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Introduction




    Even fiction is written in real time and against a backdrop of real events, so it’s worth noting that a majority of these stories – as were those of Occidental Adam, Oriental Eve – were drafted between 1964 and 1981, only a couple of later origin.




    The earliest, A Short Stroll and You Can Talk About It, were written in a small tower looking across to Bangkok’s Golden Mount during the Thanom-Praphat-Narong dictatorship. Three others – Poet and Peasant, Soft as Grass and A Volunteer’s Story – came into being in an even smaller room on the beach at Haad Pah Daeng, where the waves lapped against the doorstep at high tide and whispered through one’s dreams at night: this at a time when the Democratic Experiment was being vigorously discouraged elsewhere and even a designated cabinet minister might succumb to black magic and terminal medical malfunction. The Fleet’s In, Venusberg and The Reason Why were written in a one-storey wooden house at the back of the Suan Dawk temple in Chiang Mai, while the remainder were produced in the long shadow of Doi Suthep at the edge of the same Northern city, the political puritanism of the post-coup book-burnings giving way to the milder somnambulism of the present regime – perhaps the most notable nation-wide activity of the period being acceleration of the attack on the natural and cultural environment, and the gathering of an opposition to it




    The writing of one story defies factual placement - the last in this collection, A Message to Calvin J. Broccoli. While the writer is sure it belongs to the latest period, on re-reading it he can recall only the dying clatter of the late-night samlors in the Pratunam lane far below and the voice that murmured the words to him.




    J.M.C.




    Chiang Mai


  




  

    
A Short Stroll Down The Primrose Path




    By five o’clock he’d finished unpacking, and although his mind was made up the first evening back was to be spent stretching canvases and straightening up the studio so that he could get off to an exemplary start in the morning, the thought of preparing a meal and eating it alone in the flat left him cold.




    “Seaton, old cock,” he said to his image in the bathroom mirror, “this evening you deserve better. A meal out, a short walk, back in time to arrange the studio and early to bed. Hardly going to disrupt the programme now, is it?”




    So when he’d showered and dressed he made a phone call and by six he was riding the white number two through the dusk towards Bangkapi.




    “Nothing changes,” he thought, looking round him. Beyond the window a succession of shabby houses and dim shops, some of them lit by incomprehensible neon signs, passed endlessly. Within the bus the passengers sat quietly - “Like fish in a stagnant pool,” he thought, mopping his brow. “But at least they’re adapted to it, whereas I….”




    But he knew where that led and didn’t pursue it.




    “Pai-alai-alai,” wailed the little conductress, like a soul in torment, the bus rushing onward. “Paaai.” Nothing had changed.




    At Bangkapi he got off and walked up the lane, between the lush gardens, the Toytown houses of the foreign residents, to Graham’s place. He wrestled with the gate, fended off the large dog that jumped at him, barking, and walked up to the screen door. He was annoyed to find he was feeling nervous.




    “We have nothing in common,” he thought. “I shouldn’t have come.”




    “Anyone home?” he called, easing off his shoes, and at the wavering reply of, “Come in,” he pushed through the door and stepped into the hall, Graham at the same moment appearing from the kitchen with a lighted candle.




    “The fucking electricity’s gone again,” he said, the expletive gaining piquancy from the Oxonian accent. “Come on through. Somchai’s dying to hear about your journey. When did you get back?” He preceded his guest into the living room, a willowy outline.




    They sat for an hour, the talk flowing easily. Somchai, dark and graceful, filled their glasses and handed round the small dishes, in a soft voice, smiling and hesitant at the difficulties of the English language, contributing occasionally to the conversation.




    “Somchai’s my major-domo now,” said Graham, smiling affectionately. “Aren’t you, Som?” It was the first allusion he’d made to their relationship and it surprised Seaton, though he didn’t know why. It had never been much of a secret.




    “Do you mind eating here instead of going out?” Graham asked. “After you phoned I told the cook to throw another peasant on the fire and invited Wanchai over. I thought we could all go to the concert at the AUA afterwards. Have you met Wanchai, by the way?”




    He turned out to be a tiny farang of indeterminate nationality.




    “How’s the world of culture?” he asked Graham as they sat down to dinner.




