Chapter Twenty Three





ANDY





	I couldn’t put it off any longer. The time had come: I was in my final year, and I had to find a job. These were the facts: I was a student in English from a so-so university, who will probably get a 2:2 degree, with no discernible gifts or talents. As for extra curricular activities, I spent the last three years in the pub (except for Thursday which is L.C.R. night and Monday when it’s student night at the Waterfront - only one pound with your N.U.S. card). I had no work experience. 


Now how could I convert all that into a seductive C.V.?


I started off pretty well, with





“CURRICULUM VITAE”





	which was good, because it showed that I knew how to use Microsoft Word, and its basic features, like enlarging the font and centering the text. P.C. skills are so essential in giving you an edge in the competitive job market, or so says the Careers Centre pamphlet. 


So, encouraged by this happy start, I proceeded with the rest of my C.V., typing out my name, address, telephone number and date of birth, thinking - ‘hey, this is easy, anyone can do it, maybe this whole job search thing isn’t so bad.’


Under ‘languages’ I put, “Conversational French and German”, which was a half-lie. My French consists of being able to go into a café and order a croissant and an Evian, and my German consists of knowing phrases like “Ich bin ein weiner schitnzel”, which means I am a pork chop (I think). But hey, if the company is going to put me in some French or German situation, I can worry about learning the language after I get the job. Listing my educational qualifications was more problematic. Not much manipulating could be done here. The only trick I could pull was that I actually did economics and history as A/S levels, rather than full ‘A’ levels, but I put them down as ‘A’ levels anyway. 


After I finished my finals, I went out and got plastered, celebrating the fact that it would be my last exam/test thingie. I was so wrong. When I started applying for jobs, I had to take these even weirder tests: matching squiggly shapes with boxes, word association quizzes, logic questions like ‘A cat is to a book, as giraffes are to _____?’ What’s the point of all this? If I’m an executive at Unilever, you don’t think some client will actually ring me up and say, “So Andy, if a spanner is to a faucet, Persil is to what?” It’s hard enough trying to get a job without having to be subjected to all sorts of inane questions.


Also, I hate filling out application forms. I must have written out my name and address over fifty times. And some companies have the weirdest fetishes. Like one insisted that I had to fill out the same application forms three times, in black ink only (no typewritten and no other colours acceptable), warning loudly that “PHOTOCOPIES ARE UNACCEPTABLE”.


	I always do crap at interviews. It’s not me that’s the problem, it’s the stupid questions they ask. Nowadays they don’t ask you the usual, logical, sane questions that you expect, questions that are actually relevant to the job, like “Why do you want this job?” or  “What special qualities can you bring to our company?” Instead, they ask you stuff like, “What do you think of European integration?” and “What do you think is the future of transport?” and this is in a job interview for Shell. You think they’d ask about oil and lubricants or something, but they didn’t.


I always do really badly on the trick questions. Like they asked me, “What is your greatest weakness?” so I gave the standard answer, “I work too hard” and then they asked me, “Why is that a weakness?” and I didn’t know what to say. So basically, all my interviews were firmly in the region of Disaster-shire.


	I went to a job interview with H.M.V. and they gave me this questionnaire with over a hundred questions, asking stuff like “Who sang the backing vocals on Dusty Springfield’s first album?”, “Who won the Oscar for best actress in 1984?”, and “What does Wing Commander have in common with the Star Wars Trilogy?”. Of course I had no idea what the answers were.


 	“People come in and tell us all the time, ‘I’d love to work for H.M.V. because I love music, I love the movies’,” the interviewer said, “So we make them do the questionnaire just to show them that they know absolutely nothing.” I had my doubts about working for a company who, right at the start, wanted to impress upon prospective applicants their total incompetence, but that didn’t matter in the end, because they turned me down. 


	I flirted with the idea of doing an M.A. in Studies in Fiction, because that would mean not having to think about getting a job for another year. But after talking to people who had completed the course, it seemed that all a M.A. enables you to do is to get a job as a sales assistant at Dillons or Waterstones. It seems that everyone on the shop floor in all the book shops in England have at least a M.A., and  you wonder why you need to spend over four years in Higher Education just so you can key in £6.99 on the till, and say things like “It’s on the left shelf just behind Crime and New Age.” 


	“Some people think it’s a waste, having a M.A. and ending up being a cashier,” my friend said, “But it has its pay offs. Literature graduates love books, so it’s ideal that we can work in a textual environment. Also, we get to meet many famous people. Just the other night, Nicholas Feraldon came to do a signing.”


	“Nicholas who?”


	“Feraldon. He’s really famous.”


	I wanted to say, “No he isn’t”, but I could see that look in my friend’s eyes. She wanted so desperately for this Nicholas bloke to be famous, so that it would validate her sad little job, shine up her life with this claim to fame, as if her job at Waterstones enabled her to rub shoulders with the rich and famous. Why burst her bubble? Why be cruel? So I played along with her delusion. I might be a cynic, but I’m not a bastard, so I said, “Oh yes, that Nicholas, I remember now. I loved his last novel, very entertaining.”


“It was about child abuse.”


“Yeah, um, it was entertaining in a kind of painful way. Cathartic.” 





*





	I couldn’t get a job. Pushing aside doubts that the real problem may lie in the fact that I was poorly qualified, untalented and lazy, I decided that the real problem was that I hadn’t found myself yet. “I never took a year out. I don’t have any life experience. It’s not just books that count, you know. Not just head knowledge,” I said, “I went straight to university from ‘A’ levels. Maybe that’s what I need - a ‘gap’ year. I need to explore, see new places, search my soul.”


