

[image: ]




[image: ]






First published by Zero Books, 2014 
Zero Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach, 
Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK
office1@jhpbooks.net
www.johnhuntpublishing.com
www.zero-books.net


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Robert Appelbaum 2013


ISBN: 978 1 78279 357 1


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Robert Appelbaum as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Stuart Davies


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.













CONTENTS


Chapter One. Working the Aisles


Chapter Two. In the Kitchen


Chapter Three. Unforgettable


Chapter Four. Wonderful Alison


Chapter Five. Winners


Chapter Six. Beyond Confusion


Chapter Seven. Personnummer










Chapter One


Working the Aisles


The first thing you have to remember when you walk down the aisles of your local supermarket is that they do not love you.


Yet it is easy to be mistaken about this. You come through the sliding glass doors of the market and into a vast hangar of a space, brilliantly lighted, open, free, and everywhere you go there is nothing but good things to eat. Oranges. Chocolate milk. Bread. Rows of corn oil, olive oil, mayonnaise, breakfast cereal, meat – whole hunks of it, and chopped up bits of it, sliced bits, soft bits, ready seasoned if you want it that way, or else raw, bloody, ready to be torn into and gnawed. It is easy to think that you have arrived at a sublime and adult version of the time when you would sit in your high chair, in the family kitchen, and they fed you your first pulpy mashes and liquids. All you have to do is move about and load up your basket, as if mom was making like an aeroplane and zooming mouthfuls of pureed bananas and rice into your mouth. Even the commodities there that are not for eating bring you back to earliest infancy. Plates to feed from. Toilet paper. Napkins. Medications. Nostrums for headaches, stomach aches, ear aches, itchy skin, pimply skin, sore gums, insomnia, nightmares – it’s all there, to take away the pain, the itch, the fearful feelings. Mom and Dad are missing, but they have their surrogates stationed throughout the store, with uniforms and name tags to point them out. They are at your service. If you are in San Diego, California – where I first learned many of my lessons in supermarket lore – as you leave the store, loaded up with more than you will need in plastic bags the size and colour of birthday balloons (having decided on having plastic rather than paper, a double bagging rather than a single bagging), the clerks will wish you to have a nice day, the scent of suntan oil and hair conditioner smiling from their clean, bronze bodies, and the look of a smiley face in their well meaning grins. How nice! The sun hits you as you leave and ocean air drifts into your nostrils. If you are in Northwest England, where I lived until recently for a number of years, you will get a little ‘Bye now!’ to send you on your way, and if that isn’t enough – if, for example, you haven’t made it off from the check-out counter yet, so that although the clerks have said goodbye you are still there and need to be talked to some more, and this is in a part of the world where people find it hard to take leave of one another – you will also get a ‘Cheers! Ta! Thanks! Buh-bye! See you now! Bye!’, and if your clerk is female and of a certain age you will get a soft ‘Bye, luv!’ to put you in the mood, and the scent of a spring rain, or a summer rain, or an autumn rain, or a cold blustery winter rain, to greet you outside the door. ‘Cheers!’ you respond in kind. ‘Ta! Buh-bye! See you! Buh-bye now! Bye!’