    “Too bloody for words,” Graham said tersely.




    Seaton tried to find out how he’d come by his name but the newcomer seemed disinclined to discuss the matter, and it was their host who explained that he’d recently acquired Thai nationality and the name with it.




    “Another of Graham’s lame ducks,” thought Seaton, realising he belonged in the same category, or Graham would never have taken him up. He remembered the words with which he’d offered him a post, and a very good one, the previous year. “You can’t go on with this Peter Pan existence indefinitely,” he had said. “Don’t you think it’s time you settled down and did something sensible?” It still made him wince when he recalled it. “Well, we’ll see about that,” he thought grimly. “This year it’s going to be different. Real work, real achievements…” And when the talk turned to his Birmingham exhibition, he passed it off lightly, as he’d become adept at doing, talking enthusiastically of his plans for the coming year and asking, not without a touch of malice, how Somchai’s work was going.




    “I’ve fixed him up with an exhibition in KL,” Graham said. “Then he’s going to take Europe by storm. He’s painting like mad – aren’t you, Som?”




    The youth smiled demurely, the talk turning to other, less touchy matters.




    Wanchai told them about a boat he’d just bought. He paddled it up and down the klongs in his spare time. Seaton described his trip back overland. Graham etched in acid a couple of stories about personalities on the cocktail circuit, dealing hardly less bitingly with his Thai counterparts.




    “You’ve heard what the BBC man here calls them, haven’t you? ‘The nicest people money can buy.’ He hasn’t realised yet you don’t actually get what you pay for.”




    The dinner was good, with the exception of the meat course.




    “It was supposed to be marinated,” Graham said apologetically. “It looks as if the cook misunderstood me. Better leave it or we’ll be late for the concert and I’m doing the crit.” The wine at least was excellent and by the time they left the decanter was empty.




    In the normal course of events, Seaton wouldn’t have attended the concert. He found Bach as far back as he could venture with profit, and the items on the AUA programme – which one of the English papers had described as ‘An Evening of Middle-Aged Music’ – long predated that master. As it turned out, Seaton was glad he’d come. Medieval airs as simple as bird-song, inaudible expertise on a fat-bellied lute, the farmyard sounds of an armpit organ and the low buzz of a krummhorn – all were received with rapturous applause and sympathetic laughter. Wandering among the members of the audience during the intermission, watching them as they drank their soft drinks in an almost palpable atmosphere of self-satisfaction, Seaton realised they had wined and dined at least as well as he had, and it gave him an idea.




    “Suppose I laid on a supply of liquor at the next exhibition,” he thought. “Or better still, got the Embassy to sponsor it. Mightn’t that soften them up a bit? ‘For Malt does more than Milton can….’ etc.”




    It was during the intermission that he met Sugg and Niederlund and was persuaded to join them in a drink after the concert.




    He’d meant to go straight back to the flat, salvaging at least the early night from the wreckage of his other good intentions, but he’d known the pair since first coming to Bangkok, and could hardly refuse without giving offence. Besides, ever since dinner he’d been lifted on a growing wave of euphoria. He didn’t know where it had come from - the wine had had an effect, no doubt, but it wasn’t the cause - and there was no saying how long it would last or how high it would go. But while it was gathering in the darkness around him, impelling him upward and forward with irresistible power, he knew there was nothing to do but ride it as far as it took him and survive its demise as well as he was able. During the concert the wave had been gathering momentum and afterwards, when he joined Sugg and Niederlund, it was still growing.




    It continued to do so during some brief calls at Sukhumvit Road bars – the Copa and the Pig, Julie’s Heart and the Mamasan. And it was at Dino’s it reached its peak.




    They sat at a minute table in the middle of the crowd and drank beer. Bar girls and Gls – “The flower of American youth,” Niederlund said dryly – skirmished in the darkness around them. A small band played with more energy than skill and in the spotlight a girl in scarlet, big-breasted, generous-hipped and with the calm bold features of a Nubian sang with magnificent indifference. Seaton watched her as he drank, hardly able to believe his eyes, she was so extraordinary – so powerful, so detached. And as she sang she looked down on him flatly, knowing her power but not caring about it. “Magnificent,” said Seaton to himself. “Really remarkable.”




