Chapter Twenty Six





ANDY








You wake up in the morning. Unbelievable. It’s traumatic enough having to wake up in the morning, but not only that, you actually wake up one hour before it’s absolutely necessary. It’s bloody five a.m., and you can’t get back to sleep, because the mosque next door is wailing pre-dawn prayers - no words you understand, just a blare that goes - ‘waaaaaaaahhhhh’ - like an alarm clock that you can’t shut off. So you wake up in the morning, and stay awake in bed. 


This particular morning, you will always remember. It is the morning, the week before you got arrested. The birds chirp outside your window, sunlight streams through the Venetian blinds, the school buses horn for the children, a distant cock crows. All around, you feel the city rumbling awake,  and you think,  “Yes, Andy, this would be a really good day for you to have a nervous breakdown.”


Things were going great before you got a job. But now Shangri-La has turned to Shit Hotel. You can see the daily grind before you: Start with morning registration. Scream for silence while the prefect reads the bulletin. Collect absence notes, photo money, Fort Canning trip money, orphanage appeal money. Promote the Walk-a-ton in aid of the new gym. After that, you will wrest ear and nose rings from the body of your students, and measure the length of the girls’ skirt to ensure that they are of an appropriate length. Your principal believes that the sight of a skirt above knee level would send the boys into a sexual frenzy. Your blood pressure will get dangerously high, and it’ll only be half-past seven. 


When people ask you what you do, you tell them that you teach literature. It’s quite good actually - by now you’ve amazingly reached that self-delusional state where you can say ‘I teach literature’ without laughing. I mean, if you consider forcing students to copy, verbatim, the text from ‘King Lear’ into their brown exercise books,  ‘teaching’, fine, because that’s all you do. You’ve got no choice. It’s the only way you can guarantee that those thickos have actually read the play. 


You don’t know why you even bother opening your mouth. It’s not like the kids ever learn anything. It’s like, the first day in class, you said, “William Shakespeare was born in 1564. Though he was a man, he created complex female characters, like Goneril and Regan, who devour the stage. King Lear is a powerful study of order in the individual soul, in society, in the cosmos”. You carry on like that - blah, blah, blah - feeling prouder and prouder of yourself, patting yourself on the back for remembering all that stuff from university. But then you look through their notes, and though you’d been lecturing about ‘Lear’ for half an hour, all those thickos wrote were - “Shakespeare. Born 1564. He was a man.” After that, you just gave up.


You walk to the sink, and for a  half a second, you feel (amazingly) fine. You were out getting pissed last night, and you don’t have a hangover. You reach the sink, whistle merrily, look in the mirror  - hey looking cool and funky today, then wham! Your head slams down towards the wash basin. Feels like you’ve been hit by a plank. Ugh. Stealth hangover attack.


You try to aspirin the headache, but it’s no use. The pounding gets worse when you remember that you haven’t finished marking your books for today’s class, and you’re already a week behind. You hate homework. You wouldn’t give the kids any homework, but the fascist school inspectors are coming next week, and unless you produce a pile of two hundred exercise books filled with (marked) assignments, you’re going to get fired. You feel well depressed. You decide to play truant. 


You call the school clerk. “Fatimah, I’m not going to school today. I’m sick.” You do a sort of tuberculosis-cum-Aids cough. “Very sick.”


“You got M.C.?”


“What?”


“Medical certificate. From the doctor.”


You heck up another nasty cough. “I’m too sick to go to the doctor.”


“No M.C., no sick leave.” She put down the phone. 


Now you are truly depressed. You take out a self-help book you bought the other day - “Happiness: Go For It!” It suggests that you make a list of positive statements, a list of things you’re good at - talents, gifts, virtues etc. - a self-affirmation list. You take out your pad and pencil, and think and think, but the only stuff you can come up with is 





“1) I have a great memory. I know all the lyrics to the songs in the “Pretty Woman” (Original Motion Picture Soundtrack) CD. I can remember the team sheets for the Leeds versus Aston Villa Coca Cola Cup Final. I can also remember four out of five of the Metaphysical poets (just their names, not the poems). Not many people know what I know.