But they do not love you at the supermarket, and you are going to have to get used to it. Elsewhere in the world of everyday commerce you may still happen upon the possibility of finding something like love: at a lingerie shop, say, or a neighbourhood restaurant with white lace curtains, or a farmer’s market set up outside in a gravelly car park, where the actual farmers come, and they’re dying for human contact and tax-free income. I once stumbled upon a modest place with outdoor tables in an ancient alleyway in old Nîmes. It was called the Restaurant de Provence. Already you might be a suspicious of the establishment, since Nîmes is in Languedoc, not Provence, and even though Provence is only 20 miles away you may have reason to believe you are being had. But not to worry. The restaurant was run by a middle-aged patron and a thirty-something female chef in the spirit of a cultural exchange: come to us with your hometown Languedoc euros, the restaurant suggested, and we will give you something you can’t always get in these parts! And in fact, though my dinner started out with a characteristic dish of Nîmes, a brondade de morue, offered I suppose in the spirit of ecumenism, my companion ordered a soupe de poisson, one of Provence’s most famous dishes. It didn’t have any fish in it, we were surprised to find out. We thought we were going to get something like a rudimentary bouillabaisse, with maybe a couple of mussels or clams and a bit of monkfish idling in a chunky chowder, but it was only a bowl of thick fishy broth, served with a few thin slices of cold toasted bread rounds and a peeled clove of raw garlic. We looked at it, we sniffed it. My companion, a visitor from California, gave me a look so as if to say, ‘I didn’t fly six thousand miles to the south of France for a cup of Campbell’s and a crouton’. But the proprietor, noting our annoyance, came over to the table with the solicitude of kindergarten teacher floating to the side of a fallen five-year-old girl, grimacing over a scraped knee. He ambled up to the side of my companion and whispered to her in French, ‘Have you had this before?’ Me, I wanted to lie, ‘Of course I have, I’m no tourist, you know-’-My companion didn’t even know what he was saying. So while I started to mumble my ‘Yes, kind of …’ and she blinked at me for help, the proprietor reached his arms around my companion, taking a crouton in one hand and the garlic clove in another. ‘Regardez’, he said. His arms still around her, his cheek brushing against her hair, he rubbed the garlic clove against the crouton, describing a little circle of garlic juice on the bread. ‘Like this’, he said –comme ça, which even my companion understood. Then he dropped the crouton in my companion’s soup, and pointed to the spoon at the side of the soup bowl. It was only after my companion picked up her spoon, paddled into her soup, and placed some broth and a bit of the crouton into her mouth and smiled in return, signifying pleasure, that the proprietor backed away, patting my companion’s shoulders and wishing us both a bon appétit.


And this, I submit, was love.


The proprietor loved us, unconditionally, not because of who we were but because we were his clients, and not because he needed anything from us, though our patronage was necessary to him in other respects, but because he loved loving his clients. He loved to love. He loved to love through the medium of serving food to strangers. And why not?


Maybe you don’t believe that. Maybe you’re cynical and you think it was all an act. But it is through little gestures like this that a nation of sixty million continues to try to feed itself and its hoards of tourists as well as it does, with solicitude even to the scrape of a clove of raw garlic on a crouton. The mothers and fathers and waiters and cooks have to love what they are doing, and have to love giving and receiving love in doing what they do, or else that can’t do what they’re doing at all. And so the proprietor loved us.


Or to put it in less sentimental terms, of necessity the proprietor desired us. He desired us to eat. He desired our desire to eat. When we ate with desire we gave him back the desire he was aiming in our direction, returning our pleasure for his pleasure, our gratification for his gratification.


And you’re not going to get it at A&P, or Kroger’s, or Safeway, or Tesco, or Asda, or Co-Op, or ICA, or Carrefour or Super-U … or at what was my own supermarket, at the time when I most intensely studying this issue, Sainsbury’s, in Lancaster, England. And still, nonetheless, you go there looking for it. You go there for love. And you have to keep remembering that you’re not going to get it, unless you steal it, surreptitiously, not accommodating but defying the system … if you can.
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I went to Sainsbury’s the first time as I went to Britain, as if on a kind of quest. Life is like that if you’re unhappy and you’re travelling. You’re on a quest. I went to Britain in search of a job but also in search of that other thing I always wanted. Which was what? Happiness? I had grown up despising the idea – that the meaning of life boiled down to something so trivial as happiness. I could hear the laughing Olympians in the background sneering at the notion – Jove, up there in the clouds and the snow, along with Bacchus, Caravaggio, Thomas Mann, and Friedrich Nietzsche. Life was strife. Strife was greatness. So there had to be something more than happiness, I insisted to myself. But what? After years of searching for that thing without a name, and years of misery, I started trying to take seriously the idea of Aristotle’s, that happiness is the successful exercise of the virtues proper to oneself. And that, I decided, would not be such a bad thing. It would be something like what we call ‘doing your own thing’, except it also included the notion of excellence. But how does one exercise this virtue? How does one find out what it is? And most important, how does one ensure that one has supplied oneself with the right conditions for exercising one’s virtue? ‘He is happy’, says Aristotle, ‘who lives in accordance with complete virtue and is sufficiently equipped with external goods’. And me, I was for years either ill-employed, under-employed, or unemployed, and almost always living month to month, in puny low-floor apartments. I was out of joint. Something had gone wrong somewhere. I had been unable to achieve the right conditions.