    He was poised at the crest now, not knowing whether the wave was going to curl over and bury him or glide away smoothly. Sugg was having trouble with his girl-friend and Niederlund, who lived with him, was somehow to blame for her being there. They explained the root of the problem in detail to Seaton, the girl sitting between them like a small black thunder-cloud, but he didn’t understand why the misunderstanding couldn’t be put right with a couple of dozen words and although Sugg went over it twice – “Don’t you see,” he said desperately, “Porn and I have a special relationship,” – Seaton still didn’t get it. As far as he was concerned, the whole world was in a condition of the most exquisitely-delicate equilibrium, beautifully and exactly poised between the firmament and the abyss. He tried to explain this to the others but Sugg’s eyes were pools of misery and Niederlund said, “Sure,” absently and looked round for a girl.




    By the time they got to the Harbour he was over the crest and going rapidly down the far side, though he wouldn’t admit it. The lights were already up in the Mosquito Bar and the faces of the girls, gross flowers in a poisonous jungle, could be seen all too clearly. They were onto mekhong by this time, the others beginning to draw ahead of him. Sugg had got rid of his girl-friend and picked up a dwarf and as they danced paunch to cheek, Niederlund talked stalely of past times, old acquaintances, Seaton drinking in gulps, trying to stop himself sinking. The evening was over but he wouldn’t admit it, and when the others talked of calling it a night, he persuaded them to look into the Venus Room, where the band were packing their instruments and the girls trying to haul off their prizes. Sugg and Niederlund had one more drink and went home, and Seaton was left with the evening in tatters around him.




    His thoughts were incoherent, fluttering backwards and forwards like frightened birds.




    “Good start to the new regime,” – “All grist to the artistic mill,” – “I’ll have another one. It isn’t lost yet,” – “Clean beginning tomorrow. I’ll show them what I’m made of.” It was finished. It was over. There was nothing more to hope for, but he wouldn’t make the move that would acknowledge the fact.




    The storm came suddenly. One moment there was nothing, the next a clap of thunder, the rattling roar of a thousand tiny drumsticks on a hundred tin roofs. Then the torrent was lashing the nightclub, beating in through the windows and filling the air with a fine white mist. Out on the balcony, head back, shirt plastered to his skin, a sailor stood catching a spout of water in a straw hat. Waiters rushed too and fro with pails. Sleepers awoke to call for more drinks and embrace the remaining girls. Someone put on a record and for a few minutes the simple certitudes of ‘Walk Like a Man’ marshalled the miseries of time and space and brought order, affirmation. Down by the docks a warehouse was on fire. Watching the flames billow in that tumultuous darkness, Seaton found the second life he was looking for.




    After a time the rain eased and stopped, and Seaton paid his bill, picked up a girl and left. They looked in at a few of the late night places – the Ginza, the Niagara, the Bowling Bar – and by the time they got to the apartment dawn was coming in palely over the roof-tops.




    While the girl was showering, Seaton looked into the studio, at the unopened crates.




    “Well, leave it for now,” he said, going over to the bed and stretching out comfortably. “There’s always tomorrow.”




    As an afterthought he got up and pulled the curtains closed, switching on the reading lamp and lying down again. He always felt there was something harsh about the first light of morning.




    He turned towards the closed door of the bathroom.




    “Hey – Lek, Nu, Nid!’’ he shouted. “When are you coming out of there?”


  




  

    
Poet And Peasant




    It was in the middle of the afternoon that we heard the first cry. “Help, help,” it came, thin and pitiful, and the crag echoed it mockingly, the wind catching it so that it came to us torn and in fragments…




    “ - - ee - -ee - - ll - -”.




    A cruel peak, Khau I Ko. It rises over our barren fields like the blade of a sacrificial knife. There’s gold in a cave near the top, we all know that. And there’s a spring too, whose waters cure all kinds of illness. But none of our villagers will set foot even on the lower slopes. The limestone rises sheer in many places, weathered into terrible spikes, and the brambles, cane-brakes, liainas and thorn-trees that cling to it cover holes so deep that once you fall into them there’s no hope of getting out again. As for the spirits that make their home there…




    Once in a while though a stranger gets lost on the mountain. Men from the town or neighbouring villagers climb in search of orchids or medicinal herbs and find they can’t retrace their steps. We never try to help them. There’s nothing we can do, for one thing. Very often we’ll shout up encouragement, or suggest ways of getting back, but our invariable rule is to leave these unfortunates to find their own way down. We take the view that while it’s unpleasant to have strangers dying on the mountain within hailing distance, it’s even worse to see our own kin losing their lives trying to rescue them. So the stranger either finds his own way down, or his voice grows fainter, in a day or at the most two fading away entirely.




