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Welcome to No stranger to the P45 - the university
days.  This is the first part of the promotional excerpt and
covers the first five jobs and misadventures in business of my time
at university.  The second part is also free (and covers the
next five jobs and misadventures in business) and I will upload it
in due course.  If however you would like to read it sooner
you can either write a comment telling me to hurry up, or you can
visit my website at www.nostrangertothep45.com and download it
there.  Like I said, it's free!

Anyway.  I hope you enjoy it.  If you do, please let
me know (and then tell everyone you speak to about it), but if you
don't please let me know that, too.  

 

Many thanks for taking the time to read this part of No
stranger to the P45 and I look forward to welcoming you to my
website at:

 

www.nostrangertothep45.com 

 

Kind regards and have a great day

 

Dan W.Griffin








Part 1

About the Author








 

Dan W.Griffin was born in Bath at 9.27 on the morning of June
26, 1972.  It was a Monday.  And it explains a lot.

Dan was first educated - a somewhat loose and inaccurate term -
at Frome Community College and was later accepted by the University
of Sunderland to study geology.  Failing to study anything
whatsoever over the next three years he was urged to leave the city
by a gangster whose thugs wanted to snap his legs like
Twiglets.  He has since spent the best part of twenty years
trying to figure out what on earth he is actually going to do with
the rest of his life.

Over those twenty years - plus a considerable amount of time
before - Dan has tried with varying levels of acute failure to
pursue careers across a wide range of industries including
catering, engineering, entertainment and logistics.  He has
tried burger-flipping and bar-tending, entrepreneurship and company
directing.  He has operated rides in amusement parks, sold
advertising and failed to be remotely skilled in painting and
decorating.  Dan has also been a chauffeur, a White Van Man, a
movie stand-in and a television extra. 

In addition to these roles Dan has tried without success to
become a product designer, a photographer, a radio talk show host
and a salesman.  He was a rubbish postman too, the worst-ever
manager of a band very popular in Holland and an altogether
appalling Santa Claus.  He is currently attempting a similar
level of achievement in his efforts to become a writer.

Dan began his inaccurately-termed 'writing career' as a student
with his column for the student newspaper, The Student Times. 
With his first ever piece catching the attention of a number of
solicitors and left-wing organisations, a few articles and a couple
of unsuccessful lawsuits in, the paper was formally withdrawn from
circulation.  Dan is indeed no stranger to the P45.

Dan currently lives near Bath and is not married.  He has
never been married and has no wish to be married in the foreseeable
future.  His hobbies include: being tactful and sensitive
about things, building ironically-platonic friendships with women,
and bastardising the English language.  A life-long writer of
miscellaneous ramblings and Strongly Worded Letters, No
stranger to the P45 is Dan's first remotely publishable
work.  It is also probably his last.

www.nostrangertothep45.com








Chapter 1
The University of Sunderland - 1992-1995


 

I didn’t choose to go to Sunderland.  Some may call it
chance, others fate.  I call it what it was: a smack in the
face with a sack of turkey giblets and hammers from my old friend
Sod as he looked at me, smiled and said, ‘There you go, Dan. 
Have some of that!’

 

For somewhat obvious reasons, today I’m not altogether sure of
the application process for going to university.  Back in 1991
however, there was a book listing all the universities in the UK
and the courses that they ran.  It was from this book that one
would select four choices of university to go to and note the
applicable course too.  One would then enter these choices in
order of preference on a form and post it somewhere to await the
inevitable rejections and associated disappointment.  For my
choices I put down Oxford - it was worth a punt, I thought.  I
listed Bristol too.  And Manchester for some reason.  But
stuck for a fourth I quite literally put my fate in the hands of
Sod.  I closed my eyes and flicked through the pages of the
book and through the blur of the many thousands of possible career
paths I stabbed into it with my finger and opened my eyes. 
Sunderland.  ‘Never heard of it,’ I thought, ‘that’ll
do.’  Looking then at the list of available courses I found
geology.  It sounded quite like geography, one of my A
Levels.  I noted down the reference number and posted away the
form.  Sometime later, having received rejections from my
first three choices I received an unconditional offer from
Sunderland.  After visiting the city to check it out soon
after I concluded that that unconditional offer, well, it didn’t
surprise me in the least.

For some time I’d been thinking that I’d quite like to study
criminology.  It was a subject that greatly intrigued me and
had done for a while, although perhaps for quite the wrong
reasons.  Despite the fact that I’d already made my selections
I thought that if I wished I could always postpone the ‘off’ for
another year and do criminology instead.  I was in no
rush.  I had plenty of time to make myself a future.  I
like to think, however misguidedly, that even now I still do.

At that time there was only one place in the entire country that
ran a criminology course.  Quite appropriately, considering
the predilection of many of the local youths with wearing
tracksuits and stealing cars, this was Teesside University in
Middlesbrough.  Knowing that Middlesbrough and Sunderland were
fairly close to one another, one day I travelled ‘oop north’ to
chat to one of the lecturers about the course and have a look at
the place. 

Sadly - albeit arguably in many respects - I was disappointed to
learn that the majority of the course was to be spent learning
about criminal rehabilitation and such.  Since I was far more
interested in the psychology of the criminal act; contemplating a
possible career as a criminal mastermind to achieve world
domination with my base of operations on a small island in the
Pacific, an army of armed guards all wearing red jumpsuits and a
huge pool of Piranha fish in my office in advance of the odd visit
from Mi6 - and, of-course, coupled with the fact that Middlesbrough
was a cold, depressing, industrialised hell - I was subsequently
convinced not to pursue that direction in life.  I settled
with my original decision of geology.

I decided to travel to university in style… sort-of. 
Having made my preparations I bought a first class train ticket and
I arrived in Sunderland on a warm and sunny Saturday afternoon to
begin my new life.  Surprisingly for me, I had a rather
unconventional start to it:

After the first weekend of meeting my fellow students with the
customary, ‘Hello, I’m (Dan), so what A Levels did you get?’ I
spent the Monday of the following week; the first day of term
during which every first year student was inducted into their
course with a day’s presentation on the component seminars and
lectures of their chosen degree, on the entirely wrong course
having gotten my directions muddled up.  Sitting through
almost a day’s worth of engineering presentations it was at about
three in the afternoon when I realised that there was a very good
reason why nothing actually made any sense to me.  I guess I
should’ve been paying more attention but was too busy looking at
girls and meeting people to ask the question as to why my chosen
topic had yet to be mentioned.  On realising my error and
quite embarrassed at my idiocy I shuffled out of a packed lecture
hall accompanied by the sound of a great deal of amusement. 
It would not be the last time that I found myself sitting in a
lecture theatre for any period of time before discovering that I
was failing to learn something completely irrelevant to my chosen
subject.  Those latter occasions were however, almost always
down to the fact that I was hung-over, or in fact, still
monumentally pissed from the night before.  The first time
that I was ever locked into a nightclub was at university.

It was at a club called The Blue Monkey, a fantastic place that
was regularly being closed and burnt down by the council and the
club’s competitors - allegedly.  I’d had a great night as far
as I could remember but come the end of it my friends had thought
that I’d gone home and after a couple of moments of looking, left
too themselves.  I woke up at about half past four in all but
pitch darkness with the emergency lighting casting an eerily faint
wash of blue light across the floor.  I was in the gentlemen’s
toilets - although it took me a good few moments to realise
that.  I was alone.  I was cold.  And I was still
pretty pissed.

Being locked into a nightclub after everyone’s gone home is a
rather surreal experience.  Since I was still in a state of
vague inebriation, although I found the incident a little funny I
was also concerned that I may have set off the silent alarms and
would soon be bundled into a police car to have an extremely
unpleasant time indeed.  I needed to get out and I needed to
do so rather quickly.  I didn’t fancy a pint.