I have great powers of concentration. If I tune my mind into the right frequency, I can watch TV for ten hours straight. I can watch anything - from Ultraman to the Tamil news to Chinese variety shows, even Ma Ma Lemon Liquid ads - without moving my head once. Likewise, I can play ‘Doom’ non-stop. I can stare at the V.D.U. for five hours, without blinking, while tapping the keyboard at 50 w.p.m. Not many people can do that.





3) I look really cool when I’m playing the air guitar. 





4) I’m taller than Mei. I’m taller than Eugene. I’m taller than most people in Singapore.





5) I am not very ugly. I might even be quite good looking. In fact, if ‘Rogue’ from the ‘X-men’ was real, she would date me. Maybe.”





You crumple the list. 


You have a go at ‘Doom’. You pull up the “Saved Games” screen. By the time the blood and fire fades away, you see that, for some reason, Mei’s name is there. You load up the game to check which pathetic, beginner’s level she is stuck at, and horror - she’s at “The Shores of Hell. Mission 25: Limbo”. Unbelievable. You have clocked in over three hundred and twenty-five hours, developed an incredible ability to run over toxic waste and dodge crushing platforms, you, the Doom Maestro, Bane of the Cacodemons, Terror of  the Imps, you can’t get past “The Shores of Hell. Mission 12: Containment Area”, but Mei is all the way up at Mission 25. Impossible. How did that happen? At this moment, all your sexist tendencies erupt. Girls cannot be better than guys at computer games. It’s unnatural. You feel like you’ve just been told that you’ve been made redundant, because your replacement, a talking amoeba, is far more intelligent and qualified than you. Mei, better than you at ‘Doom’? Never. This is your last bastion, the one positive statement you know is true, and which you are genuinely proud of - “I am better than Mei at computer games”. It isn’t fair. Mei is better than you at everything. She has a better job, a better car, a better life, better hair - why couldn’t she let you be better at computer games? Suddenly, a perfectly logical explanation hits you. You whoop for joy. Mei must have cheated. She can’t have reached Mission 25 by her own skill and merit. She must have used the cheat code, IDCLEV, to warp to that level. She must have.


You ring her up, and the secretary says that Mei is in a meeting, but you say that this is an emergency.


“You used IDCLEV, didn’t you?” you say.


“What?” Mei says.


“You cheated. I mean, I can’t even get to ‘The Refinery’. There’s no way you could reached ‘Limbo’ without cheating.”


“What are you talking about?”


“’Doom’. How did you-”


“You called me out of a meeting to talk about a game?”


“Did you cheat or not? You have to tell the truth. Did you type in ‘IDCLEV’?”


“What are you talking about? Andy, are you ill? Your voice sounds really strange.” 


“How did you get to such a high level?”


“I don’t know. I was just fiddling around.”


“Fiddling around? Just fiddled around and you got to Mission 25? Unbelievable. Exactly how did you fiddle around?”


“I just ran around and opened some doors - I can’t remember exactly. Wait a minute. Why am I even having this conversation? This is insane. I have to go back to my meeting.” Mei puts down the phone.


You go back to playing ‘Doom’ and after four hours, you are still stuck in the “Containment Area”.


You return to bed and think of how your life could have been different. If you hadn’t screwed up your Oxford interview, you would be working for a merchant bank right now, making ding-dong dillion dollars, sipping Singapore Slings at the pool of your condo, instead of being stuck with a Tiger beer hangover in a H.D.B. flat.








*





You wake up. It’s late afternoon. You start a letter to your parents. It’s no use. Never before has anything looked so blank: your life, these words, the paper, this sun-soaked day. Today’s like all the other days in Singapore, a day of white death, a day when the sun shines everything white. Outside your window, it’s business as usual, but it looks like a funeral scene - white light bounces off the dark glasses of strangers, cars crawl slowly down the street, and the wind makes the palm trees bow down. This is the light of death - bright, blank, pale, empty as the paper before you. When you finally scrawl words on the page, they look like bones, a skeleton, a cage without flesh, without spirit; the black lines, curves, strokes, dots, gaps look like thin charred black bones choking on the dust in your room. A shaft of light filters through the Venetian blinds. Flecks of dust swirl in the white light. You wipe away a cobweb hanging between the two strips of the blind. The sole of your feet is powdered grey with dust. A tiny black thread clings to the ball of your right foot. You look at the blind, your finger, your feet, and do nothing. 