    On this occasion, at any rate, it was in the middle of the afternoon when we heard the first call, and during the hours that followed it grew weaker and more despairing and at last died away altogether.




    I was rather surprised, then, when the owner of the voice staggered into our yard shortly after nightfall, gasping for water and frightening the buffaloes I was bringing in, so that they plunged about alarmingly.




    I was even more surprised when I realised it was a farang that I was confronted with, the only one to visit our village and the first I’d ever set eyes on.




    ********




    And what a sight he turned out to be, once I’d got him up the stairs and into the lamp-light.




    “Hullo, Ee Nang,” said my father. “Who’s this you’re bringing in?”




    We propped him against the wall, took off his sandals, brought him some water in a bowl and watched him while he was drinking it.




    I can truly say I’ve never seen a more curious figure. Of course, he was very much the worse for wear for having been lost on the mountain. His hands were cut and bleeding, one eye was almost closed from a hornet sting and he was covered in mud, burrs, pieces of twig and lichen, so that he looked as if he had fallen off the mountain and rolled to its foot rather than climbed down. His clothes too were soaked with sweat, so that the smell from them was over-powering. But I couldn’t make up my mind whether it was the clothes that were the more extraordinary or the man inside them - the ancient solar topee, the khaki shirt, baggy shorts and the leather sandals, or the stick legs, pot belly and large wobbly head set on insignificant shoulders. His face was the sort you see either on a foolish old man or a young one run very much to seed, so that it was impossible to tell what age he was. If I add that he was trembling and twitching from exhaustion, and that he sneezed continually while he drank so that the water splashed all over him, you’ll understand that this was quite an apparition we were looking at.




    “Ee Nang,” father said apprehensively, “are you sure this isn’t a hungry ghost from off the mountainside? You know how many there are up there.”




    Before I could answer, our guest got to his feet and did a little dance on tottery legs.




    “All right now,” he said in fantastic Thai. “Thank you, your excellencies. I’ll be on my way immediately, begging your pardons.” His legs danced him in the direction of the stairs and then gave way completely, so that he fell to the floor with a heaviness that shook the whole house.




    Fortunately my brother had just come back from school, and the shopkeeper looked in, no doubt to suggest my father repay something of what we owe him. Together we dragged the farang back to the wall and pulled his ears until he opened his eyes, groaning.




    “Weak,” he said pathetically. “Hungry. A little food, good people. Rice, meat, fish, eggs – whatever you have in the house, nothing out of the ordinary. And something to drink too, your excellencies, if you’d be so kind.”




    We brought him food and he ate voraciously. It was lucky we were in the season for gitnoon beetles. I’d been able to get some really fine specimens from the trees where I’d been pasturing the buffaloes, and my brother had caught some frogs on the way home. Even so, by the time our guest had wiped his lips and been taken off to bathe, he’d eaten just about every bit of food we had in the house.




    “Well,” said my father grudgingly, “he may be a ghost but he certainly isn’t a hungry one any longer.”




    But that last doubt was soon to be cleared up too. While I was taking him to the bathroom, the farang pinched me painfully, and the suggestion he made was altogether of the earthly kind. In fact it was only with difficulty that I was able to get away from him.




    “Well!” said the shopkeeper admiringly. “There’s a farang for you. At death’s door one moment – procreating the next. No wonder there’s so many of them around.”




    ********




    But my father was relieved. “Now at least we know what he’s doing here. He’s looking for a woman. Maybe there’s a shortage where he comes from. Perhaps he’ll buy Ee Nang from us. How much do you think I should ask for her?”