Each of the exits were locked with chains making them even more
secure.  They were also padlocked and as I zigzagged from one
to the next confusion gave way to a certain amount of booze-induced
panic.  How I’d explain myself to the Old Bill as they tackled
me to the floor, cuffed me and hurled me into the back of a van to
be caged like the criminal scum they’d regard me as, I simply
didn’t know.  I just had to hope that somewhere there was an
exit without a padlock.  It seemed a long-shot, but since
leaving me asleep in the toilet as the staff had closed the club
was not a good demonstration of efficient security, so perhaps that
inefficiency would come good for me.  It did. 

It took me a few minutes to find the one door that the staff had
simply wrapped a chain around because they’d run out of
padlocks.  It was the one door that the staff least expected
anyone to attempt to get into, obviously not considering the
reverse of that notion.  It was the door that led to the
backyard full of empty beer barrels and plastic crates and in less
than a minute I’d stacked enough to scale the eight-foot wall -
from the top of which I fell off into a small tree and limped
painfully but quietly away to safety.

I had two similar experiences the following year at a different
club and one was such that I had to break open a lock because the
staff had been a little more efficient than they had been
previously - albeit just a little.  In the second experience,
rather than being left alone in the club I was actually discovered
at the very last minute and handed by a very polite and courteous
doorman to a couple of part-time lesbians who had been chatting to
some of the other staff, and who took me home to their place. 
They were a lovely couple of girls who, after giving me good reason
to sober up perhaps far more quickly than I have ever done in my
life, entertained me thoroughly for the rest of the night.

Of course, being a student was not all about getting drunk and
locked into nightclubs or waking up with my head in a half-eaten
cheeseburger with chips, ketchup sachets and strips of onion strewn
across the floor.  There was a serious side to being at
university too.  It involved studying.  Studying was
something that I failed to take as seriously as I perhaps should’ve
done (see Book).

Like I said, I originally went to university to study geology
because it sounded like geography and I couldn’t think of anything
else to do.  But beginning the course and discovering that
week-in and week-out I had to spend two hours from nine o’clock on
a Monday morning listening to one of the most boring people on the
planet monotonising about stratigraphy (the study of rocks and
shit), I soon realised that there was not a chance in hell that I
could continue it for the next three years.  I decided to
change my course.

It was not an uncommon thing to do.  Many people realised
that they had made an error in their first choice of course and
changed subjects.  My problem was that I really didn’t know
what to do instead.  I thought long and hard about it. 
It wasn’t enough.

In addition to studying ‘rocks and shit’ for two hours from nine
every Monday morning I also attended - a somewhat loose and
inaccurate term - chemistry lectures.  I enjoyed these mostly
because I’d become smitten with a girl in jodhpurs.  I figured
that I’d change to that.  Unfortunately, my usual lack of
consideration and foresight ever present, I had actually neglected
to consider the fact that I knew absolutely nothing about
chemistry.  At school I had chosen to work - another loose and
rather inaccurate term - towards GCSEs in biology and physics
because prior to that selection I’d spent the majority of chemistry
lessons toasting bacon sandwiches on the Bunsen burners. 
Still, I’d recently seen a Channel Four programme about the subject
and fancied myself as a Nobel Prize-winning chemist; against the
odds coming up with the new Penicillin or something.  I
convinced the head of the chemistry department to let me give it a
go.  It was perhaps not the smartest of things that I have
done (see Book, again).

In my second first year I went all-out to try to learn to be a
chemist.  While I found the A-Level refresher and the
post-A-Level first semester of the course a challenge, I found it
quite surprisingly not as impossible as I’d originally
feared.  It was only in the second semester that the subject
became so alien to me that after two more months I had to admit
defeat.  Besides, I’d already managed to get off with the girl
in the jodhpurs and so, once more I elected to change my course and
do a third first year. 

For my third and final choice I decided to give Business Studies
a go.  At least I had a vague idea about the subject,
what-with Dad having run one for quite a while.  I’d hoped
that some of his business acumen would have rubbed off on me. 
It hadn’t.  Throughout those two first years I had failed to
learn the one fundamental thing about being a student: to do a
course you had actually to turn up to at least half of the lectures
and do something that resembled studying.  As a result of this
I failed to achieve anything significant with business studies,
too.

It wasn’t all down to the fact that I was simply a crap
student.  There is a significant possibility that I would have
actually remained at Sunderland and completed the course had I not
had to flee the city for fear of my legs being snapped by the
henchmen of a local gangster.  But that was three years in the
future.  Long before that; long before chemistry; before my
frolicking with jodhpurs and before my ill-fated change of career
direction from rocks to test tubes and things that went BANG, I
arrived at the University of Sunderland and moved into Ashbrooke
Hall.  There I took a job in a position of trust - which I
subsequently abused to fleece my fellow residents out of a couple
of hundred quid.










Chapter 2
Thirteen-year-old fuckwits, ping-pong bats, and traffic-directing
gibbons


 

I moved into halls for my first year and into a large
thirty-plus bedroom, converted end-of-terrace named Ashbrooke
Hall.  It was set in the area of Sunderland known as Ashbrooke
(funnily enough), an area which, I hate to admit, was actually a
rather pleasant part of the city.  It was about a ten-minute
walk into town and a two minute one to the student union bar named
The Carlton.  It was about the same to Clifton and Westfield
Halls, too - a couple of all-girl halls of residence that I would
eventually get to know very well indeed.  Thirty seconds away
was a small corner shop staffed by a very pleasant and
well-mannered couple, and about a minute or two beyond that was a
park.  Trees lined each of the roads and many, if not all of
the residents in the area kept their driveways and their gardens
tidy and free of shopping trolleys and burnt-out cars. 
Ashbrooke was clean and one could actually walk the streets without
a bottle being hurled at one’s head.  Like I said, it was a
rather pleasant part of the city; civilised, and considerably at
odds with many of the other areas that regularly felt like
Beirut.

That contrast between Ashbrooke and some of the other areas of
Sunderland could actually be quite startling.  On the rare
occasions that the sun was ever sufficiently bold to reveal itself
from its regular hiding place (behind the clouds of despair and
misery), and was one ever to feel like taking a walk from Ashbrooke
to the beach to meander among the discarded cans of lager, the
takeaway wrappers and the plethora of miscellaneous filth, one
would pass from one area to the next almost as if quantum-leaping
into another dimension.  A few minutes’ walk and one would be
picking-up pace, trying to avoid catching anyone’s eye as they
passed the boarded-up house of the local chapter of the Hell’s
Angels.  The shutters on the windows of a nearby shop were
permanently closed, its rolls of razor wire failing to mask the
graffitied obscenities and the hieroglyphic markings of gang
territory.  A glance down a side street and feral children in
tracksuits would be setting fire to things.  A wild dog would
be barking from the roof of an abandoned car.  Gardens
overgrown with weeds, scattered with plastic bags and piles of bin
liners probably full of old nappies, most of the trees had long
since up-rooted themselves.

Anyhoo.

Like I said, Ashbrooke Hall was a large, thirty-plus bedroom,
converted end-of-terrace.  Its rooms accommodated either one,
two or three students and it had a common room, a games room, a
laundry and two kitchens in the basement.  A pleasant little
garden at the rear with a lawn, some trees and a barbeque occupied
us during the summer months, and one at the front with more trees,
a short gravel driveway and a hedge did so too.  When I first
arrived I discovered that I’d been allocated a bed in a twin
room.  I wasn’t very happy about that.

My roommate was a guy named Ian from Doncaster.  On the
whole an extremely pleasant chap, he had the rather disagreeable
tendency to arise at seven in the morning, turn on the lights and
bang around with little consideration for the fact that I didn’t
wish to do any of those things.  Not wanting to cause a scene
at this early stage of studentdom; a confrontation that may have
led to something of an uncomfortable year, I decided to pay a visit
to the accommodation office and behave like a child: holding my
breath and threatening to sit there until I was allocated a room
all to myself.  A day or so later and I moved into one of the
largest rooms in the hall on the first floor and with a small
balcony from which I could quaff glasses of booze and watch the
local Police helicopter pursuing thirteen-year-old fuckwits
joy-riding stolen cars about the city.

