How Not to Become an Accountant

By Chris Turner

My war had started long before the end of the Millennium. It had gathered silently like the coming of a calamity. Then, finally, in the dying embers of the twentieth century, the weather broke. Back in my home town that fateful teatime, my mother grew distinctly disturbed.


‘Love.’ She said. ‘What are you going to do with your life? You can’t sit around here forever.’


‘I know.’ I lied, looking up from my corned beef hash. 

A tear was working its way slowly down her cheek, a tear that could have been designed by James Dyson, to efficiently fill me with the dust of guilt.


‘Come on love.’ She continued, coughing a little for effect. ‘You’re twenty-two, not a kid any more. Your dad wants you to have a careers chat. I’ve booked an appointment tomorrow with an agency in town. Let’s leave it to the professionals, eh?’


I put another blob of brown sauce on my corned beef hash, and sighed. I knew what she wanted them to say.


‘Mrs. Walsh.’ It went. ‘We are pleased to say that your son is clearly suited towards a career in accountancy. He is going to be respectable, and moreover, very rich indeed.’ Nor could I blame her. The time for dreaming was so clearly over. To survive, you needed money, and little else. All other currencies, such as love, compassion, and wisdom, had long been recalled by the bank. When I was alone, I spent my time exploring a giant house of full of locked rooms containing vague and tantalising inspirations. There were hundreds of long dark corridors, and thousands of doors behind which I knew lurked a million avenues of achievement. The problem was I could never be sufficiently God-like to open each door simultaneously, and so could only haunt the corridors, waiting to become God. This was long ago, before I knew that life is guided by your nature, something you can’t really control. Little did I know that the greatest door of them all had already been opened, and this was the front door of the house, my life. Perhaps this was the cause of my war. The different parts of my emotional makeup were like a desert tribe who knew that fertile land existed behind a mountain range they could not scale. And yet I waited night after night to become a God, so I could follow the impossible route. But I was never deified, never ordained with the powers my brain thought it logical to expect. So I began to collect armies in my mind, spread out on the desert floor like black flowers.

Mornings were my terror. More specifically, the hours from nine until five were a torment. Guilt descended from the ceiling like a steaming brand, as I fingered the E for Employment section of the Yellow Pages like a paper-pervert. It was useless. Then my mum and dad would get home from work, and cheerfully inquire after my progress. I would watch their faces drop as I rained lies upon them – Yes, I had phoned up about a few jobs. No, I had not just watched TV all day. Yes, I had sent off for some application forms. The worst thing I could do was to tell the truth – that I found the reality of living impossible, and couldn’t climb some imaginary mountain. They wouldn’t even find it funny, which it wasn’t. They would blame it on some teenage hang-up, which it wasn’t. Or was it? As a teen I couldn’t tell. 

I was very good at self-deception. As soon as the clock said five, I retired to my room and waited for dinner. I would feel briefly resigned, even satisfied with myself, happy with the exhaustive employment hunting achieved that day. It wouldn’t even cross my mind that I had done nothing, that I had phoned no one, and watched the afternoon film on BBC Two.






*
*
*

On the day of the careers interview, I walked into Middlesbrough town-centre arm-in-arm with my Foreboding. The day of judgement. I was to be pigeonholed, and as such all my dreams of mastery were to be unhooked and crushed like outdated rolling stock. We passed Albert Park, and looked at the gloomy entrance gates. My Foreboding nudged me.


‘Do you know who opened that park?’ it said.


‘No.’ I answered.


‘None other than Prince Albert himself.’


There was an old bloke across the road from us called Albert. I pictured him feeding the cat when my parents were away, wearing one of those crazy German helmets with a spike on top.

Report from the front: HRH Prince Albert. We have managed to impale lots of the enemy today on our spikes. Regret to say our troops suffered broken necks in the process.
My Foreboding seemed to be unnaturally happy at the prospect of the careers interview. It was a chance for him to stretch his legs. I decided to treat him to a half nelson, and we continued along the road in that fashion. Middlesbrough was a veritable Samson, shorn of employment opportunities, lying crippled on the flood plain of the River Tees. Prince Albert was not the only rich guy to visit, and then leave quickly. Middlesbrough was a wild-west town, a frenzied tale of boom and bust, and then more bust. Knowing you were living in a used-up place made you feel lazy. My Foreboding generally sat around the house watching daytime TV with my guilt. About three, they would crack open a beer, and laugh cynically at the state of the world. The rest of me would hover about the corner of the room, occasionally getting them beers, and asking if I might join in. They were hypocrites, my Foreboding and my guilt. At some point of every afternoon they would nudge each other and stare at me.