You wake up, you go to work, you come home, you watch TV, you go to sleep. Re-wind and repeat. Why the hell did you travel thousands of miles just to do exactly what you would be doing in England? Eugene is right. Wherever you go, it’s going to be the same. You can’t escape from the fact that human beings are consigned to the routine of wake-work-TV-sleep. Okay, maybe if you moved to another country, the customs would be different, small details like which side of the street you drive on, whether you have to take off your shoes when you enter someone’s house, whether you use cutlery or chopsticks or hands to eat, but after all that you still have to shower, do your laundry, post your mail - you still have to go to work to earn your bread (or rice or pasta). Even in the set-up of any place in any country, it’s basically your residence with a row of shops - the chemist, the supermarket, and the bank. In Fallensham, it was Boots, the Co-op, and NatWest, while in Singapore it’s the Guardian Pharmacy, NTUC and the POSB. Same things, different names. Ennui by any other name is still ennui - in France you do ennui in cafes, drinking that profound expresso, and in Singapore you do it watching crap Canadian productions like “Forever Knight” at one in the morning, alone in your H.D.B. flat.


You don’t want to stay in Singapore, but you don’t want to return to England. You thought things would be better once you escaped from England. You believed if you went to a place that was as far away and as different as possible to England, that somehow things would be better, that you’d find something worth living for. But now you’ve done that, and you still haven’t found, as U2 say, what you’re looking for. You are the living fulfilment of a bad rock anthem. 


Maybe the city would cheer you up. You remember the buzz you got when you first saw the skyscrapered skyline. So you take the MRT down to Orchard Road. 


	It’s no use. Eugene was right. You see the labyrinth of shopping malls and office towers, and you just want to nuke it. A city is a city is a city. Though the locals and the tour guides try to tell you differently, cities are basically the same around the world. Singapore, like all cities, has shops, banks, malls, skyscrapers, cinemas, trees, and a McDonalds or Pizza Hut every five hundred metres. Drifting past the black, white and grey blocks, nobody speaks to you and you speak to no one. You sink into the anonymity, blend into the sameness, become just another city dweller. In the heat of the day, you hide in the shade of the five foot ways. Any traces you leave behind will be swept away in the morning; the place where you left your prints will return to its original state, clean and green. Did anyone see you that day? Standing outside the bank/mall/cinema by the traffic lights, while the trucks, cars, and buses boiled cyclones behind them, did anyone catch a glance of you? Did they notice that fleeting image at the blurred edge of their consciousness, a ghost fading in and out of the mirrored walls, a momentary reflection in the black shiny exterior of the city of glass? Perhaps someone saw you, but then the sun flared, the rays gleamed off the glass, dazzling them, and when  they opened their eyes, the reflection had disappeared. They’d wonder if they really saw you, or was it a trick of the light?


You don’t know what to do. Wherever you go, whatever you do, you are nothing.





*





It’s night and it’s raining. The water sweeps down in grey sheets, dark needles crashing in black blocks, rain so heavy it rolls off the rim of umbrellas like a waterfall, splattering the user still clinging pathetically onto his metal holder. The rain slams against windows, waking work-wearied couples from their sleep. 


You go to the beach at East Coast Park. You watch the rain rust the deserted barbecue pits. The sea roars, wails, moans. Above the babel of the waves, you hear a voice floating above the chaotic tongues, a gentle spray, a siren song calling you into the water that pours from above, and swells from beneath. A wave rises like a wall of dark steel, stretches out, then crashes down, shattering the smooth surface. Maybe you should walk into the sea, let the water fill your mouth, nose, ears. Filled with the black water, no longer at ease with an alien world clutching their old idols, you should be glad of death.
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