    The shopkeeper disagreed with him. He was sure it was the gold on the mountain the farang was interested in. His pockets were probably full of nuggets. The question was how to get him to share with us – or even persuade him to part with the gold entirely. They argued about it in low voices, excited at the possibility that there was money to be made.




    When the farang came back it was obvious he was feeling better. Not only did he look cleaner but a change had taken place in his attitude towards us. He stopped calling us ‘excellencies’ and addressed us instead as ‘brothers and sisters’, rather in the way the Prime Minister does when he tours the provinces. In fact by the end of the evening he was using a form of address so vulgar we had a job keeping straight faces, and the shopkeeper, never every strong on the formalities, would guffaw outright.




    The men were drinking by this time. Sure he was onto a good thing, the shopkeeper produced his only bottle of mekhong, and every time he saw the farang tip it back he would rub his hands together, his eves glittering at the thought of the money he was going to make. My father too, convinced that at any moment the farang was going to declare himself, nudged us excitedly.




    “Our fortunes are made, children. Ask me for whatever you want. And don’t be modest about it – the sky’s the limit.”




    “A pair of shoes,” my brother suggested timidly. Seeing he hadn’t exhausted his credit, he got bolder. “A couple of pencils. A bottle of Pepsi. A picture of the King and Queen…”




    The farang meanwhile was passing the mekhong around. “Drink, brothers and sisters,” he said graciously, but kept a close eye on the level. When the bottle came back to him, he wiped the neck with his sleeve and took tremendous swallows. The shopkeeper was convulsed with admiration. He’d never seen such recklessness.




    I think I was the only one who wasn’t excited. The prospect of being sold to the farang didn’t appeal to me. Of course, it would be nice to stop working, and everyone wants to have clothes and a house in the city and servants and enough to eat. But the thought of the miserable little babies the farang was liable to father on me was disagreeable, to put it mildly. If he’d been a big, strong fellow, I shouldn’t have minded so much, but as it was…




    Besides, I wasn’t nearly as sure as the men that the farang was going to make our fortunes the way they thought he was. Something warned me that money doesn’t drop into your hands as easily as that, and what happened later proved how right I was to be doubtful. At the time, though, I supposed I was being pessimistic because my stomach was growling – I’ve often noticed how hard it is to look on the bright side when you’re hungry.




    At first the men were delicacy itself, the way they prompted the farang.




    “Nice bit of gold we’ve got on the mountain,” the shopkeeper said casually. “Once you’ve found it though, the problem is who’s going to help you get it down – you’ve got to have partners.”




    And my father remarked, “It’s no life being without a woman. You need someone young, strong, hardworking and trustworthy beside you, like – well, like Ee Nang here.”




    But the farang wasn’t listening. The drink seemed to have gone to his head, because he was talking about art, nature, the innate goodness of the unspoiled natural man and all sorts of other nonsense. I doubt if we should ever have got anywhere if my father hadn’t lost patience and come directly to the point.




    “Look,” he said, “I’m going to be really generous. Ee Nang’s an absolute treasure, everybody knows it, but I’m going to let you have her for five hundred baht – and for that you get her clothes as well. I can’t go lower.”




    And the shopkeeper, not to be outdone, said, “I’ll go half-shares with you in the gold mine. You put up the capital, I provide the labour, all profits evenly divided. I can’t say fairer than that now, can I….?”




    But it was obvious the farang didn’t know what they were talking about. He looked at them in complete bewilderment. And when they put it even more plainly he flushed and swelled like an injured turkey cock so that I thought he was going to burst with indignation. At first he was at a loss for words, but eventually he was able to get out quite a little speech, which with all the grammatical and tonal errors corrected went something like this:




    “My dear good peasants, you misunderstand me completely. My name is Frisby Bland and I am a poet, a litterateur. I write for the papers and magazines and my subject is the life of the countryman – his obscure triumphs and petty humiliations. I thought everyone was familiar with my name and work, and certainly few townspeople haven’t been moved and – I hope – edified by the stories I write. Only last week I killed off a flower-like country-girl, and she died so pathetically and with such gratitude to me (I always play a leading role in my own work) that my readers wrote in scores begging me to revive her so that I could repeat the performance. I tell you this so that you may see how mistaken you are in supposing me to be interested in the gross and material. On the contrary, my concerns are all spiritual, my yearnings entirely fixed on the ineffable. Other farangs – and fellow countrymen too – will no doubt soon be here to build you roads, factories, gas-stations and barracks. But my purposes in coming are entirely different. Why should I stroll on your shady mountains, except to be at one with nature? And for what reason should I consort with rough beings like your goodselves, except to share with you some of my own sensibility and refinement of soul?”




