Chapter Three





ANDY





	‘Your problem, Andy, is that you never plan,’ my father said, ‘When I was your age, I always knew what I wanted to do. I had a plan for the day, the month, the year and even the decade. And that is why I have always known where I wanted to go and no one has ever been able to stop me. Nobody has ever taken advantage of me. And do you know why?’


	I said ‘Hmmmm,’ which could mean a) ‘Please tell me more,’ or b) ‘I don’t care,’ or c) ‘Yes, I do know why. You’ve never been fucked because no one can find a dick that’s big enough for your asshole.’


	‘Why? It’s because I have a sense of direction,’ he said, ‘While you just drift along with the tide.’


	I said ‘hmmm’ again in my best drift along voice. Why didn’t I defend myself? Why didn’t I marshall my wits and let loose a Wildean riposte? Yeah, but that would like, require intellectual effort. And saliva. I had better things to do with my spit than to waste it on a goggle-face, bat-breath midget who had more hair on his butt than his head. 


	It’s Saturday, it’s summer, and outside, God’s free tanning machine hangs in the air, shining its ultra-violetness on the good and evil. It’s the kind of day that’s ideal for wandering around half-naked, scaring children with the sight of your hairy back and corpse-white skin. In other words, the perfect out-doors day. So what am I doing in-doors, why am I in Debenhams, squatting outside the ladies’ changing room? 


It’s because Saturday is our Family Day, our official day for family bonding. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve got nothing against family bonding. However, could someone please tell me how waiting for my mother to try on four blouses is going to bring us closer together as a domestic unit?


My mother got the idea for Family Day after watching some slot on Richard and Judy. According to R & J’s special guest, Dr Lilith Chambers, author of the New York Times best-seller, Families Are From Saturn, you had to set aside at least seven hours a week to spend with your spouse and sprogs to save society from its imminent, apocalyptic demise. How could my mother not believe her? One look at Dr. Chambers, and you knew she had to be right. Dressed in a black Donna Karen suit, she had that all-wise, Athena aura - she looked like a Jewish Ophrah. Dr Chambers smiled her more-soothing-than-Prozac smile and told us how divorce and single parenthood had led to a rise in teenage pregnancies, domestic violence, drug abuse and homelessness, accompanied by a decline in consumer confidence and SAT scores. 


I agree. As we all know, the deterioration of family values has also led to breast cancer, global warming, the Lockerbie air disaster and United’s shock defeat against York in the third round of the Coca-Cola Cup. The happy family is the nucleus of civilisation itself. So every Saturday morning, me, Mummy and Daddy had to do something Together, no matter how anal it might be. But hey, I could take comfort in the fact that my time in Parent Purgatory would somehow mystically contribute towards ensuring the advent of world peace and a buoyant British economy. 


“Have you thought about which GCSEs you’re going to take?” my father said.


“No,” I said.


 “Now, I know that you may find the number of options bewildering rather than liberating,” my father said, “but from my experience, I’ve found that there’s nothing that cannot be solved with a little foresight and a strategy for the future.” 


	You see, the problem with my Dad is that we can never have a normal conversation about neutral subjects like the weather or TV listings. Every time he talks to me, he feels like he has to improve me. I mean, like hey, his time is precious. If our conversation had no utilitarian function, he would have wasted his time talking to me instead of doing something useful, like thinking of ways to increase the yield of pre-tax dividends under current accounting standards, or something like that. So every time before he speaks to me, he thinks of something I might fuck up and gives me a long lecture about what stupid thing I’m probably going to go off and do any moment. 


	“You must avoid the temptation to follow the crowd,” he said, “Don’t choose a subject just because your best friend chose it and you want to be in the same class as him. Don’t be a lemming. You have to base your decision upon a careful evaluation of your own personality. You have to ask yourself certain key questions, for example, what are your skills and abilities?”


	I shrugged.


	“What are your values and interests?”


	“I’m not really into anything at the moment,” I said. It was July, post-F.A. Cup, weeks before the start of the new season, and most of the big clubs were off playing exhibition matches in Jamaica, Malaysia, Hong Kong or some far off place like that. The summer is a nuclear winter for all football fanatics in Britain.


	“I’m trying to teach you to ask the right questions,” my father said, “The 5 ‘Ws’”


“Huh?”


“Not ‘huh’? That’s not the right question. You have to learn how to ask the right questions. The five ‘W’s.  For example, what do you want? Why do you want it? Where can you get it? etetera.”


“Hmmmm.”


“Well, let’s start with the first, basic question. What do you want to be?”


“I don’t know.”


“What is your goal in life?”


“I don’t know. I don’t even know if I want a goal.”


My father gave up. “Why don’t you just take English, French, Literature, History, Geography, Physics, Chemistry, Biology and Maths?”


“Okay,” I said. 


Before I went to university, my parents planned everything for me. I followed their lead, not because I liked it or agreed with it, but because arguing with them was too much hassle. I was never a rebellious teen. I was just bored. During adolescence, I wasn’t a rebel without a cause - just a kid with no decent TV programmes to watch.


*


I come from Fallensham. Don’t come here. It won’t be easy though - many people don’t plan to come here, but for some reason, they stumble into town and end up living here forever. Fallensham is like Hell - to find it, all you have to do is follow the path of least resistance.


Fallensham has nothing apart from grass and cows, nothing but the wide, empty skies above the flat fields that spread out forever. The only landmark near my home town is this sewage plant that looks like a giant white maggot, and a black water tower, a steel skeleton with spider legs. 


