Chapter Twenty Two





ANDY


	


	


You wake at noon. You don’t do mornings. If there is a lecture in the morning, you miss it. You just don’t believe in mornings. 


It is only 1400 GMT but already you feel drunk. “I hate it when I feel drunk in the afternoon,” you say.


“You shouldn't have eaten all that electric jelly for breakfast,” Eugene says. 


You didn’t have a choice. You had your twenty-first birthday party last night, and some bastard stole all the food from your cupboard. 


“I don't know which is worse,” you tell Eugene, “the fact that he stole all our food, or the fact that he left a note saying ‘I’m sorry’ and two pence.” 


Anyway, the jelly was from last night’s party. You make electric jelly the same way as normal jelly, but you substitute half the water used with vodka. It's amazing how much the jelly masks the taste of the vodka. Four blobs of electric jelly just tastes like jelly, but you’ve actually swallowed half a pint of vodka. 


You can’t believe what happened to you later that day, but it could have happened to anyone. Anybody (well, any student) would have done the same if they were in your place. 


	Picture this: Two hours later, in the seminar, you feel really drunk. This is a bad time to be drunk because the inspectors are in. The whole English department is suffering from anal retention because of the teaching assessment, because they desperately want to get an “Excellent” rating. Your tutor even sent slimy, personalised, hand-written notes begging all the students to speak up during the seminar. 


	Your tutor is droning on about D----, one of the most incomprehensible, and hence finest, writer of his generation. Your tutor distributes journal articles explaining D----'s work, journal articles arguing why one shouldn't try to explain D----'s work, and journal articles exploring the differences between arguing, explaining and responding to D---- (with cross-references to Kant  and Snow White).  


	"The analysis that I am about to present is based on a chapter in my new book, 'The Egg in English Literature: sui generis and the Ego', which is due to be published by Yale University Press in April," The professor goes on to interpret the chapter in D----'s novel, where the transvestite eats a hard-boiled egg for breakfast. "This passage is an acidly satiric critique of the fall of the House of Windsor. The transvestite, the fictional queen is obviously an allusion to the real Queen of England. Now we know, through Freud,  that the egg is a symbol for female sexuality, representing fertility, and thus, creative genesis. Now the Queen's orb, the symbol of her power, is also in the shape of an egg. The Queen, by eating the egg, shows that she feels that her sexuality and power is under threat, and by eating the egg, shows that she intends to consume her sexuality and power, to make it part of her body politic, not sharing it with anyone else. Metonymic surface disguises metaphoric depth. Narrative transparency works together with symbolic depth."


	The professor asks you a question. Now the beauty of doing an English degree, is that you can answer any question without actually having studied for it, which is why you decided to do English. Now if you chose science, you would actually have to like, know the facts. Like in a science class, your professor would ask you  - “What is pyridinium bisretinoid?” and if you can’t give the one and only correct answer - “It consists of two retinoid molecules, which are chemical cousins of vitamin A, joined by a positively charged pyridine ring, containing five carbon atoms and one nitrogen” - you’re screwed. Literature is different, because unlike science, the professors make a living out of disagreeing with each other’s theories. So, if you’re in a Literature class, and he asks you what you think “King Lear” is all about, why, it’s like, hey - option time! You might never have read “King Lear”, but if you say that it was about the Oedipal complex, or the rebellion in Scotland, or the rise of the middle classes, the tutor would nod at you and look really impressed.


The professor asks you, “Which seminal author do you think D---- alludes to in his work?”


You say, “Shakespeare” - which is always a safe bet. 


“Which play, specifically, was D---- alluding to?”


	“’Much Ado About Nothing’?” Now of course you haven’t read the play, but it’s the only Shakespearean movie you’ve watched. It’s not a film you would watch voluntarily, but your sister insisted on dragging you along because she wanted to see Keanu Reeves’ naked chest. 


	The professor bombards you with questions about the play, but you just sit there, you can’t answer any of the questions because you suddenly realize that you don’t know any of the names of the characters! You only know the characters as ‘that Kenneth Branagh bloke’ and ‘that Emma Thompson woman’. You could remember their real names, but not their fictional ones in the play. You were like, not expecting that.