    “Because these are the two poles of my life, my twin aspirations – to give myself to my fellow beings and to return to the bosom of Nature; and I venture to predict that when eventually I am gathered to the All-Bountiful, the words chosen to adorn my simple memorial will be :




    ‘Nature and Man were Frisby’s pleasure.




    He gave to both in equal measure.’ ”




    He seemed to be deeply moved by these words, and a little tired, because when he’d drunk off the last of the mekhong he leaned back on his elbow and his speech became noticeably less distinct.




    “As f’r money,” he said thickly, “….I live on nectar, ambrosia…I flit from flower to fl’wer…never come out with the stuff…never touch it…”




    He fell onto his back at this point and began to snore in a refined tenor. But just as suddenly he started up again.




    “ ’f there’s an’thing I c’n do f’you…’f there’s an’thing you wan’….”




    But he was snoring again before he could finish the sentence.




    *********




    This was a blow and no mistake. The men could hardly take it in. The shopkeeper went through the farang’s pockets but all he found was a dead leaf and a return rail ticket to the city. We turned the lamp low to save oil and discussed what we should do.




    My brother, who thinks of nothing but his stomach, suggested we cook the best of the visitor and salt what was left, but it was necessary only to glance at the sleeping figure to see there was little real meat on the bones, and that of very poor quality.




    The shopkeeper thought we should get some use out of him by putting him in harness but it was doubtful if he would have survived long on grass and besides, the buffaloes wouldn’t have worked with him.




    Eventually, after a great deal of discussion, it was my idea that was adopted.




    “She’s a treasure, that girl,” my father said. “She’ll make our fortunes yet.”




    Shortly after the bell had tolled for midnight, we straightened the farang out, and while the others held his arms and legs I put a pillow over his head and sat on it. Afterwards we buried him in the kitchen garden, the full moon rising over the blade of Khau I Ko like a round face watching us.




    So now he’s one with nature, just as he wanted to be, and helping us peasants the only way he can. And even if the garden isn’t much less barren than it was before he appeared, we’ve got the others he promised would be coming to look forward to, and there’s certainly room enough and to spare for them. Besides, everyone knows that poets and litterateurs are measly little fellows with hardly any flesh on them, and that it’s the industrialists, businessmen, politicians and soldiers who carry the real meat and offer the greatest benefit.




    When I look at our poor fields and think of them heavy with crops the way they ought to be, I can hardly wait for our new benefactors to arrive.


  




  

    
You Can Talk About It But You Can’t Explain




    Forms – shapes – black on white




    White disc above boxes, cartons




    The sun setting on the skyline….the skyline of…..?




    A window?




    Yes.




    A window, and self sitting in front of it?




    Yes.




    Beyond, the sun setting. Houses out there. Buildings. A handbell set on a termite hill.




    Termite hill? Handbell?




    No. The Golden Mount. Houses, buildings, the Golden Mount and the stupa on top of it. So this is the skyline of…..Bangkok? The sun setting on the skyline of Bangkok, the Golden Mount dominant. Yes.




    Phew…..! That must have been a bad one.




    Seem to remember there was a bottle….beside the chair….slowly and carefully…medicinal purposes…..




    Better?




    Better.




    Here we are, then. Not that I was in any doubt. The room. The window. The view. Myself sitting in front of it.




    Jesus! How sick I’ve grown of the room. How many days is it now? Three? Four? A brown, oblong room. Oblong? Oblong. Strange word, oblong. Say it often enough and it loses all meaning. Oblong, oblong, oblong….All right, that’s enough. Enough….




    But look at it! Filthy! A disgusting sight. Shoes, bottles, old papers. And dust everywhere, sinking, settling, drifting down like snow, or like the years, thickening silently until it buries you.