I needed. Among other things, I was sure, I needed Europe. An American born and bred, wrenched by a surgeon out of my mother’s belly in a hospital in New York City at the foot of the Williamsburg Bridge, raised at the first suburban edges of Cleveland and Chicago, spending the greater part of my adulthood in San Francisco, in Russian Hill and Pacific Heights and the bohemian side of the Mission District, I needed conditions. It turned out, eventually, that I had to move on. New York wouldn’t have me. Chicago wouldn’t have me. San Francisco wouldn’t have me. (A lot of other places, from Tampa to Topeka, were out of the question.) Not even San Diego, where I spent three lugubrious years, choosing between plastic and paper, would have me. And anyway, I needed Europe. I needed town squares, cathedrals, outdoor cafes, high speed trains, cobblestones, and the ironic joys of the European joie de vivre. I needed to live in a place where, if you’re over thirty, you don’t constantly have the whole Ideological State Apparatus looking over your shoulder day and night to make sure that you’re not having too much fun. Not that I wanted fun per se. Enjoyment was more like it. But I didn’t want my having it or not to be an issue.


And so I came to Europe. I came to Lancaster, that ancient city on the River Lune, first founded by the Romans during the first century A.D., and in its greatest day, politically speaking, becoming the seat of the most powerful duchy in all of England. John of Gaunt, the Duke of Lancaster, the leading man in England before Richard II came into his majority, kept his prisoners there. But of course if you arrive somewhere not as a tourist but as an immigrant, looking to settle down, it is not enough to have a castle or a cathedral or a winding river outside your bedroom window. You have to find what only a place like Sainsbury’s can offer. You have to live. You have to eat. You have to find desire. And they do not love you there.


Which is not to say they do not care about you in your capacity as a buyer of goods.


As you walk in you recognize that at once; you are confronted with what has by now become the endlessly researched and universal formula for supermarket design, contrived to manipulate your behaviour and encourage excessive spending. A little kiosk to your right, selling newspapers, magazines, cigarettes, soft drinks, sandwiches to go. Straight ahead, a bank of cut flowers, all yellows, reds, pinks and blues. It turns out that the shopping cart you’re pushing in front of you has a special holder for your bouquet of flowers, so you can grab the carnations, the daisies, the roses, the lilies, and keep them apart, safely tucked into their holder. And just beyond the cut flowers, in every supermarket throughout the English-speaking world and other places besides, a great hall of produce, piled up lettuce, cabbages, radishes, potatoes and yams, along with tomatoes, apples, grapes, guavas, bananas, persimmons, pomegranates and plums … all the fruits and vegetables in the world, it can seem.


My own Sainsbury’s. It was my first English supermarket and in the early days I was worried. I had spent enough time in England before to know that most of the stereotypes about English food were true. I will never forget the first meal I was served when I visited the campus where I was later to be employed, a ‘stuffed jacket potato’. Not a meat-eater at the time, I had ordered the cheese and spring onion potato. And on a nice sized porcelain plate, garnished with a pinch of very dry lettuce, a quarter slice of cucumber, and a quarter of a pink tomato, came a split re-heated baked potato piled high with a yellowish, whitish, lumpy paste, flecked with green things: bland rubbery shreds of yellow cheddar mixed with bland shreds of rubbery whitish cheddar, heaps of sweetish oxidized mayonnaise from a jar, and some bits of bitter scallion, all mixed up like a mound of rock-speckled pastel-coloured grout, ready for trowelling, though some of the oil from the mixture was beginning to separate, and runoff down the sides of the potato and onto the plate.


But hope springs eternal. Things had changed in England the past twenty years, everyone said. And it was true, I had had a couple of nice meals, one Chinese, one Southern Indian, in the West End of London. And the newspapers and magazines and even the TV channels were full of items about the new English cuisine; some Londoners, who knew where to go, were claiming that Britain was now the food capital of Northern Europe. I had already had a decent pizza one night in Lancaster, served Continental style – thin and crisp, lightly topped with a spicy tomato sauce and delicate melted buffalo mozzarella, to be eaten off a plate with a knife and fork.