Anyway, the professor starts asking you about the treatment of Hero, and you’re panicking, so you stammer - ‘Uh, is that like the Denzel Washington guy?’ and immediately everyone knows that you’ve only watched the film.


The professor shoots an embarrassed look at the inspector who’s doing the teaching assessment. 


	Since you are drunk, you figure that sitting still and keeping your mouth shut is the best form of damage control. However, the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak. Your problem is that the alcohol has broken the chains that restrains your hormones. At the moment all you can do is stare at Clare. She is the most gorgeous woman you have seen in your life, and you have been perving her every week in class. You find her every feature fascinating. You want to say something absurd, just to see how her face would respond,  how her eyes would move, her gestures. You want to see her laugh. 


Looking at Clare, all you can about is her naked in a lab with all her scientific equipment, test tubes, pipettes, tongs, the blue copper sulphate dusting her fingernails.


	"I want to be your bunsen burner," you say loudly to Clare, "C'mon baby light my fire."





*





It would be a good idea never to go to that seminar again. And like all good ideas, you know you will never follow them. You know that because the class is the only opportunity for you to see Clare. You are scheduled to do a class presentation on “D---- and Postmodern Poetics” with her next week, and if you don't do your share, that will piss her off and you will definitely not get her into bed after that. 


As Clare is a science student, unfamiliar with current critical approaches to literature, she is relying on you to guide her through the maze of  ‘-isms’. 


“I need someone older and wiser,” she tells you.


Is that quote from “The Sound of Music” a come on or what? This is your big chance, an opportunity to make a big impression, to bail her out, to guide her, to be her saviour. Who knows what favours she may bestow upon you once you win her undying gratitude - the sky’s the limit.


	This train of thought peps you up, and you set about preparing your bit of the presentation. One look at your texts and you immediately become un-pepped. The “Introduction to Postmodernism” book is so difficult, you don't even understand the pictures. 


	You spend an hour in the library photocopying articles from journals like the ELH, MP, SEL, TLS and S & M. The graffiti on the wall behind the photocopier says, “Copying from one person is plagiarism. Copying from two or more people is research.” 


The photocopies sit on your desk, unread, and are likely to remain perpetually in that state of non-usage. This approach to learning is based on an old student superstition that states that as long as you have the text in your bedroom, somehow the information will filter through to your brain. Sort of like learning by osmosis. 


	You cannot concentrate on your work because Eugene is playing his CDs too loudly. You wonder if he is sick. He’s been playing Take That’s “Babe" continuously for four hours. When he isn't playing Take That, he’s playing Sean Maguire or P.J. and Duncan. You understand why Eugene plays music loudly, you have no problem with that, you are a student, all students play loud music, you’re cool with that. What you don't understand is why Eugene has the musical taste of a female pubescent. You are convinced that Eugene is a twelve-year-old girl trapped in the body of twenty-one year old Singaporean man.


	You look through your seminar notes. The bits of your handwriting that you can actually read, you don't understand.  You understand the words. Like individually, the words, you get them. It's only when you string them together that they become like @”£%^& to you: 





discovery of Unconscious and environmental determinism de-centers autonomous self. 





fragmented communities produce competing discourses, pressurises gendered subjectivity 





intertextual ironic play/self-formative canon





deconstructs binary opposites





transcendental signified absent in semiotic environment -> hermetic hermeneutic (sp?) 





freeplay and multiplicity. 





self-reflexive fictionalised construct of  the fictionality of fictional representation/anti-representation. 





The only thing in your notes that you could understand are the final lines: 





death of novel, author, God, Self, Freud. Everything.





Randomness. Chance. Chaos. 





LIFE HAS NO MEANING. 








	So it is official. Life is meaningless. The intellectuals have debated it, and produced conclusions that your feeble brain cannot understand, but only accept. If only you were smarter, then maybe you would grasp the logical reasons underlining the inevitable pointlessness of existence, but all you can do now is accept your fate. 