    Oh, come on now! That’s a sick thought. Buried by the years! What’s fifty these days? Buried! All that’s wrong is that you’re letting the troubles of the last months, and this touch of – whatever it is – get you down. There’s nothing amiss a quack can’t put right in a couple of minutes. A phone call, a phrase of Latin, a couple of pills and you’re back on your feet. It’s just a matter of stretching your hand out and……




    Well, yes. I’d forgotten that. And his bill must still be in the drawer too. That’s probably why the girl hasn’t been in to clean. Well, dammit, it doesn’t grow on trees and as long as I sit…lie…..lounge here, things aren’t going to be put to rights. So up Guards and…. Jeeezzzz……..




    ********




    forms – shapes – a disc…..shops, houses, the hand-bell…….




    I’ve been through this before…….The sun going down – on the Bangkok skyline – the Golden Mount opposite……..




    That was a stupid thing to do, though. Take it easy. If you move like that it goes in like a knife under the ribs. Or like a rat trying to gnaw its way out. God Almighty. What pain! And the sickness, the revulsion afterwards. Even worse.




    A small drink, perhaps. Medicinal purposes. Slowly. Slowly…….so!




    Better?




    Yes, much better.




    Another?




    I don’t mind if I do. Here’s seeing you, old Potala.




    Long time since I thought of it like that – Potala. When I first arrived, yes? ’46 - ’47? Just after the surrender at any rate. Said to myself, “Better climb the old Potala and pay your respects.” Didn’t know it was called the Golden Mount then. “Climb the old Potala and observe the formalities,” I told myself. Not that I was superstitious. Just that I took a fancy to it. Liked the way it stood above the big, flat city. Thought the long climb up the winding stairway would be worth the effort. Quite a view from the top, I thought. Cool, breezy, perhaps a glimpse of the sea.




    Cool, I thought. Always hot here. Hot, airless, like an oven. The sweat pours off you. The mosquitoes buzz and bite and you get the shakes. But always hot, hot – unbearable!




    Cool up there, though. Breezy. Maybe a glimpse of the long, dark line of the sea. Those days I could have gone up the stairs like a dose of salts. Just demobbed and fit as a lop. A month after getting here I was pushing three jobs – three at the same time. Would have crippled an ordinary bloke but I hardly noticed it.




    Up with the dawn. Doors of the flea-bag hotel banging, whores shouting for taxis. Through the barred windows the sun coming up red and slow behind the Potala. Shower and a shave, coffee and a doughnut at the café below and then to work, the air already sticky. Link’s All-Star Advertising Agency, six hours of parting the public and its money. Early in the afternoon, back to the room again, the Mount really golden now, the monks climbing the stairway two and two like saffron pips. Another shower, a change of clothes, a new persona. Professor Fredricks, if you please, Eton and Oxford hem hem, summa cum laude and all that, and never mind the East End accent. Thin ice with the trickier points of grammar, but confidence is all. Some nice bits of skirt too, some of them, but down, Sir! Down! And on with the lesson. Never get rich like that. Because it’s evening by this time, one point of light high over the handbell, and it’s round to the Globe at a gallop, for the third session. A different world entirely. Typewriters, printers’ ink, proofs and headlines. ‘Cool School Sees Cold War Thaw’ – “Keep it tight, Fred, we got copy up the ass.” Finish by two, a cool breeze blowing down Larn Luang and the tock-tock-tock of the noodle-seller’s stick-drum stabbing the darkness. Supper and bed and up at dawn for another day. Or maybe a quick dash over to the Copa to see what was new in from the rice-fields. ‘Brown-skin Girl Stay Home and Mind Babee.’ But usually to bed alone. It was the money I was after. Even later, when it was rolling in and I was the talk of the town, I kept clear. Oh, they tried. On the one hand, “Dear Mr. Fredricks, if only you could spare the time. Margery’s simply dyin’ to see you again and Bangkok’s such a lonely place for a sensitive young gel, don’t you think?” And on the other, “Have this one on me, old man. My privilege.” But I let them know what they could do and they soon gave up. Rot the lot of them, I thought. They wouldn’t have looked at me if it hadn’t been for the money. So I showed them, the bastards. Three jobs a day, eighteen hours out of the twenty-four and even when I’d set up the agency and bought the Globe I didn’t let up. I showed them.
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