So with cheerfulness and hope as well as desperation I gave Lancaster a go, which meant giving Sainsbury’s a go. The store was sited behind a fine old stone Victorian façade, down from a row of tall grey Georgian apartment blocks on one side and across from a row of grey stone business establishments on the other, including the venerable Bobbin, a comfortable Victorian pub, popular among the town’s black-clad Goths. A better blending of the old and new, preserving the ancient character of the city while setting inside it an absolutely modern, and huge, supermarket, I had never seen before. And inside – it was the size of an indoor stadium. Yet when you walked in it seemed inviting. I had never visited a handsomer supersized supermarket, all done up with cool orange and royal blue, understated yet dressy, ready for business. It was not like a typical American supermarket, where the customer is battered with harsh lighting, gaudy colour schemes, and incompatibly urgent messages on every side – buy this, buy that, buy some more, no more, no still more – and the goods are arranged in so deliberately irrational a fashion that it is easy to get lost, as in a Las Vegas casino, and find yourself at the opposite end of the store from where you intended to be, and oddly tempted, by the hub bub of commodities in front of you, to pile your cart with something you didn’t come for, don’t really want and don’t really need. An American supermarket – not to mention those horrifying mixed hypermarkets, like Wal-Mart and Meijer’s, where the ketchup bottles are next to the athlete’s foot powder and the panty-hose, and the beef steaks are set across from a stack of polyester sweaters in shades of grey, blue, and beige; and as you run your trolley filled with cheese, butter, and eggs on the way to a check out counter you’re forced to navigate your way past tables stacked with fluorescent striped rubber-scented Nikes and 80% cotton socks, treated with ‘odour eater’–an American supermarket is constantly challenging you, defying you to come out of the store with what you really wanted in the first place, or what in any case you really fancy having to eat, barking at you from every corner to step up to some counter you weren’t expecting to see and try your luck, throw down your money, and venture for a Peppermint Obsession Barbie doll, a sofa cushion in the form of Tigger from Winnie the Pooh, a Christmas-time CD featuring Tin Pan alley standards sung by assorted country and western artists, a portable DVD player with a nine-inch screen, a pink leather cell phone jacket, or some other piece of absolute shit.


Sainsbury’s by contrast was orderly, mannerly, respectful – in a word, conventionally (for this was a very old establishment, until recently run for generations by scions of the old Sainsbury family), English. The aisles were straight and wide, the signs on the aisles were informative and calm, the offers and advertisements put to you as you worked your way through the shop are subtle and polite. It was an undemanding space to navigate, however vast and crowded it may have been. You always knew where you were. And an attractive quietness reigned. If there was any music in the background, and usually there wasn’t, you didn’t notice. Certainly I never felt a pineapple for freshness in Sainsbury’s, as I have in Vons, in Southern California, with cymbals crashing in the background and the Pointer Sisters screaming ‘Jump!’ I never heard announcements from the intercom system, requiring me to pay attention to a special on Pampers down the aisle from the toilet rolls, and I never heard couples arguing in full-throated rage with one another about what brand of toothpaste to buy, where the shop keeps the frozen hamburger patties, how they are going to pay for health insurance, or where they left the kids, making you feel as if you’ve come to the wrong place, on the wrong day, for the wrong reasons: you’re inhabiting, uninvited, a nightmare of someone else’s making. No, I was welcome there. It was my shop. It had everything I needed, arranged in a suitable way. Except it didn’t. For I was constantly finding myself forced to work the aisles, to contend with obstacles, diversions, and traps, to bypass the unessential, the unappetizing, the unhealthy, and the unaffordable, to find what I needed, at a price I could pay, in an appropriate quantity, and even to discover, in that well-lighted, well-dressed, respectable cavern of capitalism, something akin to my desire. Which is not in fact what Sainsbury’s wanted to give me. For remember, they do not love you.


What they love instead is your money. And that’s not the same thing, although they might want you to think it is. They might want you to think that you and they are together in this adventure of satisfaction the same way and the restaurateur might be. ‘They’ – the people in charge, the people working the floor – may take a perverse kind of pleasure in seducing you with their foolery. But it is not the same thing.


