about what he’s reading, gets inside it, so that his enthusiasm communicates itself to his listeners. But what I’m saying is that they don’t just listen to him; he can actually get them to talk about the poetry they’re doing, right there in the classroom. And if you’ve taught here any length of time – what am I saying? If you’ve been in the country longer than a couple of days – you’ve got to know how hard it is to get any two-way communication going.


    And yet Philip – his name’s Philip Preston, and he’s already taught the students not to call him ajarn Philip, but Mr. Preston – well, he isn’t satisfied with this. Comes into the staffroom after one of his sessions running his hands through his electric blond hair so that it stands on end; comes over to my table, which is next to his, and says, “God Almighty, Carol, what am I going to do with that mob, tell me what I can do with them. They’re dead, moribund, asleep, out of this world…..” And he pounds the wall, puffs his cheeks out, puts on such a performance that the Thai ajarns – well, they don’t actually raise their immaculate eyebrows, but they come as close to it as they ever do. I calm him down, tell him he’s doing a great job and all that – as he really is, if he only knew it. But I’ve been wondering recently how I could tactfully get across to him where it is he’s going wrong before his mistakes catch up with him.


    You’ve got to know the students to understand what the problem is. I did a trip into the hills recently, saw the opium poppies blooming in the steep little fields – the white, red, mauve petals fluttering over the rich dark soil, the forest crowding in all round and the crags rising right over them. Innocent, lovely, dangerous flowers. Cut into the seedbox at the right time and the sap that comes out – well, we all know what that can do. And yet, as I say, what could be lovelier and more natural than those poppies in that setting?


    Well, I’m sorry if this strikes you as being fanciful, but I can’t help seeing the students in much the same way. They’re mainly middle-class boys and girls from the provincial capital, the sons and daughters of well-to-do shopkeepers, traders, civil servants, saw-mill owners and so on. Get them in the classroom and you can’t imagine a more attractive and wholesome picture than they make there. The boys, who are heavily out-numbered, have a predilection for coming to class, shirts unbuttoned and with an array of amulets on display, until they’re weaned away from it. But the girls – well, I can’t help admitting that they fill me with anything but generous emotions at times. They’ve got everything going for them – glossy black hair, perfect skin, regular features and good figures. They know how to dress too, and while I’m not saying they’re all budding Miss Universes, I still don’t know any other country where the girls are so good-looking, or know so well how to make the best of themselves. There’s a Thai word that describes them perfectly – riep-roy: ‘neat and tidy’ is the nearest you can get in English, but there are moral overtones as well. What I’m saying is that when you go into the classrooms and see these Rachanees, Pornpimols and Somporns sitting there, neat, tidy, innocent and attractive, looking at you with their wide dark eyes as if butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths, you can understand why Philip made the mistake he did.


    “I tell them – I tell them all the time – that art is meaningless unless we relate it to the way we live.” This is Philip holding forth. “I take a poem. We read it, analyse it, get to understand what makes it tick, bloom, function – whatever you like – the way it does. Put it under the microscope, so to speak. But then I tell them it’s like food – like a fruit, or a berry. Whatever else you do with it, you’ll never really understand what the fruit is like until you taste it; until you take it in, digest it, make it a part of yourself. The same with a poem. You can do what you like with it: turn it inside out, stand it on its head…..But until you’ve assimilated it to your own experience, until your experience is modified and redirected by what you’ve read, it just won’t have any meaning. But that’s exactly where the trouble is. They have no experience. What do they know of the world? Nothing! What experience of life have they had? What’ve they done in their twenty odd years of existence? I mean, compare them with European or American students of the same age and they’re nothing but children – charming, intelligent even, but totally lacking the data without which you cannot come to an adult understanding of the world as it really is …”


    And so on.


    I want to put my arm round him. I know I’ve made him sound a bit of a prig, but actually his energy, his good-nature – his enthusiasm, I suppose is the best way of describing it – is very attractive. A number of times I’ve wanted to take him aside and say, “Philip, my funny British friend, come and have a drink with me and I’ll tell you some of the facts of life as they really are out here…..” Of course, I’ve never done anything of the sort, because at the first indication that my feelings were anything other that those of an elder and totally neuter colleague, I’m sure he would step back, turn brick-red, ruffle up his blond hair, and stammer, “Carol – I mean ter say – er – steady on, now – funny weather for the time of year, don’t you think…..?” Or whatever the Brits say when life becomes too much for them.


