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COLIN COTTERILL


The Unreliable Diarist – An Illustrated Memoir


 



The Lost Years


I have thirty-three diaries on a shelf in my office. All
different sizes and shapes, rain damaged and mouse nibbled. They stretch back
to 1977 when my mate Damion and I set off in his rusty Holden for a road trip
North from Melbourne. The car only made it to Queensland but I kept going
through Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Korea and Japan. It didn’t occur to me
at the time that those diaries might one day take over the role of my active grey
matter and tell me stories about myself I’m tempted to doubt. From the diaries
I fashioned a me timeline which today is the most viewed item on my cell
phone. It reminds me of events I would have otherwise forgotten. I wish, with
all my heart, that I’d started that habit when I was four. Diary one in
crayon. Without it I have a black hole in my early universe that years of
research have been unable to fill. I interviewed the characters who knew me then;
parents, schoolmates, teachers. But like mosquito coil ash, memories such as
those are easily blown away by the slightest breeze.
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I knew I was on shaky ground when I asked my mum what time of day
I was born. I needed the information so fortune tellers could fake their
predictions more accurately. I was Ethel’s only child. It should have been an unforgettable
highlight of her life – etched into her maternal instinct. She couldn’t even
narrow it down to AM or PM. It’s as if she’d returned home from Nelson Hospital
Wimbledon with a ready-made, zero-year-old and had no idea when I’d entered her
life. I was some sort of adopted puppy she had to fatten up before she checked
me out. Thus began my incomplete search for those pre-diary years.


If possible, my father was even less helpful. I’d heard the steamy
tales of war-time lovers discovering romance and sexuality in their teens.
Gorgeous Ethel of the Women’s Land Army milking cows and plucking chickens. Handsome
Royal Navy Midshipman John on home leave riding his rusty bicycle through the
village. Of couplings in the hay loft. Naked picnics in the wheatfield. But
lust had its use-by date. Wars made for only temporary bliss. They wedded. They
settled. The couplings became fewer and farther between and by 1952 they slept
in separate beds. My arrival was therefore considered more a miracle than a dream.
My father was adamant that I’d been conceived at Christmas. It was a sad admission
and I was left with the belief that they only fornicated once a year as a gift
to Jesus even though we had no religion to fall back on. And suddenly, there
was me.


There were black and white photographs of baby Colin naked in a
zinc bath on the kitchen table. I have to admit I was adorable. I did wonder
why they put me naked on the kitchen table. Was I just a small blubbery conversation
piece? Why would they commit the embarrassment to celluloid? Those were the
days before pedophilia’s rise in popularity. There was nothing for baby porn to
go viral on. For that I think myself lucky. I would have been their poster
child.


Fully dressed, I went to a suburban primary school. There were
one or two group snaps of pupils unused to the sight of a camera. My Year 6
teacher was called Dave. We were his first class after graduating from teachers’
college so, in a way, we were all learning together. I remember that, for two
reasons, he was my hero. Firstly, he played rugby for the local team. I cut out
a caricature of Dave from the Borough News and kept it until it was eroded by
time. Secondly, Dave had a broken nose. It was a marvelous sight. I so wanted
to have one too. How great it would be to have a permanent reminder of getting
your face trodden on by a beast in muddy steel-studded boots. The main reason I
appreciated rugby was that nobody feigned injury. It was all real. Nobody
rolled around in agony, not even when their leg was hanging off. Even then they’d
hop on the good leg until it was worn down to a stub. Football (aka Soccer)
players were just embarrassing. One strand out of place in their
two-hundred-pound hair-stylings and they’re on the stretcher and on their way
to emergency.


Because of Dave I went on to play rugby and became a PE teacher
but, regrettably, I was unsuccessful in getting my nose misshapen.


There were other photos: Colin in a paper hat at the Telephone
Rentals staff party. Scrawny Colin in a super-tight swimming costume on some sandless
beach. Inappropriately dressed Colin in hipster flairs on a school trip to Barcelona.
They said a lot, those photos but not loudly enough to have stuck in my memory.
I’d lost so much of my youth to early onset preteen dementia.
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Enter Billy. Billy, later referred to in maturity as Bill, walked
in my shadow through Primary and Secondary schools. I ignored him for eleven
years. Yet, older now, he sought me out in foreign lands and turned up
unexpectedly on my doorsteps. He’s probably there now outside my window. But as
I navigated my dark tunnel of missing years, Billy’s super power proved
invaluable. He was one of those remarkable people who remembered every damned
thing, from the Chelsea line up in the 1970 FA cup final, the entire Parrot
sketch from Monty Python, and the names and habits of nearly all the kids in
our school. And, most importantly, he remembered everything that happened when
our respective orbits collided, all the way back to 1957. Thanks to Billy I
filled some of the gaps in my lost years but had little idea of what I’d felt
or why I’d made the decisions I did. I often wonder whether I had any thoughts
at all. But one event that Billy remembered probably shaped the lives of more
than a few of us.