You walk in with your shopping cart – the English quaintly call them trollies, as if they were on rails, transporting children from ride to ride in an amusement park. You come by the flowers, the carnations, the lilies, the potted begonias, and the short-stem roses, you come into the produce section, and they want, they love, they beg you for your money. First things first. There is always a stack of fruit, and usually a stack of fruit wrapped in plastic containers, which you are exhorted to buy TWO FOR ONE. Two for one! Strawberries in quarter-kilo punnets, full-size Galia melons, medium size Bramley apples, in bags of six: two for one! Three pounds! Of course, you can buy just one for one, and maybe that’s all you can use. You live alone, and there’s only so much fruit you can eat, or only so much of the same kind of fruit you can eat before it starts to spoil. Or maybe you’re shopping for your family, and you’re the only one who tears into the straw- berries or the melons or the apples. But three pounds fifty, just for one? Or sometimes, it is not TWO FOR ONE but BUY THE SECOND ONE AT HALF PRICE. So you can buy a single punnet of strawberries–and they are BRITISH strawberries the packaging alerts you, maybe even DEVON strawberries, with long stems–for a quarter kilo at three pounds, or buy two punnets and a whole half a kilo at four pounds fifty. SECOND ONE AT HALF PRICE. Two for four-fifty. Not bad. But wait, last week they were three pounds for two, and your family never finished them, although you like them plenty, and your daughter throws a couple berries on top of her breakfast cereal, which is a good thing because otherwise she doesn’t voluntarily eat enough fruit, so that you ate some of them, maybe one out of the two, and you had to throw the rest of them out! But maybe they weren’t from Devon, with the long stems, which the family will like better … You don’t have much of a choice. No really, you don’t have any choice. It’s buy a second one at half price or don’t buy any at all, because you can’t be wasting money, and you’ve got to get your daughter to eat more fruit. So it’s four pounds fifty, and now the market has got you. Thirty seconds into the store, and they’ve wheedled four-and-a-half pounds out of you, and you expected to buy less and pay less, and you’re wasting natural resources, and energy, and throwing your money away, or rather, no, you’re throwing your money at the Sainsbury’s Corporation, and what do you do now?


They do not love you. They love your money, and they have figured out ways of cajoling it from you. The whole economy of the supermarket depends on getting you to spend as much as you can possibly be made to spend every time you walk in, which means getting you to buy more than you can consume, including items that you will never even try to consume. Better to get you to buy two for one at a fictional special price, which is hard to resist even if you know that this special price is a lie, than to have you standing picking out a handful of strawberries (the amount you really need) from an open basket, or not buying any at all because they don’t look so good, or because, simply, you’re not in the mood. Better to get you to buy too much rather than, simply, enough. It has been estimated that the British public throws away 40% of the food it buys.


And yet, apart from wheedling money out of you that would be better off keeping in your pocket, the supermarket isn’t really harming you. The food isn’t killing you. The extra amount you’re spending isn’t throwing you into bankruptcy; even if you’re spending too much, the cost of food is the lowest it’s been as a percentage of income since the Second World War. Waste is the privilege of affluence, and the cost of affluence. And in any case, whether it is harming you, hindering you, enabling you, or regaling you – let’s not forget that every once in a blue moon they offer free samples of sickly sweet Irish Creme Liquor and utterly cloying mince pie – this is all you’ve got. You are a human being. You not only have to eat, you have to like to eat. And there is hardly anywhere else to go. Working the aisles of the supermarket, making your way past the stuff you don’t want, don’t need, or don’t understand, finding your way (if you’re me) past all the more popularly British items – ready meals and crisps – to the Turkish figs, the organic Brie, the Italian tagliatelle, the Illy espresso, the French bread flown in the morning from France, or made in-store with genuine French flour and French sourdough starter, the Umbrian cold-pressed unfiltered extra virgin olive oil, the ‘Taste the Difference’ organic single cream, the blue Cotswold Old Legbar free range eggs, the Côtes du Rhone Villages A.O.C. rouge, and the Pepcid Two fast relief long-acting indigestion tablets, you are constructing for yourself a life of the senses.
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This book is a memoir but it is also an essay, trying to make a point. The two things, the memoir and the essay, are supposed to work together. I am trying to make a point – but I am myself the point. I am trying to explain what my life has been about – but for the purposes of this book (as it was for many of my predecessors in autobiography, the great and the not so great) my life has been about the point I am trying to make.