    Perhaps I ought to have tried though, because now it’s too late. He came into the staffroom the other day looking perfectly white. He was wiping his brow with his handkerchief, his tie askew. Came over to my table and muttered, “Carol, I’ve got to have a word with you. I’ve never been in such a horrible situation. Really, I don’t know what I’m going to do about it. If you can’t help me I’m sunk, finished here. God knows what’s going to come of it anyway…..”


    So we want to the cafeteria and he told me what had happened.


    It seems he did ‘Gather Ye Rosebuds…..’ with the students the previous week. I’m sure you know it:


    “Gather Ye Rosebuds while ye may,


    Old Tyme is still a-flying,


    And that same flower that blooms today


    Tomorrow will be dying.


    The glorious Lamp of Heaven, the Sun….” etc. etc.


    Four stanzas, entitled, “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time.’


    “I told them – we were just glancing at it, to give us insight into the different way moderns deal with a similar subject – I told them not to take the figures literally. I said that Herrick wasn’t addressing himself specifically to, well – virgins, particularly; and that when at the end he says, “While ye may go marry…..”, he doesn’t mean either that they were literally, actually to…..to, well, marry, if you follow me. God Almighty, I mean, if we started interpreting the poets literally, following what they say directly and without due interpretation, the world’d be a damned queer place altogether. And doesn’t Keats himself tell us to ‘temper Enthusiasm with Judgement’ when we’re dealing with the imagination?.....Anyway, it was last week that we were reading ‘Rosebuds’. This week we’re onto some of Pounds’ ‘Cantos’ and I’d forgotten Herrick entirely. But after the lesson today Tidarak comes up and says there’s something that’s been bothering her, and can she have a word with me…..Do you know Tidarak?”


    One of the few advantages we women have over the men in this country is that we get to know one another. Oh, I know how the guys are always going off to night-clubs and bars and the other places together, but that’s a pretty limited picture they get as an outcome. We tend to be invited home by our students, and even if it’s a bit of a bore always to be cast as phi – elder sister – well, you know there’s no such thing as equality here, and in a way it helps with the relationship. Because the girls together like to kuey-gan; that is, let their hair down and talk. And what don’t they talk about?


    Anyway I’ve done trips with a lot of the students and visited their homes so that I know some of them pretty well. Tidarak, for example – she’s half-Chinese, taller than average, well built; father involved in some sort of civil service scandal and had to retire; mother his mea noi – minor wife; and Somsak, the student she’s living with is a half-brother, in some sort of trouble with the police recently – a shooting incident, something of that sort, though I wouldn’t swear to the details….. Anyway, the point is that Tidarak has had to fend for herself, and was out at work a couple of years until her employer gave her a baby – well, the usual rather complicated life story. Anyway, now that she’s got some money she’s come back to study again and there she sits on the front row, studious, well-groomed and conscientious. And how would you know what was going on in that mind of hers until you get behind the façade? It’s the same with the other girls. The stories I get to hear from some of them…..


    Anyway, Tidarak asks Philip if she can have a word with him. She brings out ‘Rosebuds…..’ saying how difficult it is and asking if he can explain it to her. And he does his best, apparently, but she doesn’t seem to get it, looking more and more miserable, taking out a Kleenex and sniffing into it – until he asks her what the trouble is. Just at this moment the door bangs shut on them. Must have been the wind, thinks Philip – you can see how out of touch he is. The door bangs shut and immediately Tidarak has her arms round him and is sobbing into his shoulder that her heart is in pieces and only he can put it together again – I must say she seems to have put the poetry lessons to good use though I don’t think Philip appreciated the fact.


    “I tried getting her off me. I mean I was astounded – horrified. Patted her shoulder, told her to pull herself together; physically tried prying her arms off – amazing the strength some of these delicate-looking girls have got. Didn’t have the slightest effect, anyway. She cried all the harder, saying she wanted to make much of her time and only I could help her. And I was wondering what on earth I could do to bring her to her senses, when the door opened – the door opened and there were two of her friends looking in on us. ‘Oh sorry Mr. Preston,’ they said, without batting an eyelid. ‘We didn’t know you were busy.’ And shut the door again. Can you credit that? Didn’t turn a hair, either of them. Then Tidarak lets go of me, gives a watery smile and a bob, says ‘Thank you, ajarn,’ and goes out wiping her eyes…..”