‘You lazy bastard.’ said my Guilt.

‘You’ll never amount to anything, you tit.’ said my Foreboding.

I would try not to engage with them, and gaze out of the window, watching my Happiness play in the garden. My Happiness was a midget, and still thought I was three years old. He cavorted about the grass unsteadily, as if he had just learned to walk, cutting the tops off flowers, and yelling joyously at birds.





*
*
*

We carried on down Linthorpe Road. Just then I noticed that my Guilt had come out after all. I hadn’t seen him before, but there he was, tottering behind me, white-faced, terrified of being found out.

‘You OK?’ I asked my Guilt.

‘No.’ he said.

‘What’s the problem?’ I said.

‘I feel guilty.’ He said. ‘It’s about what we were saying just then about Middlesbrough.’

‘What about it?’ I said.

‘Well, I feel as though you are blaming Middlesbrough for your failure.’ said my Guilt.

I thought about it. Christ, he was right. In my mind Middlesbrough was like the unpopular boy at school, who you paired up with in the playground, because you were the second most unpopular boy, and the knowledge that you were the second most unpopular boy made you try and shun him all the harder, but it was useless because you and him belonged together at the bottom.

All this walking down Linthorpe Road, wearing a suit that didn’t quite fit me.

 ‘It’s like football.’ said my Foreboding, who’d been listening in. The bastard. He would include football. I was terrible at football. Maybe that was why I had been the second most unpopular boy. The most unpopular boy was crap at football, and very ugly with spots. I was just crap at football, and bland with spots.

‘It’s like football.’ said my Foreboding, ‘You are seeing Middlesbrough as the bottom of the division, certain to be relegated. You are second from bottom of the division, and as such have to fight much harder to stay up than the teams higher in the division have to, but all the time you can feel Middlesbrough at the bottom pulling you down like an invisible ball and chain.’

‘Thank you.’ I said.






*
*
*
A thin girl with short brown hair, not much older than myself, led me into a small stuffy room, with one high window, a table, and two chairs.


‘Sit down please.’ She had a delicate singsong voice. What she said sounded like nonsense verse. She wore a permanent grin.


‘Right!’ she said through her tan. ‘My name is Melanie. Today we are going to try and find a career for you!’


‘Great.’ I said, and gave my Foreboding a stern look.


She got out some leaflets, and fingered them like they were The Dead Sea Scrolls.


‘Now I want you to be totally honest with me today. Can you do that for me?’


‘Sure.’ I said.


‘What are your interests?’


‘Cycling.’ I said.


‘Can you be more pacific?’ I didn’t think we were here to discuss the high seas.


‘I’d rather be a little more Indian Ocean, or maybe a touch more Irish Sea.’ said my Sarcasm, who’d slipped in after my Foreboding. I gave him a kick.


‘Yes, I can be more specific.’ I said. ‘I like cycling around the Cleveland Hills. I also like walking along the beaches at Redcar, and writing poetry in my bedroom.’


She thought upon this. Her brain sounded like a slow demolition of the Eiffel Tower.


‘Very good.’ She lied. ‘So you’re an outdoors person.’


‘Well, apart from the writing poetry in my bedroom.’

‘Yes, but you could do that outside, couldn’t you?’ she said.


I was dying for her to come up with a career which involved writing poetry whilst walking along the beach at Redcar. Actually I did once try and write some poetry outdoors. I walked out of Middlesbrough to a field, and sat down amid stalks of corn. I got out my pad and waited. Nothing. I looked around me at the yellow corn, and tried to imagine what they might say to me, but all I could hear was ‘Corn’. I wrote ‘Corn’ on the pad, and called the poem ‘Ode to Corn’. I could almost see the cloudy figure of William Wordsworth laughing at me from the sky, and then killing my useless frame with a well-aimed chop.


‘Can I write down that you are an outdoors kind of person?’ she asked, her superglue smile under some strain.


‘I’d say I’m interested in the world as a whole, yes.’ I said.


Silence. I waited as she wrote the words ‘Outdoors’ and ‘World’ on a piece of paper. More silence. She went back to the top of the page and wrote ‘Interests’. I began to think about her job. She was there to guide other people to the right career. I looked at her face. I could see into her brain. It said ‘I want to go home now, and put my feet up, and watch TV, and never come back.’ This was what the working world was about, was it? Wanting to go home? Stuck in this stuffy room, with a silly deranged boy? I felt sorry for Melanie. I wondered what she wanted to do with her life. Suddenly, her eyes brightened.