	“What you really need,” Loong said, “ is a job.” He suggested that I go work in Singapore.  “They’re dying for teachers over there.”


	“If I can’t get a job in my own country,” I said, “how am I going to get a job in Singapore?”


	“Don’t worry. I’ll get my father to make a couple of phone calls,” Loong said, “he’ll sort out some relief work for you.”


	“It doesn’t pay very well does it?” I said, “How am I going to afford a flat?”


	“My parents have an extra flat in Singapore,” Loong said, “Two-bedroom, easy access to the Clementi Interchange. I can get them to rent it out to you at a thirty percent discount.”


	“What’s the catch?” Eugene said.


	“Once a week, if you don’t mind me and a couple of other friends using the flat - maybe Saturday night,” Loong said, “just getting together and placing a few bets.”


	“Fine,” I said. It didn’t seem any different from what we were doing in England.


	“No it isn’t,” Eugene said “It’s illegal in Singapore. What if Andy gets raided?”


	Loong shrugged. “Nothing’ll happen. All our deals are sealed by the tongue. The bookies will never testify against each other in court, so the police will never get enough evidence against us. I’ve been running this gambling thing for five years, and I’ve never been caught.” 


	“If it’s so safe, why don’t you run the betting house at your place?” Eugene said.	


	“My parents usually have guests over on Saturday night. Diplomatic cocktail shit.” Loong said, “That’s why I usually use our spare flat in Clementi for betting.”


	“I guess if I’m taking over Loong’s flat, it’s only fair that I let him use the flat on Saturdays,” I told Eugene, “It’s only once a week, and anyway, it should be fun.” I turned to Loong. “You sure I won’t get into trouble?”


“Without written records, without letters hammered in type,” Loong said, “the police won’t be able to convict us.”


	 “What happens if one of the punters loses a huge amount of money and he can’t pay up and he does a runner?” I asked Loong. “Do they send people to go and, um, ‘look’ for them?” 


	Loong looked shocked. “We don’t do things like that. We’re not secret society members. We’re very gentleman.”


	When I went to Singapore, that was a term I heard used by the punters a lot - “We’re very gentleman”. It was true of the system they set up, a business based upon a gentleman’s code of honour, of keeping one’s word. Because of the police, they couldn’t write anything down. In the commercial world, where there are no gentlemen, you needed contracts, written agreements. But in the punters’ world, all they had was each other’s word. In the commercial world, if someone screws you, you had your contract, and you could sue him. With the punters, if someone cheated them, they would just have to let it go, and wait for the man to make enough money to pay them back. It was a system based on trust, a man’s reputation, his good name and integrity. I found that so refreshing, so different from the business world, where all you could ever trust was a piece of paper, signed and witnessed. 


	I weighed Loong’s offer and considered my options. I could either a) explore the Far East or b) Live with My Parents. Absolutely no competition. 


Singapore loomed before me, a great escape route. You know, the exotic East and all that. Maybe there I would find jungles and elephants, Buddhas in golden temples, Asian babes,  especially babes like those girls in the Singapore Airline ads - ‘Singapore Girl, you’re a great way to fly’. Yes, I would fly a Singapore girl anytime. I wanted beaches, and palm trees, a place where my tanned limbs would be speckled with sand, and rinsed by the emerald waters. I wanted to breakfast with orang utans in my bungalow, then go wind-surfing, and after that, feast on tropical fruits like guavas, papayas, mangoes, pineapples,  and suck the juice straight from a fresh green coconut. In between all that, I might have a few James Bond type adventures - speedboat chases in mangrove swamps, near death experiences while having sex with dragon ladies. I would travel by the green waters in sampans, and on the road, toothless old men would pull me along in rickshaws.


	But after Loong left, Eugene said, “I…I don’t think you should go to Singapore.”


	“Why not?” I said.


	“I don’t trust Loong. It’s too good to be true, him renting the flat to you at such a cheap rate.”


	“You’re paranoid,” I said. “Loong’s just being nice. I know you think he killed Charlie and everything, but whenever I’m with him - Loong has never done a single bad thing to me.” 


	“He’s just reeling you in. I know him,” Eugene said, “He’s just winning your trust so he can set you up.” 


	“Once I owed him about fifty quid, and I knew I had to get a part-time job to pay him off but it was tough because I was smack bang in the middle of finals. Loong knew, and he just cancelled my debt, just like that. He told me to forget about the fifty quid and just concentrate on my exams,” I said, “Loong seems honest.”


	“Devils often hide their blackest sins with heavenly shows.”


	“You’re impossible. If Loong so much as sneezes, you think that’s part of his sinister conspiracy to infect the world with a deadly virus. If he does something nice, you think he’s only doing that to lull you into a false confidence. If you look at him like that, he’s never going to be able to do anything right in your eyes. You’re just being paranoid. As usual.”


	“You can’t just go to Singapore by yourself. You shouldn’t put yourself in Loong’s hands completely. It’s not safe.” Eugene fiddled with the remote control. “Do you mind? If I come to Singapore with you?”


	“Yeah, great. Eugene - Andy’s official baby sitter. I’m not completely useless. I can take care of myself.”


	“Since when? Who does all the washing up? Who melts off the ice from the fridge every month? Who checks the carbon monoxide detector every evening, before we go to bed? If it wasn’t for me, you’ll be dead.” 


	“All right, all right, you can come to Singapore with me. You can be my nanny.”
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