    “And that’s all that happened?”


    “All?” says Philip wildly. “What do you mean, ‘all’? What more do you want? Don’t you see that I’ve been compromised. God knows what’s going to happen next – blackmail, money, grades…? I don’t even like to think about it. What happens if they go to the university authorities, for example; or just spread the word around. Doesn’t it come to the same thing? The worst of it is that I don’t know what their motive is. If I could guess that I might be able to do something about it. That’s why you’ve got to help me, Carol. You’ve always been a good friend. You’ve got ten times the sense of half the people around here. So tell me what I ought to do – what there is for me to do. I’m relying on you.”


    I could have said something biting, witty, sarcastic. After all, he’s been asking for this for a long time with his high-flown notions and provocative approach, so why shouldn’t he have to face the consequences like us ordinary mortals. But he looked so miserable, so completely lost and deflated that I told him I’d help any way I could – said that I was sure there was nothing to worry about so long as he didn’t let himself be corralled again the same way. Advised him too to take a soberer line with his teaching and not to insist that the students – how did he put it? – “assimilate the poetry to their own experience”.


    The fact is though that I can’t see myself what’s going to happen next, and I’m awaiting the outcome with interest.


    Art is one thing. Experience is something else again. Try putting them together the way he did and you’re dealing with dynamite.

  


  
    
Back To Nature


    When he woke from the bad dream splinters of light were probing through the curtains, and someone was hammering on the door. He lay still for a moment and then swung into a sitting position on the bed. “Coming,” he shouted, and grimaced at the pain in his head. He pulled on a pair of swimming shorts and peered through the curtains at the street below. When his eyes had adjusted to the brilliance he saw that the figures moving on the pavement had no shadows. Midday, then.


    The knocking started again while he was in the bathroom running a comb through his hair. He pulled in his tongue, which was as white as he’d expected it to be, and bellowed once more, “Coming, coming.” Shuffling on a pair of bath slippers, he walked back through the bedroom into the narrow living room and opened the door into the corridor.


    He found himself looking at a small brown man, perhaps of Indian origin, who was raising his hand preparatory to knocking again. The liftboy, leaning against the wall beside him, muttered something indistinctly.


    The visitor lowered his hand.


    “Mr. Sidon?” he asked. “I was looking for Arthur Sidon.”


    “Of course. Come in, Dr. Komolsanit.” Sidon gestured towards the living room. “What can I do for you?” But he was thinking. “This is going to be awkward. Surely he must have got the letter. I must have sent it – I’m sure I did.”


    The visitor moved uncertainly in the dark room and stopped beside a table, fumbling with his briefcase. Sidon closed the door and followed him, stopping to give the air-conditioner a blow with the flat of his hand, and indicating the easy chair, saying, “What brings you here, Dr. Komolsanit?” He lifted a bundle of unlaundered clothing out of the other easy chair, selected a shirt which he draped over his shoulders and sat down facing the visitor, at the same time dropping the bundle onto the floor beside him.


    “I hardly recognise you,” said Komolsanit. He drew a sheaf of papers from his briefcase. “I bring your timetable for the new term and some papers for you to sign.” His voice was devoid of expression and his face was bland, only the eyes, flashes of hostility, having life in them.


    “Papers? You mean you didn’t get my letter after all?”


    Komolsanit gave no indication he had either heard or understood. He blinked a couple of times, selected a sheet from among the papers and passed it across.


    “Well, anyway, here is your timetable. Beginning next Monday you shall teach fifteen hours per week at the rate of three hundred baht per hour, tax payable at the end of the year on receipt of instruction from Tax Department. All expenses of materials to be borne by teaching party and we expect – maybe I should say require – that said party must…..”


    Sidon stirred himself. “Look, I’m afraid there must be some mistake. As I said in my letter, which I assume you received, I’m going to be busy in the coming months. In fact I’m hoping to arrange an exhibition for the end of July so my hands are going to be full from now on. Perhaps next term I shall be able to spare you some time, but as far as this one goes I’m afraid I’m not available at all.”