 

As a hall of forty-eight students Ashbrooke had quite a good mix
of people within it.  We all got along pretty well, often
venturing en masse to the Carlton to indulge in excessive booze
consumption and dribbling back at obscure hours of the morning with
road signs and various other trophies to clutter-up the main
entrance and the fire exits.  Our resident tutor, the person
paid by the university to ensure that we didn’t burn the place down
or set off the fire alarms too often, regularly became very upset
with us about that. 

Within a week or so it was decided that we should put together a
kitty to hire a communal television and buy any other things that
we may need.  We also decided that we wanted to make use of
the rather dilapidated pool table in the common room and the table
tennis … er … table, too.  We figured that we’d
elect a committee to represent us as a hall (our resident tutor had
suggested this) and for some reason that I have yet to fathom, I
was voted in as treasurer.  Certainly, no one there knew me
too well. 

Perhaps it was the fact that I was the only student in the hall
to own a mobile phone.  Perhaps it was that my bank manager,
continuing to anticipate my salary from BT, would extend my
overdraft whenever I called and said ‘Please’.  Maybe it was
the generosity I would extend buying rounds at the bar, mostly on
account of the subsidised drinks and my being foolishly
flash.  Whatever the reason, my co-residents all bought into
my misguided confidence in my ability to manage other peoples’
money.  They really shouldn’t have done that.

As treasurer my first mission was to hire the television and the
video that we all so desperately craved.  I sort of bought a
television licence too (but that’s another story), and purchased
some balls and sticks for the pool table and some ping-pong bats
for the table tennis … er … table.  That done, there
wasn’t actually anything left on the list and so what remained of
the kitty simply sat in its account, goading me to spend it. 
On a couple of occasions I actually did.

About two-thirds of the way through the year and a couple of
months before some exams that I had no intention of sitting, on
account of them all (bar a maths one) being irrelevant to my new
course and my second first year, the committee decided to organise
a trip.  Still under the delusion that I was capable of normal
behaviour, organisational responsibility was handed to me. 
Somebody suggested a visit to a nightclub in Newcastle.  The
nightclub was on a ship.  For reasons that should already be
rather obvious, the nightclub was known to all as The Boat.

Back then The Boat was one of the busiest and most well-known
nightclubs in the North East (of England).  I think it still
is.  It’s real name was the Tuxedo Royale, something that
inspired particularly inaccurate images in my mind of black-tie
formality, baccarat tables and beautiful women in flowing silk
cocktail frocks.  But this was Newcastle.  Monte Carlo
was not only a world away but in another dimension altogether.

Similar to the kind of nightclub found in almost every town and
city throughout the country, The Boat was tacky and tasteless and
featured far too many mirrors and a carpet that continually tried
to attach itself to your feet.  Its weekends attracted the
pencil-necks and the platoons of shrieking hen-nights, the acidic
pungency of Lynx deodorant, cheap perfume and hairspray creating a
nasal nastiness that one could well imagine taking but a simple
spark to set off an explosion of unparalleled entertainment -
sequins, white trainers and denim raining down upon the city for
days thereafter.  It’s busiest nights though, were
Mondays.

It was on Mondays during the university terms when the club held
students-only nights during which free-pouring of gin for a quid
was just one of the promotions designed to incapacitate the
clientele.  All draught beers were a quid, too, and I remain
surprised to this day that during those nights, to my knowledge not
once did I or anyone else find themselves flipping bleary-eyed and
backwards over the railings and into the River Tyne.  It could
be argued that on occasion that may have actually enhanced the
experience of The Boat.

Aside from the cheap booze and its busyness, the incentive of
which being the opportunity to be appealing to a member of the
opposite sex and never have to see them again, one of the other
things for which The Boat was infamous was its revolving dance
floor.  It was about the size of an extremely large circular
rug and as the words suggest, it did indeed revolve.  It was
one of the club’s gimmicks; a novelty - although it was as much a
gimmick and a novelty as a blow to back of the head with a bag of
cabbage.  I placed a call to the club and booked a coach to
take us there on one of those Mondays. 

In making that booking I’d figured that everyone would want to
go first to a pub on the quayside to take advantage of offers of
cheap cocktails and the many opportunities to behave a little less
disgracefully than they would later on.  I had, therefore,
agreed an entry fee with the club on the basis that we’d all arrive
at about half-ten.  Telling the committee of this I was
immediately berated and instructed to arrange for us to arrive at
the club for about nine instead.  This I did, and arriving
with similar inevitability both Monday and the coach appeared,
Ashbrooke Hall soon piling into The Boat full of excitement at the
prospect of hurling cheap drinks down their throats as if their
lives depended on it, eager to stand shoulder-to-shoulder on the
famous revolving dance floor like a colony of penguins freezing on
a rock, and wobble about to the dulcet tones of Oasis like a giant
academic jelly with a hundred arms waving in the air like gibbons
directing traffic… or something like that.

Anyway…

And so, we had arrived just before nine in the evening, a time
when The Boat had literally just opened its doors and lowered its
gangplank for the night ahead.  I immediately set off for the
manager’s office to pay up and then swan about in the VIP room
feeling rather smug.  As I headed up the stairs however, my
eyes fell upon something very interesting indeed.  It was a
flyer promoting the club’s Monday nights.  And it caused my
mind to race.

Promoting Monday’s student nights the flyer detailed the special
drinks promotions and the fact that the Boat was the ‘North East’s
Premier Student Night’.  It also detailed the entry fees and
this was what I’d found so interesting.  This small piece of
paper presented an opportunity of wondrousness that could, I
thought, make me a significant wodge of cash.  It declared
that because we’d arrived before half-nine in the evening, entry to
The Boat was free. 

Now, of course, what I should have done was tell everyone that
the entry fee I’d negotiated was no longer applicable.  I
should’ve given everyone a refund there and then.  But I
didn’t.  For a fleeting moment I determined to pay the money
back into the kitty and report back the following day of our
account’s reversal of fortune.  But I didn’t do that,
either.  I simply kept schtum and bought everyone a drink
instead, forgetting about the remaining monies still in my wallet
and having a thoroughly pleasant time indeed. 

Because everyone had accepted that there had been an entry
charge no one queried anything.  And while some friends and I
quaffed a free bottle of cheap sparkling plonk (I’d previously told
the club that it was my birthday to get a better price on the entry
fee), I silently justified my vague-fraudulence to myself, later
getting so plastered that I forgot all about it anyway until the
following year when I established GYMYCs Inc with my friend and
once more transported students to The Boat to get fucked-up on
cheap booze and vomit off the revolving dance floor.










Chapter 3
The Cat and Hammer


 

Finding myself in bed with the wife of the pub’s landlord meant
the beginning of the end of my employment at the Cat and
Hammer.  It wasn’t the smartest of things to do, particularly
considering the fact that the landlord - a revolting Irishman who
looked like a bulldog chewing gravel - saw himself as a bit of a
gangster.  Fortunately though, that night he’d gone away and
so he never found out about his wife and I.  I guess my
writing about it won’t help matters, much.

The Cat and Hammer was a large pub close to Sunderland’s city
centre, a little up the road from the main university campus and
somewhere near the beach.  Mostly down to the fact that its
clientele consisted primarily of nutters and chavs and had a food
menu featuring mainly things with chips in baskets, it was similar
to the Horn and Trumpet in Bristol where I’d had a job some time
back.  It was managed by a guy named Ron, a massively fat
pig-slug of a man resembling a landfill site.  I despised him
much like a house-proud obsessive compulsive would despise having
to clean cheesecake out of their carpet. 

The pub itself was pretty nondescript and not a tremendous
amount took place throughout the short time that I was employed
there.  There are, however, two things that stick in my mind
when I think about my work there and the first is Ron
himself. 

Ron was the kind of guy who would break into a sweat walking up
a short flight of stairs.  He had a bald head and a
stupid-looking moustache similar to that worn by Hitler. 
Although he thought of himself as something of a gangster, he
wasn’t.  Ron would simply pretend to be very secretive; rarely
discussing ‘business’ openly but preferring to look like some seedy
pikey in the corner when someone would turn up to talk to
him.  He spoke proudly and frequently of fighting; as if it
was some fantastic skill and endearing character trait rather than
the pathetic boasting of a complete pillock.  But there were
other reasons why I loathed him and not least because he was crude
and foul-mouthed and mannered.  He bullied everyone, including
his wife.  And to his staff he was particularly demeaning and
offensive.  Often he’d be scornful and critical for no reason
other than he felt that he could and on occasion, without a word he
would hand forth his repellent spectacles for one of us to
clean.  He enjoyed exerting his authority; never once offering
a single word of appreciation or gratitude for anything.