So let me continue with a little more about that point. The supermarket. The institution, the system, the metaphor.


In the United Kingdom, I found, supermarkets were still controversial. I started reading books on the subject – Joanna Blythman, Shopped: The Shocking Power of British Supermarkets; William Young, Sold Out: The True Cost of Supermarket Shopping. Supermarkets only came to dominate the food business in the UK in the 1980s, I learned, but they succeeded so powerfully that almost all of the food purchased was bought in a shop owned by one of four and only four extremely large and profitable companies: Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Morrison’s and Asda, the latter a British concern, purchased some years back by the American mega-merchant Wal-Mart. There were a few regional chains and specialty shops here and there in Britain, a few discount operations, a few local markets, the national hybrid high street retailer Marks and Spencer’s, which sold packaged food (much of it ‘ready to heat and serve’) along with shirts and dresses and scarves, and some butchers, greengrocers, and convenience stores (mainly specializing in beer, crisps, frozen pizzas, and sex magazines) outposted in the neighbourhoods. But the big four supermarkets dominated not only the merchandising but even the very growing and producing of food for the nation, and there was no going back. In the space of two decades the production, distribution, and retailing of food had been overtaken, apparently once and for all, by a four-headed hard-hearted monopoly. So supermarkets were controversial. On the one hand, British palates and stomachs and wallets had not done badly by the big-chain monopoly. On the other hand, it was a monopoly, or tetrapoly if you prefer. It caused irreversible damage to the local, to local farming and marketing. It emptied city centres of their small-scale and local purveyors, not to mention the customers. It put a virtual end to the autonomy of local farming (as farmers must produce by contract what the supermarkets demand in advance or nothing at all) and local distribution networks. It made people depend on their cars in order to feed themselves, ruined traditional traffic patterns, blocked up roadways with traffic jams going in and out of the big boxes where the all the food is to be found, and undermined the autonomy of local governments by imposing development either outside their jurisdictions or within their jurisdictions in configurations that local planners know to be hostile to neighbourhood community, and architecturally malicious.


But if supermarkets were controversial, so is what they had done to us. Done to us. According to the impoverished model of human existence that still governs the dismal science of economics – even after the absolute failure of the dismal science in the crash of 2008, when it was shown, in a word, that mainstream economists didn’t know what they were talking about, and never had – supermarkets provide us with choices and nothing more. According to the dismal science, therefore, supermarkets haven’t done anything to us at all. They have provided us with freedom. ‘Reason is but choosing’, as John Milton once said in a more exalted context, and to be able to choose, to exercise one’s reason in choosing, is the very essence of freedom. According to mainstream economics, we operate as more or less rational agents, though in complicated ways – game theory is a big part of it – in order to maximize our pleasures and advance our interests. So the supermarkets in this view cannot in any sense be said to have ‘done’ something to us; they have only given us opportunities for doing something for ourselves. But what if you have no choice but to shop in a supermarket, since the dominance of supermarkets has forced all the alternatives out of business? What about your freedom then, and the freedom of those shopkeepers who are suddenly shopkeepers no more? Or what if, for example, one of the ways you take your pleasure is by shopping, and shopping in a supermarket is unpleasant? What if you like to walk, and the supermarket, by way of its location, forces you to drive? What if you like to shop outside, in a neighbourhood, among purveyors you know by name? And what if the ‘freedom of the marketplace’ that economics refers to is different in kind (in spite of analogies and homologies) from the freedom or the experience of shopping in a market? Shopping, buying things, constructing for oneself a life of the senses – can that really be identified with the maximization of rational choices that traditional economics insists upon? Is that all there is?


The supermarket has permanently altered our behaviour. It has caused us to change our lives. Add it up as you will, modern capitalism has transformed the way we live, forced us to do one thing rather than another, to organize our time one way rather than another, to structure the space we live in one way rather than another, to socialize among ourselves one way rather than another, and so on … And in large part it has organized our time for us; it has structured our space for us; it has provided conditions for socialization for us. How did this happen? Who knows. Where were we when this was happening? Who knows. Were we better off before any of this happened? Very likely, although how we could have avoided the onslaught of hyper-capitalism is unclear. Can we in any case do anything about it, that is, alter the very system of hyper-capitalism that has so altered us? Who knows. But if not, or if not now or not yet, how are we to live?