You parrot these concepts in your essays because you want to get a good grade. The next day, in your “Re-Inventing Lesbians: Be/coming Wo/men” seminar, you say - “Good and evil are authoritarian and repressive categories imposed by the ruling caste”. You don’t understand what you’ve just said, but you know you’ve said the right thing because the  phrases give your tutor a joy-gasm. 


	Life used to be simple. Raised on a philosophy gleaned from Saturday morning cartoons, you believed in good and evil, believed that things happened for a reason, and in doing things for a reason. The world was divided into heroes (cheers, whistles), villains (boo, hiss) and victims (usually women or children or pets). God or His agents, eg Spiderman, always beat the bad guys, and everyone lived happily ever after. Behind every episode in life or TV, a moral message could be extracted and conveyed in  ten words or less, like ‘crime doesn't pay’ or ‘regular brushing with a fluoride toothpaste helps prevent tooth decay’. But higher education has proved that such a philosophy is outdated. Maybe they believed in all that stuff in the nineteenth century, but now after Darwin, Freud, Nietzsche, behaviourism, and moral relativism, no post-war intellectual could believe in those things and keep a straight face. Life used to be based on abstract words like love, honour and peace, but now all that matters is what you can smell, taste, touch, feel, things like…paper clips and Big Macs. Your university course has taught you that your future contains nothing but a dark abyss of emptiness. 


	You stare at the blank page. You have to write down something, anything. You scribble:





	"From my extensive survey of primary and secondary sources, I have observed that 


a lot of the key words underpinning postmodernism and post-postmodernism start with 'D', for example, Derrida, deconstruction, de-center, discourses, death, Donald (Bartheleme) etc. Western society seems to be going through a 'D' phase at the moment. Are we in the Decade of 'D'? When posterity looks back on our age, will they call us 'D'-ians?


	As you can see from the previous lines, you might surmise that I currently undergoing through a state, which is absolutely apposite to this presentation, a state  known as complete and utter Desperation."





	You crumple the sheet into a ball and toss it at the wastepaper basket. You miss, and the ball of paper ends up on the carpet along with the other balls of paper.





*


	“What job are you going to get?” Loong asked you once. 


	“I don’t know. Maybe journalism.”


	Loong hoots derisively. “Journalism? You’ve got a better chance becoming the first bisexual belly-dancing president of the Rotary Club. A survey in the Independent shows that seventy percent of all graduates want to be journalists. Consequently, a degree is insufficient, in order to work in the media you need that je ne sais qua. Employers want proof that you have a genuine interest in the field, but so far you’ve done nothing, you haven’t even written for the college newspaper.”


	Loong is Mr. Super-Preparation. He plans everything. He even decides what he wants to eat for dinner a day in advance, like if he’s having beef for dinner on Tuesday night, he takes the meat out of the freezer on Monday and marinates it for twenty four hours. Now that’s preparation. If he does that much work for beef, imagine what he does for his essays. 





*





	So what if you survive your next seminar? So what if you graduate? What next? 


You'll never get a job, not with the current economic climate. You are educated enough to know all the logical reasons for why you have no hope. The uninformed, unwashed masses simply feel that they have no hope, a feeling gathered from the things they see around them, from  the "Closing Down Sale" signs in the high streets, but for you it's different, out of all the students in the country, you're in the top 5%,  you're an Economist reader, you know the economic statistics, you’ve got the macro view, the hard facts - Britain runs a deficit on both its visible and invisible trade, the poor are caught in the employment trap, sterling is losing almost 5% of its trade weighted value every three months, the Confederation of British Industry report says that manufacturing output and retail sales growth is slowing, an index of business confidence compiled by IFO fell in November for the seventh time in 8 months, half of the population receive a means tested  benefits, and an IMF study shows that real long term rates show an imbalance between desired investment and the supply of capital, suggesting that marginally profitable profits have been squeezed out by a scarcity of savings.