‘You have a degree, don’t you?’ she said.


‘Yes.’ I said.


‘What is it?’ she said.


‘Anthropology.’

‘Spiders.’ she said.


I flinched.

‘You studied spiders.’ she said.


‘What, anthropology?’ I said.


‘Yes. It sounds very interesting. So you’re interested in the outdoors, and you like spiders.’


Fuck it, I thought. Spiders it is. Melanie wrote down ‘Spiders’ and dotted the ‘i’ with a circle.


‘What are you interested in?’ the careers teacher had asked me at school.


‘People.’ I’d answered, and things had snowballed from there. The only difference between then and now was that I’d graduated from being interested in ‘People’ to being interested in ‘The World’.


Not that there is anything wrong with anthropology. I’m sure it is a fine subject, and very interesting, but I wouldn’t know. I missed all the lectures, because I was too busy thinking about ‘The World’. A large part of ‘The World’ included Girls. For some reason, the most beautiful girls studied philosophy. I only bought one book at university, the aptly named Tractatus Logico Philosophicus, by Ludwig Wittgenstein. I used to walk into the union cafeteria with it tucked under my arm, hoping to impress the philosophy girls. However, the book was slim, and short of stuffing it under their noses, I don’t think they would have ever noticed it, and I couldn’t afford a weightier text.

‘What would you do?’ said Melanie. ‘If you could do anything in the whole world?’


I thought for a minute. The first thing to hit me was that I would like to walk on the moon, but then I remembered she’d said ‘in’ the world, so moon walking was ruled out.


‘I’d like to be a pirate.’ I said. ‘I’d like to conquer small island-kingdoms in the Fifteenth Century.’


Melanie was startled.

‘That’s not what I meant!’ she said.


‘But you asked me what I would do if I could do anything.’ I said. ‘If I’m completely honest, that’s what I want to do, be a pirate.’


‘Excuse me for a minute.’ she said, and left the room.


I looked at the high window on the wall, with its small patch of north-eastern sky. Poor Melanie, I thought. She was probably sitting on the loo thinking ‘How can I justify charging this cretin’s father £40 for this?’


I looked at the notepad on the desk, which said ‘Interests, Outdoors, World, Spiders’. This may as well be my life, I thought. Spiders. Lost spiders in the cupboards of the past. Spiders in the disused chimneystacks. Spiders on Mars. I wish I had David Bowie’s money, I thought.

Melanie was back. I’d decided to tell her what she wanted to hear, to make things easier on her. When she’d said ‘Be honest’ she hadn’t meant be honest, she’d meant be honest whilst at the same time keeping the secret desires of your heart secret. It was not a matter of I want to be a Bedouin, with a harem. It was more a matter of I’ve always wanted to be an accountant.


‘I’ve just remembered something.’ I said, thinking of my mum sitting at home wondering where she’d gone wrong.


‘Yes?’ said Melanie, looking hopeful.


‘I’ve always wanted to become an accountant.’


Melanie’s grin was rebooted and on-line.


‘That’s great!’ she said.


She leaned over to a basket of pamphlets, lifted one out, and put it down before me. So, You’re Interested In Accountancy, it said.


I looked at her.


‘Go on!’ she said, ‘It won’t bite!’


I picked up the pamphlet and gingerly turned the front cover. There was a picture of a young man about my age with unmanageable hair. A speech bubble was coming from his mouth. ‘By becoming an accountant,’ it said, ‘I have realised all of my dreams.’ So he never wanted to be a porn star then? I looked below the picture of the young man, and started to read the text. No good. My brain had very strong filters. It did not permit me to read anything about accountancy. It was time to put on an act again, for the sake of Melanie and my mum.


‘It’s great!’ I said and gave her the widest smile I could. Melanie shied away, as though she didn’t like the fetid breath of a horse she was feeding an apple to.


‘And I could be a poet in the evenings?’ I said.


‘I suppose so.’ she said, looking at me sadly, and gripping the edges of the table waiting to stand.


My time was up.


I thanked Melanie, and walked out into the street clutching So, You’re Interested In Accountancy. The sun was out. I put the pamphlet in the nearest bin, and a pigeon shat on my head. It was then I resolved to go to London, the centre of the spider’s web. So I went, not that day, but another. The end of the millennium came, and still I was not a God. But down in the desert my armies were training hard to scale that mountain.
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