Thinking about these things, I went back to my readings in social theory and considered which among them best explained the new socio-economic order. I mean, not so much how we got into this new order of things – that was a subject for historians – but what it was that we had got to when we had gotten there. What was the position of the consumer, of people like me, in the modern order? Where and how was a subject like me been placed, with my shopping basket and my labours in fashioning a style and a life for myself? I wasn’t yet thinking about problems of income distribution, the way in which the supermarket economy had institutionalised inequality: the managers and the investors in supermarkets and related businesses made a whole lot of money, and the rest of us, as a result, made less. I wasn’t yet thinking about the big picture of hyper-capitalism since the 1970s and 80s, as neo-liberalism triumphed, wealth became concentrated in the hands of the few, and the rest of us became dependent on credit. The Crash and the Great Recession had yet to come. I hadn’t been compelled to come to terms yet with my own relation to credit and inequality. But I saw that with or without genuine prosperity, most of us in places like Britain had access to a lot of stuff, including foodstuffs, but maybe not so much access to ourselves. There was the idea, I recollected, conceived by the French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser, of interpellation. To be ‘interpellated’, a French word for being called upon, for being hailed, ‘Hey you!’, and most significantly (it sounds fancy in English but in French this is an everyday term in the newspapers), for being called to account by the police, for being ‘summoned’ and ‘questioned’ as we say in English, which is to say to be subjected to the inspection of authorities, short of being ‘arrested’–this is how the Althusserian model suggested we ought to think about the modern consumer. Something is done to us. And in having it done to us, we fess up, we identify ourselves, we become who we are. It is not that, when I paraded down the aisles of my local Sainsbury’s, I was expressing my freedom and my rationality, choosing the goods I desired for the sake of my pleasure and my interests; it is rather that I was being summoned and questioned, required to state who I was and what I wanted. Who are you? What are you up to?


You are the person, let us say, who goes for the Galia melon, the organic Parmigiano Reggiano, and the Romaine lettuce, for the purposes of the supermarket world. And more: you are the person who goes. You are the person who goes here. Your day, your time, your space, your socialized existence is determined by the fact that you are here, and that you have to be here, and that you have no choice but to surrender your identity: the Galia melon, the organic Parmigiano Reggiano, the Romaine lettuce (but not the organic Romaine, which isn’t available, or costs too much, not leaving you any enough to spend the extra quid on the organic cheese.) Indeed, almost before the moment when you step into the shop, the supermarket already knows this about you. And while you are in the supermarket it has you constantly under surveillance, even to the hiring of spies, of customer-watchers, and to the placement of closed circuit television monitors to oversee you all the better. As you arrive at the till you encounter a colleague from work, with his own shopping trolley, and you examine each other’s purchases, to some extent doing the work of the system for it. Ah, so your colleague … buys sliced bread, but the brown bread, drinks generic Australian Shiraz (a taste for cheap Australian red it is a fatal weakness of Northern Europeans), likes a nice take-home curry, only it is ‘Chicken Tikka Masala’, a British invention, not the real thing, and can’t resist the temptation, and indeed goes out of his way to the far ends of the store in search of Kettle-Fried potato crisps, Hägen Daaz ice cream, and Coca-Cola! Shame on him! But you see, this is who he is. There are no vegetables there! Yet the coffee he’s got is Fair Trade Costa Rican. And he likes a Fair Trade banana and a genuine Valencia orange every now and then. And this is who he is. A bad eater, with average tastes, a middling awareness of quality, money to spend, and a social conscience. And of course, he is looking at your own trolley, and thinking this is who you are: a guy too full of himself to openly admit to liking potato crisps, a guy who makes a show of fresh vegetables and foreign cheese, a pretentious, snobbish healthy-eating foodie (yet not, as he sees, when he scans up from the vegetables to your generous torso, an entirely impressive healthy-eater). ‘This is who he is!’, you’re both thinking. But you already knew this about him, and he already knew what he knows about you, and you already knew that he already knew that about you, except here is confirmation, here is interpellation, here you been examined, short of being arrested. You’ve fessed up!