He’d guzzle Guinness as if it was some kind of hourly fuel and
he’d regularly instruct the female staff to reach for things
unnecessarily so that he could make lurid jokes to his equally-vile
friends as they stood at the end of the bar.  There are very
few people on this earth that I genuinely wish pain upon and Ron
isn’t one of them - but I’d quite enjoy watching his turnip-like
head explode under the wheels of a truck.

Anyway, the second thing that I recall is the night that Ron was
away and his wife and I sat up drinking the pub’s stock and getting
rather pissed.  I got on well with her on account of her
sparkling wit and our mutual dislike of Ron. 

It was a Sunday evening and I’d spent the day working behind the
bar.  We’d had an after-work drink that had swiftly turned
plural and I had a lecture in the morning.  Since it was about
half-five when I actually remembered it, so ‘Mrs Ron’ suggested
that I get an hour or so’s sleep there rather than walking home and
then back into town.  She led me into a bedroom that I assumed
was set aside for guests, but it actually turned out to be hers and
Ron’s.  I learned this when she climbed into bed beside me,
giving me the shock of my life and very good reason to turn up to a
lecture on time for once.  I didn’t stay working at the Cat
and Hammer for much longer because I began to fear for my personal
safety.  Fortunately though - and like I said - Ron never
found out.

I did wonder whether there could ever be any repercussions from
writing this, but after a great deal of thought - well, a couple of
seconds at least - I decided that if there is to be it would just
go to show that I was absolutely right about the kind of character
described.  Besides, I’m pretty sure that Ron can’t read
anyway - so it doesn’t really matter.










Chapter 4
Identity theft, a claw hammer, and a lump of boiled cabbage


 

I was halfway through my first of three years of deluded
optimism; that I was actually going to get a degree.  My
friends and I had just finished moving the entire contents of a
fellow resident’s bedroom out onto the street, fashioning a rather
accurate representation of it on the pavement, and moments earlier
our resident tutor had stormed out to berate us for behaving like
children, his Spock-like ears turning redder by the second as we
continued to find it all rather funny.  I was curious about
his role as our resident tutor and decided to placate him somewhat
by asking about it.  I’m so very glad that I did.

Our resident tutor was a third year student by the name of
Chris.  Like I said, he had rather Spock-like ears but also a
round bauble-like head with massive eyes and jowls that made me
think of the children’s television character, Pob.  This was
his second year as a resident tutor.  Through no fault of mine
it was also his last.

Having thus diverted his attention from shouting at us all about
the bedroom outside on the pavement, by asking about his job I
learned that a resident tutor was not the toughest of roles that
one could ever imagine - considering the role’s title there was no
tutoring required whatsoever.  I also learned that, in
essence, all that Chris had to do was ensure that the students in
the hall didn’t burn the place down or anything.  He did much
of this ‘ensuring’ lark from the relative comfort of a flat on the
ground floor of the hall and aside from that there was very little
else he had to do to fulfil his duties.  In the most part he
was left to his own devices; the university having placed
sufficient trust in him to ensure that things simply ran well and
without too much in the way of aggravation. 

Anyway.  Payment-wise, Chris didn’t receive anything
resembling the vast wodge of cash that I’d like simply to get out
of bed of a morn, but he did get to live in that flat.  He got
to live in it with a greatly reduced rent and it was those two
factors that compelled me to wonder just what qualifications
someone had to possess for the university to offer them such a
position.  I listened with increasing excitement as he told me
that to become a resident tutor someone didn’t need to possess
any.  I thought: even I was sufficiently qualified for
that!

The following day I awoke early and went straight to the
personnel office.  There I completed my application form with
just one, or maybe two slight deviations from the truth, and was
soon offered an interview, which I attended a few weeks after
that.  How I managed to convince the head of the personnel
department that I was sufficiently responsible for the job I’ll
never know, but convinced he was and a few weeks later I received a
letter offering me the position of the following year’s Resident
Tutor of Ashbrooke Hall.  I was quite pleased with myself
about that.

I returned from my summer vacation a week before the beginning
of my second first year to attend an induction into my new
job.  It was to be my first year of my new course too (the
chemistry one that I’d chosen to replace geology and to assist in
my wooing of the blond girl in the jodhpurs), and I immediately
settled in to my luxurious new flat eager to behave responsibly all
over the place, bury my head into chemistry books and stay in
nights to study.  I wasn’t particularly successful with any of
that.

My first responsibility was to welcome each of the new residents
to Ashbrooke.  They were all first year students -
collectively known as ‘freshers’ for reasons that continue to
escape me - and for most it was the first time that they’d been
away from home.  I’d been told in my induction to let each of
them know that I was on-hand to help with any issues that they may
have and this I did as I cast my eye over my new residents to see
if any of the girls were attractive.  They weren’t.

Being me - as I am - I’d naturally had the idea that as a
resident tutor I’d be looked up to by my new residents.  This
was important in my hopeless, ongoing pursuit of long-lasting
platonic friendships with girls.  I’d hoped that Ashbrooke
would that year have an influx of attractive ones all keen to get
to know ‘the real me’.  It didn’t.

I recall that first evening of the previous year almost to the
day.  It was after the steady trickle of arrivals, a day spent
greeting the other students in the hall with the question, ‘So,
what A-levels did you get?’  It was an evening that involved
all forty-eight of us sitting in the common room and feeling rather
shy and uncomfortable while Chris tried to get us all to become
firm friends.  Now it was my turn.  I like to think that
it went rather well - even though it didn’t.

I must confess that I’m not particularly good at hosting
parties.  I’m not greatly fond of social occasions during
which I’m required to plaster on a fake smile and tell falsehoods
in answer to questions about the direction I’m taking in
life.  Rare is the occasion that I’m seen holding court
(so-to-speak); cracking jokes and being interesting all over the
place.  And it is a distinct impossibility that you’ll ever be
witness to me giving an after-dinner speech, particularly one in
which the audience hangs on my every word and occasionally breaks
out into uncontrolled hysterical laughter.  I was once asked
to be a friend’s best man.  My launching a mouthful of
Kronenbourg across the table in response (in surprise, more than
anything else), soon convinced him that he’d made an error in
judging that I’d be remotely suitable come the speech at the end of
his fiancé’s Special Day’s lunch.  They decided to get married
in Jamaica instead.  Anyway.  The point is: in the
scenario in which I had to demonstrate my responsibility as a
resident tutor to nearly fifty students on the first night of their
new life away from the comfort of their family homes, so I tried to
appear both responsible and cool at the same time.  I tried to
be enthusiastic but I was like an embarrassing dad.  I tried
to crack jokes that I thought were funny but clearly weren’t and as
eyebrows were raised all around me, so I simply felt like a
Christian trying to be persuasive in an argument about the
existence of God… again.  Someone suggested a visit to the
pub.  I agreed, and soon found myself clambering over everyone
else equally as keen to escape my welcome patter as me.  I may
be wrong (see Book), but I have a feeling that it was that evening
that I became acquainted with my long-term friend Jon.  If I
am (wrong - see Book again), then it was not long after that.

Jon and I met either on that first night or not too long
after.  It was certainly close to the beginning of the term
and we’d been out at the local student union bar - the Carlton -
for a considerable number of drinks.  We’d all returned to
Ashbrooke to plunder the fridges and the food parcels sent by other
students’ parents and after an hour or so had found ourselves alone
in the vast kitchen drinking coffee and discussing our mutual
contempt for pretty-much anything but girls.  As I wave my
flag of narcissism around me, and shout its brand over the roar of
the wind of convention, I proudly declare my fortune at having a
number of very close and dear friends.  Jon is most certainly
one of them.