    During this explanation, which made Sidon’s head ache violently, Komolsanit watched him with expressionless eyes. But the moment he stopped, the visitor looked down at the papers in front of him and began again, in the same toneless voice.


    “So this then is what we want you to do. We give you not so much time as before, but the number of classes is increase, and instead of seniors we think you enjoy with freshmen more…..”


    “Perhaps you don’t understand.” A little wearily, but slower and with greater emphasis, Sidon repeated his explanation, watching carefully for signs of comprehension on his visitor’s face. The stony eyes shifted once at a sound from the bedroom, but when the sound came again – a creak of the bed followed this time by a yawn – they fixed themselves on Sidon’s lips, or perhaps it was his throat, and remained there until he had finished.


    “So you see,” Sidon concluded, “you’ll have to count me out for this term. But surely you got my letter.”


    When he had made up his mind that no more words were to follow, Komolsanit dropped his eyes to the papers, leafed through them for a moment, selected one and pushed it across the table.


    “See. Here is your name. And here. And here. Three mornings, two afternoons. And the Rector sign his name already.”


    *****


    By the time the visitor had left, the pain in Sidon’s head was even more acute. He shuffled into the bathroom, stuck his fingers down his throat and retched noisily. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror as he straightened up, a purple-faced, over-aged cherub he hardly recognised.


    He showered, tucked a towel round his waist and went into the living room, where he flipped through a desk diary and picked up the phone.


    “Mr. Danoo?.....Sidon here…..Sidon…..Yes. I’m afraid we’ll have to cancel today’s lesson. I’m not too well….. Yes…..No…..No…..., not today, I’m not feeling well…..Sorry about that. Next Monday then…..Goodbye.”


    And then another number.


    “Hello? Mrs. Vee? ……Please…..Arthur Sidon here…..Hello? How are you? …..Oh, very much indeed…..Yes …..Yes. Mrs. Vee please.” He sat on the arm of the chair and looked through the doorway. He could see the head of the bed, where there was a pillow with a slim brown arm embracing it, and a lock of glossy black hair. While he waited he could feel the beads of sweat gathering on his body. “That ----- air-conditioner,” he thought hopelessly.


    “Mrs. Vee?.....Asleep?.....Well, will you tell her that today’s sitting is cancelled and that….. Yes, today’s…..No, it’s cancelled…..Yes, this afternoon at three, I know, but I can’t come, do you understand? ...And …..No, no, no. Today – I – not – can – come. Today – I – sick. Please – you – tell – madam – I – sick – not – can – come …..You’ll tell her? …..That’s right…..Thank you…..Goodbye.”


    He fixed an Alkaseltzer in the bathroom and took it through into the miniature studio. There he drank the stuff down with a wry face and putting the glass on the littered table, studied the portrait on the easel not without satisfaction.


    “Not bad,” he thought. “Not bad. Shouldn’t have taken it on, but the money has to come from somewhere and in any case it’s nearly finished. One or at the most two more sittings and then I’ll be free to go back to the real work.”


    He went over to the huge canvases leaning against the wall and tried to lift the cloth covering them but it was snagged on a nail somewhere and when he persisted it tore and come away suddenly, raising such a cloud of dust that he was obliged to step back, his eyes smarting.


    “You’d think it was years since I touched them,” he thought, dropping the cloth and fanning at the dust motes. “Well, it’s certainly been a spell this time – more than a year? How long have I been out here now? Anyway, there’s no point in worrying. I said I’d come back to them when I was really free. Now there’s only the potboiler to finish.”


    Not that he wasn’t pleased with the portrait, however much of a chore it represented. It posed the old problem, he thought, of giving the sitter what she was paying for, without not giving her what he thought she ought to have. And all things considered, he felt, he’d managed the reconciliation skilfully. At a casual glance – and who gave this kind of picture more than that? – it was a conventional study of an upper middle-class woman; a full-length portrait of a lady with a commanding, almost a strikingly handsome cast of features. That was certainly how she would look on it herself. And yet on closer examination…..wasn’t there something else, something less than attractive about the eyes, a slight twist to the lips, the hint of a jowl below the line of the jaw? – a suggestion perhaps that this was a self-indulgent woman moving out of the fullness of maturity into the heaviness of middle age? A rose hung between the negligent fingers of her right hand, and the eye was led along the petals in her lap to the shred of a petal between the fingers of her left hand.