You have no future, and a university education has given you the concrete arguments to prove it. British businesses are doomed to fail, you know because you’ve tried - last week, in an attempt to save money on your grocery bill, you started planting potatoes in your garden, but the venture failed due to a breakdown in the existing infrastructure (your spade broke) and also due to the lack of government incentives for small-scale farmers like yourself.


	What are you going to do with an English and Philosophy degree? You can write essays and take exams, and that's it. You're not trained to do anything useful. You'll probably end up shelf-stacking or waitering. What job do you want? What do you want to do with your life? How should you know? You can't even decide whether to watch the new Scorcese or Tarantino movie. 


	You're not like your house mates. Their lives are sorted. Like Asman, he's a Malaysian scholar doing accountancy, and once he graduates he's going to be bonded to the national water company for ten years so he's got his future pre-determined. Or Chin See, she's from Hong Kong, and even though she doesn't have a bond, her parents and culture dictate that she either be a lawyer or doctor or scientist, and she chose to be a lawyer, and so her path was sorted out for her ever since she was a baby. But no, you're different, you're from the West, the bastion of freedom and democracy. Your parents have always told you that you can do whatever you want, as long as it isn't illegal. They've always been supportive of all your decisions, and once you hit 18, they never dreamed of telling you what to do. You can do whatever you want to do, and you have no idea what that is. 


	What is your problem? You are a white Anglo-Saxon middle-class heterosexual male. Out of all the categories, your group has the most freedom and opportunity. Every door is open to you, you are not oppressed or disadvantaged socially, mentally, economically, or ethnically. Nothing in the world discriminates against you, the system, the status quo  is designed for your benefit, you have no excuse for failure, no one to blame but yourself.


	Why are you doing a degree in English? You don’t know. It belongs to a long list of things that you’ve done for no good reason. All your life, you’ve drifted from one thing to another, from GCSEs to ‘A’ levels, without any fervent convictions, without any Master Plan, the same way that you drift at night from the King’s Arms to the Mitre, the same way you spend your Saturday afternoon watching crap on TV, Knight Rider, then Baywatch, then Gladiators, then Blind Date, not paying attention, just lying on your bed as the white light from the tube flickers against your pale face, pondering questions like why Kitt’s tyres always screech and kick dust even when Michael Knight is doing a simple left turn.


	How did you get this way? Back in the sixth form, flipping through the UCCA handbook, you decided that out of all the courses listed, a B.A. (Hons) in English Literature sounds the sexiest. A science degree would have consigned you to a virginal and chaste existence with the other skinny geeks with taped up classes. Poetry, on the other hand, turned women into blobs of quivering sexual jelly. So you spent many a night evaporating your thoughts in a sonnet. With your flaming red hair, blue eyes flecked with grey, a natural ear for rhyme and rhythm, and a fragile profile that gives you an aura of sensitivity, you considered yourself a seducer in the grand Romantic tradition. So you signed up for an English degree, confident that if you were lucky enough to catch tuberculosis or consumption, armed with your collection of lyrics, university was going to be one big sex-fest. 


	But the undergraduate terms fly past, and Valentine's Day is still a cardless affair. You whinge to your house mate about how you no girl sent you anything for Valentine's, and she looks at you, surprised, and says, "Oh, but I thought you were gay." You are really shocked. Back in your room, you scrutinise your image in the mirror. Maybe you look too sensitive. Maybe your poetry ought to have fewer references to leafy glades and daffodils, and more on blood, body bags, exhaust pipes and MK-57s. Tomorrow, you will go to the gym to pump iron. You are going to be well hard. 








*





The gym must have worked, because two days later, you have a study date with Clare. You meet at Americana, the campus fast food joint. It is painted in red, white and blue, with the usual cliché pseudo-American accoutrements like traffic lights, pinball machines and a juke box shaped like a gas pump. It reminds you of the moon - it has no atmosphere.


	The jukebox is playing even though no one has put any money in it. It is playing Jive Bunny, Kenny G, Take That and Michael Bolton. You know the cafeteria owner's devious scheme. The juke box is programmed to play tunes which give as much pleasure as having your wisdom tooth taken out, so that inevitably, some student, unable to stomach this drivel any longer, is compelled to pop in some coins to get Bob Marley to replace Kylie Minogue.