In the city centre, there is, excitingly, one off-licence (which also contains the video shop, the cobblers, the dry cleaning service, and the Royal Mail), and the obligatory WH Smiths, Boots, a NatWest bank, and a Co-Op. The proprietor of the Co-op has a major attitude problem. I remember a housewife going into the supermarket, clutching her new Delia Smith cookbook, and asking him if he had any sun-dried tomatoes. Judging from the look on the manager’s face, you’d think she had just asked him for some peppermint-flavoured condoms. After he recovered from his shock, he said, “We don’t do sun-dried tomatoes, we just have ordinary tomatoes. We don’t have any of those new foods,” as if sun-dried tomatoes were recently invented by some mad, German-based, Brussels-backed scientist from Geneva. The supermarket only has the standard staple foods like potatoes, carrots, lettuce, cans of tuna, rice pudding and frozen chicken, none of that fancy ‘new’ food suggested by Delia, like cranberries and  pesto sauce. Here, everyone eats bangers and chips. There are no Indian or Chinese takeaways, just a chip shop that serves cod, mushy peas and chips.


All the shops are completely utilitarian. Just enough shops for you to get by, providing all you need to live on, but nothing that made life worth living. No art, no entertainment, no culture. No computer game shops like Future Zone, no HMVs or Our Price or Virgin Megastores, no shop devoted to something that was just for fun, no frivolous yuppie specialist shops selling candles or cheese exclusively. The city centre enables you to buy your fags, crisps, and pick up some Spam and bread, so that you can go home after a hard day’s work and switch on the TV. 


Not that there’s anything wrong with Fallensham. There’s not an oppressed minority group in sight - no single mothers, no orphans, no Rwandan refugees, no gays, no blacks, no Pakis,  we don’t even have anyone who’s fucking handicapped. Somebody must be doing something right. 


I looked at my father. He stood outside the changing room, clutching my mother’s handbag. For a horrible Mystic Meg moment, my future balloons into view - I will go to university, then wander into a job that pays me five figures, even though I don’t Believe what I am doing. I will spend 80% of my life trying to help some MNC achieve complete and utter world domination of the chocolate biscuit market, and even though I know it is a completely pointless job, I cannot find more meaningful employment even if I tried. I will marry a girl, probably called Sara, have a blond son named Thomas, and spend my weekends in our house in Surrey gardening, cooking Delia Smith recipes and D.I.Y.-ing. I will become my father, the ‘Husband-Waiting-For-Wife-To-Try-On-Dress’, standing there with a glazed look, seeing nothing, bored mindless, a living corpse, the man with the handbag. This is the best British life can offer. Death by domesticity, afternoons spent measuring out my life with coffee spoons.


	I fled. I ran out of the store into the sun that glowed white death. It was a hot summer’s day, hotter than it had ever been before and hotter than it has ever been since. The sun burned so intensely that it melted the car tyres, choking the air with the tang of burnt rubber. The glare of the sunlight upon the yellow brickwork of the houses hurt my eyes. The white light bounced off the pale pavements until the whole air was white with light. A broken bottle lay on the tarmac, flashed in the light, blazed like burning magnesium. I couldn’t see a thing, nothing but white light, the rays piercing my eyes, so I closed them and opened my ears. I heard nothing. No roar of engines, no creak of bicycle wheels - it was safe. Eyes still shut, I started running, fleeing Fallensham, trying to escape from what I was to become. I will not turn into the man with the handbag. 


	How long or how far did I run? I don’t know. I just bolted down the road, eyes shut, listening to my Nikes crunch down on the gravel. Finally, breathless, having burnt all the fear that fuelled my sprint, I collapsed. My knees cracked the baked mud. 


	I opened my eyes. I was by the bank of a river. I had no idea where I was, and where to go. So like, what else is new? 


I walked by the bank for, I don’t know, ten minutes, and got bored. I had no alternative but to go home. Where could I run to? It’s so boring, everywhere, anywhere you go. 


	I set off in a random direction. I knew I would never find my way home unless someone helped me. But I wasn’t going to get any help, not out here by myself, so I just kept walking. After a while, the sky turned red, then black. I didn’t know what to do, so I started to pray. Sure I’d been to church and made all the right noises (after all, my parents were Church of England hatched and dispatched) but I had never prayed seriously before, never really felt that I really needed God to hear my words.  But at that moment, standing in dark, I would have tried anything. I’d try telepathy, tracking duck prints, Indian smoke rings, sub-Saharan rain dances, anything really, just so I could get home. But none of  the above worked, so I said - God if you’re there, give me a little direction.


A bright, round light loomed towards me. I ran out to it and bam! - I flew. For a moment, everything went truly black, a darkness that wasn’t just a mere absence of light, but a night so thick you could choke on it - death descending. 


Then the air turned into light, white and clear, transcendent, all in all, filling everything so I could see nothing else, nothing but brightness - God, the King of Kings, dwelling in unapproachable light. I sucked the liquid air and knew that this was what heaven was going to be like, when you feel you could live like this forever, a moment when you'd like to be frozen in time, in a photo, a portrait, a sculpture - the moment when you looked full at your desire. It was the only time in my life that I’ve ever felt any meaning. If I could have just captured that moment, kept it inside, I’d never hunger for anything again. 


A great fire blazed between four bronze columns. A gold cup stood right in the middle of the flames, but it shone so brilliantly that the fire lost its brightness, just as the stars do when the sun rises. I reached for the cup. I wanted something I could take back to prove that I had really met God. 


An angel flew towards me with a lance. Though it had no flesh or veins, blood spurted from the white tip of the spear, flowing down to the angel’s hand. 


“Will you take charge of it?” the angel asked me.


“I will,” I said, and grasped the cup.


The angel raised the lance and drove it through both my thighs. 


My body smashed the earth. I opened my eyes. With the side o