Aliens in Skirts
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I’d been at an all-boys comprehensive school for six years.
I’m not sure how, if at all, it affected our education or our psyches. I
mentioned it to a friend in San Francisco and his reaction was,


“Shit, brother, sounds like gay heaven.”


I can honestly say the thought of any of us boys falling into a
pit of homosexuality hadn’t occurred to me. On reflection it must have been
going on even though it was illegal at the time in England. I did notice the
odd perverts in plastic mackintoshes lurking outside the school gates but they
were…perverts. We made fun of them. It was a one-way street. They lusted after
little boys in school uniforms and we didn’t. At least I don’t thing we did. In
all that time there were no ‘incidents’ reported, no sightings behind the
bicycle sheds. Jesus, the more I write, the more naive I sound. Of course it
went on, statistically, in a community of six-hundred young boys, there had to
be at least a dozen poofters hanging around after school. (You were allowed to
say poofter back then.) It’s astounding that I didn’t think about it. Or
perhaps I didn’t care. I’ll have to ask Bill.


Perhaps the ministry of education got it right. Hormones didn’t
enter the mix of turning boys into responsible members of society. There were
no distractions. At least, there were no distractions until we hit seventeen.
That’s when some bureaucrat blundered startlingly. About a mile away there was
a girls’ school. We’d pass it regularly on our walk to the playing field. We’d
shout rude comments and run away as fast as we could. We thought that was
flirting. The place was full of aliens in skirts and we kept our distance. But
theirs was an old building and some architect decided it was about to crumble.
So, they moved the aliens in with us. Just like that. All hope thus endeth.
What little chance we had of leaving school with certificates and a rounded education
was lost. We were overwhelmed, confused and unprecedentedly horny. We became a
pack of blubbering fools, sillier than putty. They sat with us in classes in
close proximity, their chests heaving, their pencils twiddling. A smile here. A
blush there. A cascade of hair falling down their backs. The sirens of
schooling. Of course, we learned nothing. Those last two years yielded the
worst exam results in the school’s history. If you happen to be passing through
Wimbledon today, there’s a good chance the homeless people hitting you for the
price of a cup of tea are our school failures from the year 1970.


My diaries relieved Billy of the onus of documenting a small
segment of my life but he never tired of telling me anecdotes about myself from
‘the old days’. He didn’t believe in sugar coating me. Here’s one of the
stories he imparted that I would have preferred him forgetting.


Romance


I was invited on all the post high school football tours
even though I didn’t play the game. I wasn’t a bad rugby player but all my
mates played football and bonding was important to me. I’d take my kit just in
case but I only got to play if someone was too hungover to remember where the
ground was. I didn’t get any more skillful over the years. I usually ended up
as what they call today, ‘an assistant referee’. Back then it was known as ‘the
bloke who retrieves the ball from people’s gardens.’ The lads never tired of
telling me how bad I was but I still got invited on tour.


One such excursion saw us at Lloret del Mar in Spain. Five days
of throwing back Cuba Libre and getting sunburnt. There were football games but
nobody can recall much about them. But Dave (different Dave) and I saw depth in
the tacky two-dimensional tourist resort. We fell in love with the two most astoundingly
beautiful Spanish breakfast waitresses anyone had ever laid eyes upon. We knew
it was love because physical contact amounted to holding hands and a final peck
on the cheek. We vowed to return and rescue them from their third world poverty
and we made a solid pact to spend Christmas together that year in Madrid. The
appointment was confirmed in a brief picture postcard message in Spanish.


We tried to hitch hike there but nobody showed an interest in
picking up two scruffy teens. We mistakenly thought being English would be to
our advantage so we drew union jacks on our packs and wrote INGLES. Six months
of High School Spanish hadn’t prepared us for the apparently rude comments
thrown at us from passing truck drivers. But the hand gestures were global. There
was a Spanish road game we came to love that saw the cars slow down and idle
twenty yards ahead. We’d run to catch up and they would speed away, horns
blaring. Confined to our little island, we’d thought the world loved the British
but we were just as unpopular as everyone else.


We ended up on a caravan of rural busses zigzagging across the
country finally to arrive in Madrid late on Christmas Eve. Everything was shut.
It was like a zombi movie where everyone had been wiped out. We had no warm
clothes and it was freezing. There were no rooms at the posada.
Everything was locked up. We were mute street people lacking the skills
necessary for urban survival. We spent the night on a bench wrapped in
newspapers.
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But didn’t that just make the whole damned romantic story even
more adorable? At sunrise we brushed our teeth and performed our toiletries at
a bus station and headed off to Plaza Mayor. We were to meet Rita and Esmarelda
at ten AM. I had Rita’s picture postcard of a donkey clenched in my fist. We
had flowers. The street restaurants would only let us sit there if we ordered
food but the menu was a little rich for our budget. So, we sat on bollards and
chewed on churros till our gums bled.


I probably don’t need to go into detail as to what happened that
long, long uneventful day. You’re thinking, “What dickheads”. And you’d be
right. I suppose I’m including this Bill-inspired anecdote to let you know that
there was once a fire burning in my hearth. Passion went downhill from then on.
But Dave and I were romantics, probably the last two in England. Since then, I
haven’t taken one four-day bus journey to pursue an affair of the heart. I’d
gone on to make other bad decisions but I won’t be listing any of them. You’ll
have to wait for the sequel, or the movie.