	This may the most important breakfast meeting you'll ever have. You, in the words of the immortal Baldrick, ‘have a cunning plan’: you will give Clare the poem you wrote for her, a poem that will surely make her swoon straight into your arms. 


	She shows you her notes. “What have you prepared?”


	“I couldn't really get into it.” You light your cigarette, inhale and look moody. You have spent many a night perfecting the art of the profound cigarette. "If what D--- says is true, if life is meaningless, the universe is governed by chaos and chance, what's the point of doing anything? What's the point of going to this seminar?” 


	"You didn't prepare anything for the presentation did you?"


	“Of course I have. This is a genuine philosophical question that needs to be answered. Why study? Why live? Why this?” You wave your hands around. “I'm sick of D----. I'm sick of everything about this seminar, sure, all the authors are terribly clever, and I'm sure they're right, even though they won't say they're right, because they don't believe in the concept of ‘right’. I'm sick of it, I want to chuck it all, but I don’t know what else I can do apart from what I’m doing now. I don't know what I want, because that's what they taught me - ‘you can't know anything anymore’.” The cigarette smoke spirals. “What do you want?"


	“I want to be able to do our presentation this afternoon,” Clare says.


	“No, no, I mean, what do you really want? What are you willing to die for? ‘Cos if you don't have anything you to die for, you don't have anything to live for.” Jesus, why are you quoting Malcolm X at nine in the morning? You’re not even drunk.


	“I don't know,” she says, looking bewildered. “Maybe we should talk about the presentation later today. Like when you’ve done some preparation.”


	“You know, I  do know what I want.” You slam your fist on the table. “I want good and evil, truth and lies, right and wrong. I want to know what the right thing is for everyone, and not just the right thing for you, but maybe not for me, binary oppositions, black and white, and not shades of grey, no ambiguities. I want things to be simple again - a life where all the clichés  are true, where Jesus saves, justice will win the day, every cloud has a silver lining, tomorrow will be a better day, where love is all you need and all you need is love - all the manifestos of life that rhyme, everything that is slushy and cheesy, intellectually suspect, the opiate of the masses. I want spiritual riches, the power that raised Christ from the dead, life everlasting, joy, peace, ecstasy, power, riot, to this end I labour, struggling with all the energy of Christ, revelations, streams of living water, something so mesmerizing, so hypnotic, so compelling it sucks you in, consumes you, makes you lose control, fall on your face, tears streaming, let passion, love, life, God overwhelm me for once, and not this nothingness, not trapped, boxed in by this nothingness. Look at me, I’m dead. I’m dead. I look inside me and I’m dead. I’m never happy doing what I’m doing, when I’m doing something I’m always thinking of what I can do next. I don’t want anything, not anything the world can offer. I can have anything I want, but I look at everything in the world and I don't want any of it. I had the only thing I ever wanted once, the only time I ever had it.” 


	You tell her about the white light by the river, how you saw God and was wounded by the light.


 “I was reading a paper by Michael Persinger, he’s a neuroscientist at Laurentian University in Canada,” Clare said, “He imitated the brain effects of stress by zapping the subject’s brains with low-voltage, high-focus electricity. The people saw visions - angels, ‘God’, demons. Brain events can induce the most deeply felt paranormal experiences. Have you read William James?” 