Jon is about a year younger than I.  He’s a keen sportsman
and is in possession of a sense of humour almost as vile and
twisted as my own.  He manages to hide it rather well though;
his being unable to occupy the positions of corporate
responsibility that he does, were it to be widely known.  He’s
a very successful individual carrying the weight of ten million
pasties on his shoulders (he works for Ginsters - or at least he
did until the shareholders read this).  And by way of a
demonstration of just how good a friend he is he once sat (and
passed) a maths exam for me because I knew that I was going to fail
it.  I returned the favour by typing one of his essays that
he’d left a little late and for no reason whatsoever, at a couple
of completely random points I inserted the word ‘rhubarb’ into
it.  Since the subject of the essay was something about
communications acquisition, a subject of which I have absolutely no
clue, his lecturer was rather bemused (to say the least) and gave
him a particularly poor mark for it.  Despite this and like I
said, Jon continues to be one of my dearest and most trusted
friends.  Oddly, he’s still married, too.  I like to
think that the Kronenbourg played at least a small part in
that.

When it came to attractive girls Ashbrooke Hall could never have
been compared with the Playboy Mansion - the image of which I now
have in my head to replace the troll.  It would be a similar
comparison to one between this (see Book) and the works of …
[insert name of good writer here].  And as you imagine this
and thus mop-up your tea from your lap, so imagine then that
Ashbrooke was a mixed hall and Clifton and Westfield were
not.  Both Clifton and Westfield were, in fact, all-girl halls
and as I mentioned previously (in the piece about being the
treasurer of the Ashbrooke residents’ kitty) soon enough Jon and I
would get to know them both very well indeed.

On the whole, that year the ugly tree had had a rather bumper
crop, its sticks having been wielded with wanton disregard for my
own standards and desires.  Neither the terms ‘bingo wings’
nor ‘gunt’ had yet been invented, however, if they had they would
describe with uncanny accuracy the aesthetics of much of
Sunderland’s student populace.  Still, needs must and all
that…   Fortunately for Jon and I though, many of those sticks
had not been wielded with as much ferocity in either Clifton or
Westfield as they had elsewhere.  The blond girl in the
jodhpurs lived in Clifton Hall.

Anyway.

The resident tutor of Clifton was a rather aesthetically
pleasing woman by the name of Nicki.  Under the ruse of
‘resident tutor business’ I soon established a rapport with her and
introduced her to Jon, my professionalism forbidding any amorous
advances on my part - so I like to tell myself.  Introductions
thus made, we began to visit the place on a fairly frequent
basis.  Our plan was to become acquainted with as many of the
more attractive residents of the hall as possible and then advance
forth to Westfield.  It was a simple plan and, as it happened,
quite an effective one.

As one could well imagine and both Jon and I soon observed,
within days of arriving at Clifton the girls had each discovered
and settled into their own little cliques.  I suspect that
this was true of all of the halls throughout the university campus
but our focus was primarily on Clifton.  For Jon and I it was
simply an interesting observation and based upon it we launched our
campaign taking advantage of something that I’d actually paid
attention to at school: geography.  The first of these cliques
was located in the first set of rooms reached after entering the
front door.  With deliberate irony it was a clique that I
nicknamed The Crazy Gang.  Needs must and all that, we
thought.

The Crazy Gang were each genuinely pleasant and warm-hearted
individuals (think: knitting and baking cakes) and we got to know
them all rather well.  Our campaign was off to a good start
and we were soon regular visitors, often meeting for lunch or
evening meals and drinks at the Carlton.   It was through
our acquaintances with The Crazy Gang that we managed to introduce
ourselves to the other cliques in the hall and the girls within -
many of whom I’d fail miserably trying to pull, one of whom would
fall frighteningly in love with me, and almost all of whom would,
one night in a club known as Annabel’s, decide to pour all their
drinks over my head.  I think it’s very likely that I deserved
that.

Now, as a resident tutor I was considered as someone responsible
and possessing integrity.  I wasn’t - obviously - but that was
the way in which I was considered; by those who didn’t know me.

Like I may have mentioned previously (but may have not), within
the area of Ashbrooke there were five halls of residence, only one
of which was self-catering: ours.  The other four all had
small kitchens with kettles and a toaster and their residents’
parents had each paid considerable sums of money to have meals
provided for them in the university canteens.  One of these
canteens was next door to Clifton Hall and it was there that twice
a day (lunch and dinner) those residents from Clifton, Westfield
and Park Halls (and the other one that I don’t remember the name
of) would congregate to stand solemnly in line and await their turn
to have their gruel slopped upon their plate.  Once some kind
of matter had been slopped upon the afore-referred to cuisine
conveyance the student would then wave an identity card at the
cashier, thus confirming that they were entitled to dine for
‘free’. 

One day I was having coffee with Jon and The Crazy Gang. 
Having finished, we got up to leave and as we did the kitchen
manager approached me.  She’d been handed two dining cards
that had been accidentally left by their owners and asked whether
I, as a resident tutor and therefore a ‘responsible’ person would
be so kind as to make sure that they were returned to their owners,
lest ‘Fraser MacDonald Gurvin’ and ‘Christopher Something-or-other’
starve to death.  ‘Of course’ I replied, for obvious
reasons.  Jon and I immediately went home, located our own
passport-sized photographs and a laminating machine and substituted
the images of Fraser MacDonald Gurvin and Christopher
Something-or-other with our own.

Given a reasonably close inspection our new cards looked exactly
as though they’d simply had another photograph re-laminated onto
the old one.  Neither Jon nor I were ever going to become
expert forgers creating fake passports for hitmen and the like, but
this was too good an opportunity to miss.  Fate had dangled a
couple of rather large parcels of food before us.  And Jon and
I had lunged for them with great enthusiasm.

Despite having had Jon sit my maths exam for me previously a
rough calculation in my head determined that if we got away with it
we’d save ourselves many hundreds of pounds in food bills. 
Being students this was a rather appealing thought; freeing-up
monies that could otherwise be spent on booze-induced incidents and
the inevitable regularity of failure to be appreciated by
girls.  It far outweighed any issues of morality or legality,
neither of which actually registered as any more than a tiny
inaudible blip on our respective consciences.  We both knew
however, that since our new cards would not stand up to any
scrutiny at all we’d need to be at least a little cautious in our
use of them.  Thus, with a vague awareness of behavioural
psychology we set about a plan to safeguard against being exposed
as the fraudsters that we were - and without ceremony being thrown
out of university.  It was a simple plan and, as it turned
out, quite an effective one.  At least it was until I had an
accident involving a lump of boiled cabbage.

Our plan was simply to get into the confidence of the kitchen
staff.  This we achieved by getting to know them and gaining
their trust so that they wouldn’t feel compelled to look too
closely at our cards.  We’d use distraction techniques that
included simply asking about their day; things that could otherwise
be described as polite conversation.  And while this worked
rather well it was a plan soon jeopardised by Jon’s embarking on a
fairly short-lived affair with one - it being an affair on account
of her being married.  Fortunately though, it had quite the
opposite effect of being a hindrance to our deception.  And
then I slipped on the lump of boiled cabbage.

It was with much insistence that I was okay, despite the blood
dribbling down my forehead, that I managed to avoid revealing my
fraudulence by filling out the accident book.  It was nearing
the end of term anyway and from then on we both deemed it too
dangerous to continue using our cards.  Still…

In all we’d enjoyed a good few months of food courtesy of the
University of Sunderland and the parents of Fraser MacDonald Gurvin
and Christopher Something-or-other.  We were both quite
pleased with ourselves about that. 

Being that Sunderland was about three hundred miles away from my
parents’ I didn’t go home that much.  When I did I would
normally get the train on a Saturday so that I could pay an extra
fiver and travel first class, thus avoiding any screaming children
in the other carriages.  On the few days I’d make the journey
mid-week however, I’d either catch the bus or on a couple of
occasions thumb a lift or ten. 