We’d told Bill that story when we returned and, in his rendition
of events, it hadn’t changed an iota. In the minds of Dave and myself, the
story went through an infinite number of permutations. We’d spent a night in
prison. Rita’s father turned up with a machete. David produced a love child and
he’d had to learn Spanish to read the child stories. That’s what time did for
you. Which is exactly why we need journals. Hereby enter the documentation of
my life. Diaries 1 and 2 yielded the following rather far-fetched account. I
leave you to judge whether you buy it or not. And no, I can’t verify the
authenticity of anything you’ll read in this memoir. There are one or two
witnesses still living but who’s to say they’re not lying bastards like me?
Here’s an example.


 



Colin came from a land far away. Hitchhiked his way across the
USA


 



I do not recommend hitch-hiking as a method of traveling from one
coast of north America to the other. In fact, I do not recommend hitch hiking per
se as these days there are serial killers stalking the highways in search
of victims. But back in 1978, there was no better way to breath in the scents
of the hedgerows and hum along to the songs of the wildlife. To brave the
extreme temperatures and ride out the endless inane monologues of long-distance
truck drivers and their buxom girlfriends.
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On reflection I admit that the only reason I wasn’t mugged,
sexually assaulted, killed in a horrific traffic accident, or slit open from
neck to groin and buried in an open grave, is more down to good fortune than to
careful planning. But road users in north America had nothing to fear from me.
I was a clean-shaven, suntanned, healthy looking newly trained teacher prime
for the plucking. I had a Union Jack on my pack which instantly made people
comfortable. We English are so trustworthy and historical. We have a king and
everything.


“Man, I love your accent. Say that again.”


It was probably my naivete that made the journey so un-traumatic.
I hitched by myself from LA and I left San Francisco with a ‘what could
possibly go wrong?’ attitude. I didn’t sit down to count the potential
pitfalls. I made an easy start by covering the second leg with somebody I knew.
I trusted her not to kill me. We stopped at places like Rifle Colorado. Played
pool with guys in holsters. We slept beside babbling brooks in sleeping bags,
making sure to check for snakes before we got in. My only photo of the whole
journey was of me looking out in wonder at the Rockies. After that, I forgot
there was an instamatic camera at the bottom of my pack. I did, however, keep
up my diaries – numbers one and two. They still bear the warping scars of hitch-hiking
rainstorms and the charred spines from an accidental campfire event that could
have burned down the entire state.


You see? With a background like that I could have written
anything. I could have been swept up in a tornado, massacred by Jehovah’s Witness
hitmen. But, instead, I documented an often dull, sometimes sad, occasionally
scary but always fascinating three-week cultural adventure I could tell my
grandchildren about. Yes, it was madness, I know that now, but I think we
British saw the Americans as big brothers and sisters. I knew they’d look after
me. The following, unenhanced but grammatically edited memories are lifted from
my diaries.


Diaries 1 and 2


My objective, unambitious though it may be, is to work in a
summer camp in New York state. When I was at college three years ago, I’d
signed up with a group called Camp America who would fly me free to the US and
put me up in a summer camp. There, I was responsible for a group of ‘adorable’
children for six weeks. They were the longest six weeks of my life. It should
have occurred to me there was a reason summer camps would go to the trouble and
expense of importing trainee teachers from England. Americans knew what to
expect. There was no way for us to escape. I think every one of us captives
doubted our ability to work with children after it was over. I had ten
eight-year-old boys in my bunk. I hated all of them. They were from upper class
New York families and they didn’t want to be there either. Due to a clause in
the contract, we weren’t allowed to kill them. Why, you ask, would I want to do
it again? Answer on its way.


 



I’ll list the events












































 



Little Epilogue


 



Diary 34


 



So, here we are, back in reality. I still get a little
buzz of anticipation every morning when I turn on the computer. I still think
there’s hope that Netflix will contact me and ask if it’s okay for them to take
up the series. That Jackie Chan was interested in playing Dr. Siri. Or perhaps
someone will ask if I’m free to co-write something. Or I’ll get a visit from
the BBC, or the tax man or Interpol or anybody. The carousel still goes around
but I’m not on it anymore. I’m down to one fan e a month and the typos are
familiar. I wonder if I wrote it myself. The diaries are all back on the shelf
now, their contents soon to be forgotten, the lying ink fading into the pages.
It was a fascinating sixteen years and I’m grateful to have lived them. But, it’s
back to walking the dogs and painting the flowerpots and leaving my cellphone
on the roof of the truck. What goes around…goes around. Good night to you.
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To Santa. March 4th, 2025. Diary 34.


 



P.S.


For those of you who have pondered the veracity of
this tome, I feel it only fair to put your minds to rest. Everything you find
written here is, in fact, almost all fact. There’s just one lie.

OEBPS/Images/frontcover450.jpg
©'| THE UNRELIABLE
DIARIST. 4






OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image92.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image5.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image3.jpg