    “Not bad,” he told himself again. Between the eye and the cheek-bone things were not quite as they ought to be, and the lips too needed a little more work. Another sitting though and he’d be able to get back to what really mattered.


    “Not today, though, by God. Not today……”


    He went through the living room and lay down carefully on the bed, and as he did so the girl under the sheet stirred and rolled against him. He closed his eyes.


    “Look, do you mind? I’ve got a hell of a head,” he said.


    “What wrong?”


    “My head,” he said. “It hurts.” He kept his eyes closed.


    He felt her get off the bed and heard her padding around the room. There was a ‘click’ from her handbag, and when she came back she rubbed something cool, camphorous-smelling into his forehead. Tiger-balm. He opened his eyes. She was a neat, dark-eyed little creature, Chinese-looking and with nicely-shaped breasts. He thought he recognised her.


    “How did you get in here?”


    “Mrs. Vee. After the party she say look after you.”


    He closed his eyes again. He began to remember small pieces of the previous evening. After a few minutes he got up and went into the bathroom to retch again. When he came back she started to massage his neck and shoulders, a withdrawn, absorbed look on her face. Pretty, he thought. Pity he wasn’t feeling up to things.


    “Where you fom?” she asked.


    “Cowes. Isle of Wight.”


    “I love…..?” she said, puzzled.


    “England.”


    “No, not possible,” she said flatly. “England man have big body. Why you have small?”


    “We’re not all giants.”


    “Ha?”


    “Not all Englishmen are big.”


    “You not England.”


    “True as I’m lying here.”


    But she wouldn’t have it so he switched to her own language.


    “Live on moon, up there. Small community in twilight zone, desert fruits grown in soft dust, deep red canyon. Have no women, have only men. Prince tell me go to Earth to make children with pretty girl, bring back male children of previous year. For this I come.” It was an old story, but never failed to amuse.


    She picked up his left arm, began to tug at the fingers so that the joints cracked.


    “True?” she asked.


    “True,” he said. “You want moon child?”


    She continued to massage him, smiling faintly. Under the soothing pressure of her hands the feeling of sickness receded and at last he fell asleep.


    *****


    When he woke the phone was ringing. He got up slowly and sat holding his head before going over to answer it. The girl had gone.


    “Hello?” he said, and then, “I told you already to tell her that I can’t come today…..She probably did, but…..No, I can’t …..No….. Well, you can tell her I can’t …..Well, goodbye….. I said goodbye.”


    He went to the refrigerator and took out the ice tray, a bottle of water and a tin of milk. From the low cupboard next to it – his head throbbing as he bent to reach inside – he took a packet of biscuits. Balancing these he lowered himself into the armchair near the curtained window, only to realize the he didn’t have a cup. He half-levered himself up again and then slumped back – what did it matter? – pouring the milk into the bottle, swilling it round to mix it and taking a long drink. Then he picked the biscuits out of the packet and placed them on the arm of the chair, screwing the packet into a ball and lobbing it at the waste-bin. The packet hit the edge of the bin and trickled under the cupboard, where he could hear it crackling. While he was eating he took a large blue-bound book from the cushions at the back of him and flipped through it, reading a paragraph here and there and looking at the pictures, but when the biscuits were finished he felt so ill that he put the book on the floor and leaned his head against the back of the chair. This only made things worse – the room seemed to spin around him and the pain and confusion were intensified. So he sat up again and opening the book at random, read the first paragraph to catch his eye:


    “On the East, indeed, beyond the dangerous barrier reef, there is a friendly horizon, marked for them by the Marshall Bennett Islands and Woodlark, the country known under the term Omuyuwa. To the South, there is the Koya, also known as the land of the kinana, by which name the natives of the d’Entrecasteaux and the Amphletts are known generically. But to the South-west and West there is the deep open sea (bebega), and beyond that lands inhabited by tailed people, and by people with wings, of whom very little more is known. To the North, beyond the reef of small coral islands, lying off the Trobriands, there are two countries, Kokopawa and Kaytalugi. Kokopawa is peopled by ordinary men and women, who walk about naked, and are great gardeners. Whether this country corresponds to the South coast of New Britain, where people really are without any clothing, it would be difficult to say.
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