It was - I think - the Easter vacation and I’d decided to save
the train or bus fare and hitchhike from Sunderland south to
Bristol.  I got a lift to the slip road on the A19 and stuck
my thumb out, waiting (accompanied by my old friend Delusion) for a
beautiful woman in a Ferrari or any other exotic automobile to pick
me up and drop me the following day at my mother’s front
door.  After about ten minutes or so a car pulled up a couple
of yards down the road.  I threw my bag over my shoulder and
walked quickly up to it but with my hand less than six inches from
the door handle it suddenly pulled away with two faces laughing at
me through its rear window.  The eardrum-perforating howl of
the articulated trucks thundering past subsequently drowned out the
various expletives I emitted in their wake. 

My first lift was from a trucker, a rather pleasant chap who had
mastered the art of rolling a cigarette and brewing a cup of tea at
the same time - and at sixty miles an hour on the M1.  I was
dropped at a service station some fifty miles south and stood quite
happily on the slip road waiting for lift number two.  I
didn’t have to wait long.  A Mini Metro pulled up alongside
within a few minutes and offered me a lift further south.  I
hadn’t even shut the door when the driver, a man in his early
twenties hit the accelerator pedal, spinning the wheels and hurling
me face-first into the back seat.  Within minutes we were
travelling at over a hundred miles an hour and then, suddenly, the
man in the front passenger seat turned to his mate and said
something I couldn’t quite make out.  An argument erupted
between them and in what seemed to be the heat of it the man in the
passenger seat turned round to face me waving a claw hammer in the
air.  In a second the driver grabbed him by the wrist, shouted
something like ‘fucking leave it!’ - presumably referring to me -
and I had a rather unpleasant bowel movement.  I have very
little recollection of the next few miles but somehow both the
driver and I managed to avoid my head being caved in by the
hammer-wielding psychopath - in the backseat of what they informed
me was a stolen car.

I guess I should’ve learnt my lesson then but you know me: I
hadn’t.  I decided to make the return journey back to
Sunderland also-hitching and was dropped at the M5 slip road by my
mother (I’d elected not to tell her about the trip down lest she
had a heart attack). 

I was picked up within a couple of minutes by a certifiably-mad
Irishman who, after warning me not to ‘try anything’ and showing me
a ferocious looking knife just in case I did (whatever the fuck he
thought I was going to ‘try’ I’ve no idea, nor do I have any idea
why he picked me up in the first place), then took me on a
sightseeing tour of Moss Side in Manchester and dropped me in the
middle of it.  Although I had no clue where I was in terms of
the location of the train station or anything resembling a main
road or thoroughfare, fortunately, thanks to my tour, I did then
know fully-well where to buy guns and crack - places to avoid when
asking directions to get me out of there and back en-route to
Sunderland.

The remainder of the journey north, having gotten a lift with
another trucker as they seemed far safer, was pretty painless but
unfortunately the truck was only going as far as Carlisle and so
the driver dropped me at the train station.  Since it was then
almost midnight and I had just missed the last train to either
Sunderland or Newcastle I slept on the platform with a flock of
pigeons and an alcoholic bag lady, getting the train back the
following morning with the beginnings of a cold to find that over
the Easter break some local toe-rags had broken into my flat and
fucked-off with my stereo.  I was quite annoyed about
that.

As I have mentioned previously and will do so again, I despise
and detest the most uncivilised of scumbags and chavs.  I find
it a real challenge to entertain thoughts of even mild acceptance
of their existence, but rather than theorise on the subject or make
any serious attempt at justifying myself or my opinions I’ll simply
describe something that occurred over the duration of a few weeks
during this time (of my being a resident tutor, obviously).

I don’t recall with a great amount of ease the time of year of
which I’m about to write.  It could have been early spring or
even winter.  Then again, it could just as easily have been a
month in early summer, but it’s not all that important
anyway.  I can’t recall whether this was before or after the
Easter vacation but what is important is that there was a period of
time - a few weeks - during which a vicious gang of scumbags and
fuckwits decided to terrorise a great many students in the area of
Ashbrooke.  It was a gang that varied between fifteen and
twenty in number and they would frequently loiter around the
traffic lights of a junction on the main road, a place almost
exactly halfway between the halls of Ashbrooke, Westfield, Clifton
and the Carlton bar.  Almost all of them wore tracksuits and
baseball caps and they varied in age from those in their mid to
late twenties down to some whom appeared to be about
four. 

At the beginning their harassment included simply the hurling of
insults and miscellaneous verbal abuse, but it soon advanced to
physical violence with at least a dozen students falling victim to
the idiots as they did nothing but pass them by as they walked in
and out of town or between the halls.  It was no surprise that
over those few weeks a tremendous atmosphere of fear and
nervousness built up with many students reluctant to leave the
halls for fear of unprovoked confrontation.  Something had to
be done.  I didn’t expect that something to involve me.

Once again, like I’ve previously mentioned and acknowledged
throughout the pages of this book (see Book), I’m a complete and
utter coward.  I have no inclination whatsoever to have the
knuckles of anyone pushed with any haste into my nose.  And
the idea of such an occurrence fills me with dread; tears of a
three-year-old almost certainly appearing moments before I’ve had a
chance to turn on my heels and run away screaming.  To be
honest, I simply don’t see the point to it all and would far rather
occupy my mind with enjoying a nice glass of booze with friends
while failing to be appealing to girls, or perhaps sipping at a cup
of tea at home while gawping at a movie or enjoying some writing
time in a café.  Not once has it occurred to me that loitering
about in a gang of fuckwits and trying to terrorise individuals
simply carrying on their own business of walking from one place to
the next could be remotely entertaining.  Like most people
capable of independent thought I believe that not only should
violence be avoided wherever possible, so the freedom to walk from
one place to the next without harassment or fear should be a given
rite.  I don’t think that I’m entirely alone in this.

I don’t know the reason why these scumbags decided to loiter
about and terrorise the student populace.  It wasn’t something
that I wished to bring up in a conversation, particularly one that
would, more than likely, result in my having any number of knuckles
pushed into my face.  Many of us surmised that it was simply
because these people were thick.  I remain content with that
summation.

Anyway.  With this atmosphere of fear and nervousness
present it was the responsibility of the resident tutors to try and
do something about it.  Sure, the police were called each time
something occurred but on every occasion the gang dispersed and in
all practicality there was nothing that the Old Bill actually could
do.  Despite some of these bags of wretched filth occasionally
being spotted wielding makeshift weapons there was not a single one
spotted by a patrol car and the police were, in effect, powerless
to do anything.  They simply suggested that the students
remained vigilant and called them when anybody saw something that
they could actually deal with.  It took two incidents within
an hour or so of each other to finally put an end to the
problem.

Both incidents took place on a Friday evening and I was off-duty
enjoying a cup of tea with Jon and the Crazy Gang.  There was
suddenly a violent and desperate thumping of the front door of
Clifton Hall and Jon answered it to a couple of students from one
of the other halls, both of them bloodied and breathless having
been assaulted by a number of the repugnant feral garbage. 
The police were called but after a half-hour of driving around the
area none were found.  Sometime later, believing that all the
nonsense was over with, a group of us decided to go to the Carlton
for a drink.  And then the fun began.

Actually, it wasn’t immediate.  We’d been in the bar for
about an hour when the door was suddenly flung open and another
student appeared.  He was out of breath having just been
pursued down the street by the same gang of scumbags that had
earlier assaulted the other two.  Someone looked outside to
see them loitering about and throwing things in the direction of
the door.  Another person called the police.  Almost
every single student in the bar then spontaneously decided to go
out and play. 

The thing is: we’d all had enough.  This latest incident
was simply the last straw and so we all piled out of the bar and
began to round them up.  The scumbags tried to disperse but
there were too many of us for them to contend with and it still
makes me smile to think of the surprise on their faces as ‘one went
in and sixty-plus came out’ - not that any of them could
count. 

The police returned within minutes and each idiot was then
encouraged with surprising efficiency to climb into the various
vehicles that they’d brought along with them.  One or two
accidentally tripped over a blade of grass and then fell into a
lamppost a couple of times, and another ran head-first into a wall
and then hit his teeth on my friend’s shoe.  But with
admirable restraint we each assisted the police to whisk them away
to refresh their minds as to the lack of appeal of a police
cell.  Not surprisingly, there was not a single evening’s
trouble again after that. 