“The varieties of religious experience’. 1902. Conversion is just another word for a nervous breakdown. What I experienced was all just due to chemicals in the brain, I must have had a fit, that’s the only logical explanation, it couldn’t be God, don’t ever say it’s God, God is just something people use to explain anything they can’t understand because they’re too stupid to explain it. So they take God away from me, and I go back, and stand in the black shade of the door. I look out at the world, I see everything on offer and I don’t want any of it. I want God. Somewhere along the line they killed God, and I want him back. I want God resurrected, living in me. But I don’t the hippy, new age, pop culture, user-friendly, thought of the day, celestine prophecy, spiritual quest as narrated as an adventure novel - spouting Zen truths while machine-gunning from a jeep in the Tibetan mountains, I don’t want the mass produced, wrapped in plastic, sugar-coated, self-help shit, I want the real thing, a deep thing, a lifetime commitment, and not just a book, a weekend retreat, something to slot in between coffee mornings, Encounter groups and aerobics lessons. I want something that will fill all of me, every nook and cranny, touch every cell, course through the blood, fill the spaces of the mind, touch the unphysicality of the soul. I want God. I want the trees to shake, the window pane to shudder, the mountains to fall into heart of the sea. I want that day when I glimpsed burning bushes, chariots of fire, angels with golden eyes with faces like the sun, blood and thunder, fiery arrows, pierced hearts, screams. I want church to be more than just a quaint social custom undertaken by elderly aunts and characters in Joanna Trollope novels. I want Faith, Hope, and Charity to be more than just a name for a new all-girl R & B rap group. I want the cross to mean something, to light the dark recesses of the soul. I want everything I used to believe in, I want everything I lost. I want it all, I want it all back.”


	You don't know what got you started on this rant. You must have kept it bottled up for ages, and it just came out. You couldn't control yourself. She is looking at you rather strangely. "I'm sorry,” you say, “I don't know what got into me."


You open D---'s novel and begin to do some lucid textual analysis, and she begins to look more impressed. You are good at this, you can wax lyrical about literary texts in your sleep, you are dissecting D---'s text effortlessly, your English degree has given you the ability to talk expertly about things you know absolutely nothing about, so you yabber on about D---, not even thinking about it very much, all you are thinking about is how to slip into the conversation the poem you wrote for Clare.


	Even though it has nothing to do with whatever you were talking about, you suddenly say, "I wrote something for you." You shove her the poem:


	


“Burn”  





	


Spiced baked hams squeezed against turkeys bewitched 


to a dark gold; they crowded between the 12 varieties of cheeses, 


grapes lying on chicken breasts, devilled 


eggs,  green pork pate.  The white Italian cheese curled 


round the black  pudding. Waiters offered 


chocolate truffles dusted with vanilla powder on silver trays. The bar 


served red wines, purple liquors and blue cordials.  Caught 


in the swirl of cigarettes and alcohol,  


my stomach burned, and I missed you.





At church, I ate the body and blood of Christ. The wafer stuck  


to the top of my mouth 


it wouldn't melt 


it still stuck 


as I sipped the red wine 


as I returned to the pew


it still stuck. 


The wine was sour, my stomach burned, and I missed you. 





I had two cups of  coffee, Jamaican beans mixed 


with chocolate and the essence of almonds. You know 


how I get when I drink too much caffeine - 


my heart pounds, my belly churns, and I can't sleep. 


Saturday night, watching 'Blind Date' on ITV, 


I  drank mugs of  strawberry tea, hot chocolate, and even 


three glasses of diet Coke. 


Too much caffeine, my stomach burned, and I missed you.





 *





	You sit there and watch her go red. She does not say anything.


	“What do you think?”


	“I don't know.”


	You sit there and finish off your coffee. It is the longest coffee that you've ever finished. it is the first time you realise that ‘drinking a cup of coffee’ is one of the dictionary definitions for ‘eternity’. The water fountain hums, and the waitresses clang together the dirty forks and spoons.


	You watch Clare get up, put your poem in her knapsack and leave the cafeteria.


	Finally, she says something. “See you in class later.”





*





	So this is it. Your English degree won't get you a job, you know that, but now you know that it won't even get you sex. You sit there, remembering Clare’s silence and the black pit widens. 


	No wonder some people commit suicide. Why play this game of chance called life? Why endure this emptiness known as existence? You know why - somewhere, within the depths of your soul, you hear a voice that says “live!”, that regular, insistent call that always tells you - “you’ve got to carry on!”. You recognise those voices; it is the Endsleigh insurance company. You still have three months of your life insurance to go, and they want you to renew.
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