In one sense - that of the eyes, I guess - I think that I should
perhaps crowbar the next piece of this dog-awful scrawl directly in
here because it refers, in part at least, to the business that I
established - a somewhat loose and inaccurate term - with
Jon.  It was the business that we began during my time as
resident tutor and it followed on from the delightful discovery
that I made at the Boat when I was treasurer of the Ashbrooke Hall
residents’ kitty.  Like I said, in one sense I think that I
should perhaps crowbar the next piece of this dog-awful scrawl
etc.  The thing is: I’m not going to. 

I’m not going to because there’s more to write about it and it
was also a separate ‘thing’.  It was a different job; an
antipreneurial endeavour in its own right and that fact secures its
role (pardon the rather shit pun) and is thus deserved of its own
section.  Besides, much as in the same way that a good book
may entice its reader to continue on to read the next chapter, so I
hope that you, my solitary reader and champion of literary
magnificence (or bored sociopath carrying in your hand a whole big
sack of crazy) may want to read the next bit, too.  Anyway, I
also think that I should describe, with all the inaccuracy that
that particular term conveys, the incident during which the girls
of Clifton and many more folk who just happened to be in the same
club known as Annabel’s, decided to pour all of their drinks over
my head.  It was a Wednesday.  And this is only slightly
relevant.

It was the week after I’d asked the DJ of another club we were
in to dedicate a song to The Crazy Gang.  It was a song that I
thought to be appropriately inappropriate: ‘Wild Thing’ by The
Troggs, and delighted by my consideration the following week they
returned the honour by requesting a song for me: ‘Never going to
get it’ by someone I can’t remember the name of.  That night I
was having a rather fun time conversing with a reasonably
attractive girl by the name of Sarah, I think.  In my mind the
conversation was going rather well but it soon became apparent that
in her mind it was not.  Evidently I said something that she
regarded as inappropriate and inspired by her feelings of
frustration she threw her drink in my face.  As I stood
somewhat struck-dumb by this novelty, so Sarah leaned toward her
friend and repeated whatever it was that I’d said to her.  Her
friend immediately launched her drink towards my face too and
moments later someone else did the same.  Less than a second
after that and one of the girls from Clifton decided to join in the
fun.  Less than a second after that, and so did everyone
else. 

In a matter of moments what had been an innocently inappropriate
comment had become something of an opportunity for every student in
the vicinity to throw their drinks at my head.  Pints of cheap
booze rained down upon me as I stood a victim to this onslaught,
unable to escape the barrage of beverages being passed across
peoples’ heads for those nearest to dump on to mine.  With
nowhere to run I simply stood there, a bemused expression on my
face as I empathised with any cat recently removed from a washing
machine.  And although I am unable to remember just exactly
what that innocently inappropriate comment was, given my behaviour
of late and the prophecy of that song I have little doubt that I
deserved it.

And so, that was my job as the resident tutor of Ashbrooke
Hall.  I like to think that I carried it out rather well
because no one died.  Sure, one student had a nervous
breakdown and another set fire to the kitchen.  But if they
couldn’t stand on their own two feet by then, I thought, when will
they ever?










Chapter 5
GYMYCs Inc


 

‘Knock-knock.’

‘Who’s there?’

‘The surf’

‘The surf, who?’

‘The surface temperature for a sphere of plutonium at steady
state can be estimated by using the semi empirical relation for
free convection coupled with radiative heat transfer.’

‘Ha ha ha ha ha!’

Err… Sorry about that.

Being something of an almost-regular Sunday morning, it wasn’t
particularly surprising that I awoke draped in my own jacket on the
living room sofa of a member of one of the most well-known bands in
the world - one that almost shares its name with an international
movement of power-hungry, elitist psychos intent on world
domination.  It was even less surprising that I awoke on that
sofa alone, having earlier failed to get-off with an attractive
girl despite having employed a somewhat innovative strategy of
endearment that involved the offering of a piece of chocolate
cake.  The fact that I’d fallen down a half-flight of stairs
the previous evening too simply caused me to shrug my shoulders,
remove the bottle top that I’d noticed embedded in my cheek, and
all-but blind myself as I stepped out into the blazing sun of a
mild November’s morn.  I needed coffee.

Oddly enough, even though the metaphorical jackhammer was
working overtime in my ears and head, that morning I felt
good.  I felt as though the fog of uselessness had cleared; as
though the tide of foolishness had turned and the flood of
self-loathing and delusion was subsiding.  Coffee seemed like
a good idea to assist in the writing of this: yet another piece of
dog-awful scrawl in the mangled sludge of words and stuff of No
stranger to the P45.  In my Sunday morning café of choice,
less than a metre from my table the waitress sneezed and threw my
coffee across the floor.  The day was shaping up quite nicely,
I thought.

The previous evening had been a friend’s birthday party at a
basement bar in town.  Another couple of friends had brought
their band along (not the world-famous one), and a jolly time had
been had by all.  All of these friends were some of my close
friends that I hadn’t seen in some time and it became something of
a blowout involving a great deal of free booze and food.  When
the bar that we’d visited afterwards closed at about 3am, so I
found myself with a group of complete strangers, all of whom were
perfectly pleasant, entering the living room of what transpired was
the home of the member of the world-famous band.  It was a
rather nice living room, yet, I’d have been none the wiser had the
job-title of its owner either not been mentioned, or been something
entirely different.  On the wall hung some ‘Art!’  Here,
pretty-much, endeth its relevance…

The cake had been for the birthday celebration but the flow of
booze had distracted us all from actually eating it.  It was
an idea to present it sometime later but Tom - the friend whose
birthday we were celebrating - was way-too squiffy and went home
and so I decided to use it to endear myself to the most attractive
girl in the bar instead.  Moments away from actually doing so,
I turned to speak to another friend only to turn back to the girl
shortly thereafter and see her getting-off with someone else. 
Nice.  So much for chocolate cake, I thought.  And tried
to be appealing to someone else.  I wasn’t.

Like I said, that morning I felt good (etc.).  I felt as
though I could actually complete this piece without too much
aggravation and as I received my replacement coffee with the
sweetest apology for the whole sneezing episode, so I began to
think about how to begin.  As you can probably tell from the
way I’ve written this in the tense of the past, I couldn’t. 
Soon enough then, the jackhammer became ever louder and a herd of
bison stampeded over a corrugated iron bridge somewhere between my
nasal passage and the back of my head.  It was followed by a
steamroller and some rhinos on pogo-sticks.  What-with the
previous evening’s vol-au-vents, some quiche, a few sambucas and a
chicken drumstick dancing a merry jig in my tummy, I felt it was
something of a constructive idea to go swiftly home to submerge
myself in a tub of self-pity.

Anyway.

It’s a couple of days on and here I sit watching a
preposterous-looking poodle being walked down the street. 
It’s now time to get on with writing this piece about the business
venture that I embarked on with Jon - the one that began as a
one-off rip-off while I was Treasurer of Ashbrooke Hall’s
residents’ fund.  It was then my first, first year and I
thought nothing of doing another coach trip until I met Jon. 
I met him in my second first year over a cup of caffeine-flavoured
cynicism and thorough disappointment.  By then I’d become a
Resident Tutor.  Fuck only knows how I managed that. 

The night Jon and I met we spoke at length and mostly about
girls.  It was not too-long after that; during the typing of
his essay (the one in which I’d inserted the word, ‘rhubarb’ for no
other reason than I thought it’d be funny) that I told him of the
previous year’s trip to The Boat.  Like me, Jon appreciated
the idea of making cash and like me too, he appreciated it even
more if we could make it doing something that would enable us to
meet girls.  We established GYMYCs Inc for precisely those
reasons (i.e. to make some cash and to meet girls).  We also
established it to have fun.  We had lots of that.

Our most popular trips were the ones to Newcastle’s Tuxedo
Royale, the nightclub otherwise known as ‘The Boat’ (on account of
it actually being one).  It was a huge white ship moored to
the south bank of the River Tyne and while its nautical history was
of little importance to us, what was key - if you’ll pardon the
poorly-clever, albeit unnecessary and incorrectly spelt pun - was
that The Boat was the venue for one of the busiest student nights
across the north east of England.  It was busy for a number of
reasons and its drinks offers of vast measures of spirits and pints
for a quid was certainly one.  Another was the revolving dance
floor that had witnessed many a drenching with vomit, and yet
another was the fact that it had at least two separate dance floors
playing completely different types of music.  In addition to
this, were the many places to escape to for contemplations and
regrets of any recent romantic indiscretions that could otherwise
turn out to be very uncomfortable indeed.

The fact that The Boat was the venue for one of the busiest
student nights across the north east of England was one major
reason for it proving so popular with Jon and I.  It was a
perfect place for us to begin promoting our new business, something
that we named GYMYCs - and refused to tell anyone what the letters
stood for. 

Aside from the student union’s own nightclub, The Boat was a far
safer environment in which to socialise and get drunk than the town
centre of Sunderland.  Every Monday was a student’s-only night
and so the hundreds of lager-swilling chavs - those familiar to the
audiences of ‘Most Shocking Pissed-up Morons on Weekends in Town
Centres ‘4’’ and guests of Jeremy Kyle - were engaged elsewhere
channelling their propensity for violence in an altogether
different direction; one towards each other, rather than us. 
This was nothing but a good thing for our little enterprise and so
whenever we ran a coach to The Boat it was always packed with
shrieking students dressed in inappropriate attire and expressing
themselves all over the place.  Sure-enough, it soon made us
very popular indeed.  Not even abandoning fifty of them in the
city one night put a dampener on that.  Okay, so maybe it did…
just a bit.

I’ve no idea just how much it costs now but back then it was
roughly eighty quid to hire a coach to take us all to Newcastle for
the night.  The price was subject to a number of conditions
and one was that the bus would leave no later than half-two in the
morning.  On this particular night we’d hired six coaches and
three hundred students had piled on them in Sunderland, piled off
them in Newcastle, and then thrown themselves about The Boat
screaming and guzzling gin and tonic.  At two in the morning
the music stopped and most crawled out and onto the bus.  At
half-two it was brought to our attention that fifty or so students
were yet to board and nowhere to be seen.  Someone asked
whether we should wait and I looked at Jon.  He looked back at
me.  Knowing exactly what the other was thinking we smiled and
said, ‘Nah!’  And the coaches returned to Sunderland. 
Although not a single one of those fifty (or so) students were,
quite a few of Newcastle’s taxi drivers were very pleased with us
for that. 

Throughout the year Jon and I mostly ran trips to The
Boat.  We also organised a trip to a club in Middlesbrough,
one that I can’t remember the name of.  I do remember it being
a rather famous venue but the main thing that I recall about it is
Jon’s payback for the ‘rhubarb’ incident.  Come the end of the
night and the time that we had to pay the pre-agreed sum to the
club (for entry), Jon fucked off on the coach and left me
there.  I had to escape by climbing through the club’s toilet
window and got a taxi back.  Apparently, neither the manager
nor a single one of the club’s doorstaff were at all impressed with
us for that.










Chapter 6
How hard can it be?


 

‘Three cups of tea and some jobs please!’ I asked with feigned
enthusiasm, my head thick with the gunk of post alcohol
excess.  I tried a smile, hoping that it would help.  It
didn’t.

From behind the counter the teenager stared at me, his
expression first blank as he attempted to compute my order. 
Slowly, at a speed similar to the rising of a winter’s sun
something then began to register across his face.  It was
bemusement. 

A dim light flickered in his eyes and his mouth twisted slightly
on one side moments before he turned to scan the menu on the board
behind him.  Turning back towards my friends and I he
pensively bit his bottom lip.  His expression now registered a
deep concentration; one battling utter confusion and
bewilderment.  For a second time he turned to scan the
board.  I looked at my friends beside me who both looked back,
shrugged their shoulders and raised their eyebrows, simultaneously
opening the palms of their hands at their sides as if welcoming
some kind of impending doom.  They weren’t far off. 
Moments later the teenager again turned to face us.  The
expression of confusion remained for just a fraction of a second
longer before it disappeared altogether and returned to its default
state.  With eyes seemingly devoid of hope he asked, ‘Would
you like fries with that?’

A couple of friends and I had decided to spend our summer
holiday (from university) working in Blackpool.  It was as
good an idea as any other.

We chose Blackpool because we each had other friends there and
on the day of our arrival we found ourselves a place to live: in a
squalid bed-sit next to the football ground.  It was a vile
place; a bit like living in a skip only considerably less civilised
and for a moment I thought about changing my name to Grover (from
Sesame Street).  The moment soon passed and so I
didn’t. 

Understandably the rent was very cheap but we were
students.  We were broke and in urgent need of cash.  To
get some of it we needed jobs.  Spectacularly hung-over from a
night’s free boozing in Blackpool Tower (courtesy of a friend
employed behind one of its bars) we went for an early lunch in
McDonalds.  We left with three offers of employment and our
tea.  I had some chicken nuggets, too.

At first, for reasons impossible to recall and irrelevant
anyway, we were told that we couldn’t begin our jobs for another
week.  Our financial situation was particularly bad and so,
because I was feeling a little more resourceful than the others I
asked whether there was anything else that we could do in the
meantime to get some cash.  Foolishly, the manager told us
that there was.  He told us that he had some painting and
decorating for us to do.  I was quite apprehensive about
that.

It must be recognised at this point that I’m not particularly
adept at home improvements, let alone business ones.  I’ve
never so much as put a piece of self-assembly furniture together
without either discovering at least one leftover bolt on the floor
(and said item later collapsing into a heap of disappointment at
half-four in the morning), or myself in a state of recovery from a
momentary bout of fury-induced amnesia having smashed a shelving
unit into a million pieces because I’ve not read the Pidgin-English
instructions.  I’ve barely zero hours of experience painting
and decorating and I can’t recall ever taking a roller in-hand or -
as would soon become rather obvious - using an industrial
belt-sander to ready some fire doors for repainting.  That
said, we agreed to the jobs immediately and while my two friends
were handed some brushes and pointed in the direction of the staff
room, I was handed the industrial belt-sander and pointed in the
direction of the fire doors. 

Now, in experienced hands such a device can make light work of
preparing each of the huge, rather expensive fire doors for a
re-paint.  Since mine weren’t in any way experienced however,
I’d simply thought: hey, how hard can it be?  And carried on
regardless.  It was, as it turned out, very.

I simply couldn’t get used to the sensitivity of the trigger of
the device which, despite my caution would launch the machine -
with me in tow - up the entire length of the door, gouging out a
rather unsightly chunk of MDF in the process.  No matter:
eight hours later and I was standing back and admiring five of the
restaurant’s fire doors, each of varying thickness, hanging
pitifully throughout the corridor while a burgundy-faced manager
stood dumbstruck with what appeared to be smoke billowing out of
his ears.

Possibly, it was his own stupidity at asking me to do the job in
the first place that was the reason I wasn’t immediately
fired.  As for him, it was certainly going to be a while
before he’d get anywhere near to redeeming himself for the eleven
thousand pounds that he’d taken the best part of an hour to explain
to me that they were going to cost to replace.  I was then
rota’d on to the counter and to asking ‘Would you like fries with
that?’  Not altogether surprisingly, I didn’t last much longer
as an employee of McDonalds. 

Despite my efforts to be as professional as possible I quickly
got the impression that the manager wasn’t my greatest fan. 
This became apparent when he discovered that I’d given away about a
hundred free cheeseburgers because I’d failed to check the closing
date on the vouchers.  It was an oversight that I learned only
when he yelled something particularly morale-destroying at me
across the restaurant.  Realising then that there was no way
that I was ever going to get my five stars of professionalism to
wear on my silly red shirt I handed in my notice and got myself a
job crippling celebrities at Blackpool Pleasure Beach instead.
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