And still the process isn’t finished. At the check-out counter the clerk checks you out. Forced by the laws of supermarket etiquette – and the customer is being monitored by management at all times, so that he or she has to follow the etiquette, and again and again reiterate the formula, though each time with a fresh smile and a winning sincerity – the clerk says, ‘Hi! Did you find everything all right?’ And you have to say ‘Hi! Yes! Thank you!’ You have to engage in eye contact with this stranger in a shit job with bad pay, irregular hours and no future, and let him see that you haven’t stolen anything, that you’re old enough to buy the alcohol you’ve selected, and probably have enough money in your pocket or on your credit card to pay for the ridiculous extravagances you’ve loaded onto the conveyor. Organic Parmigiano Reggiano. What the hell! ‘Do you need any help packing?’ the clerk asks. And you’re supposed to say ‘No’, and pack everything yourself (this is democratic Britain!) in those undersized sticky plastic bags they make you pick out of the distributor one by one and won’t allow you to double (don’t waste! this is green Britain!) ‘No, thank you. I’m all right, thanks!’–even though you want to say ‘Yes! Please help me! Load me bags!’ As the clerk looks away, grateful he doesn’t have to do any packing for you, and scans your purchases, each item is immediately entered into the central computer system of the store: one less helping of Romaine lettuce, one less Galia melon, one less chunk of organic Parmigiano. If the computer had a mind, you have to fear, the first thing it would think as it adds up the bill is ‘What a sucker!’ After all, it is no mean achievement to spend eighteen pounds per kilo for a wedge of grating cheese. And then the computer thinks, ‘What an inconsistent son of a bitch!’ Organic Parmigiano, and regular, insecticide-raised lettuce? But now, if, after your purchases have been scanned and the bill reckoned, you surrender your ‘loyalty card’, the card with your name encoded, the use of which entitles you to a discount on this or that, or a small bit of cash back every now and then, then the computer knows you entirely. It has taken your profile before. It has added to your profile now.


ATTENTION SHOPPER 358-9876-021 MALE 53 POSTAL CODE LA 1XX, A SOCIAL CONSCIENCE FOREIGN ITEM SHOPPER, STILL GOING FOR THE POISON LETTUCE BUT JUST ANTIED UP FOR THE FIRST TIME FOR THE ORGANIC PARMESAN. PROGNOSIS POSITIVE. LIKES ROMAINE. LIKELY CAESAR SALAD EATER. CHECK FOR ANCHOVIES. SUPPLY WITH COUPON FOR OLIVE OIL.


And even if you do not hand them a loyalty card (as I don’t, on principle) it has got you still: you are registered among the no-loyalty-card holders, you are registered as one of the Caesar salad no-loyalty-card holders, you have been added to the rolls, they know that you are there even if they don’t have your name, for God’s sake they’ve got your credit card number and they know where you bank, they’ve seen you here before, they know where you live, they know what you buy – or rather, having provided the conditions, the encouragement and the options, the only options you have, they know what they have caused you to buy, and what they no doubt will cause you to buy again.


Interpellation. Not arrested but summoned. Caused to fess up. And this is who you are. Some day soon you’ll be back in store for the cold-pressed unfiltered Umbrian olive oil, and they know this too, or at least they suspect it. Or rather they suspect you; you are the usual suspect, and they will summon you again.


So that was the Althusserian version, and it seemed right. You go through life with the illusion of autonomy, and in reality you are someone who has been summoned into the illusion, and fixed there as if on the threshold of being drawn into prison. You go through life looking for pleasure and love, and you think that you are always really on the way to getting the one and the other, but you are only being allowed to pursue their kind of pleasure, and their kind of illusion of love. Once they have you, there are no other rules to play by than theirs. But there was a second theoretical model which seemed a little more hopeful. The Practice of Everyday Life, a translator of the work of Michel de Certeau once called it. Arts de faire, de Certeau originally put it. Lurking under the radar of political and economic and even historical thought for centuries there has always been, according to Certeau, this everyday life, a life and a system of practices with is own politics and economics and history. Everyday life: my walk from the townhouse where I lived down toward the river, where the Sainsbury’s is, a walk I deliberately varied, sometimes diverting myself by walking along the cobblestones on the quiet side of Dalton Square, sneaking a look into the Borough, a pub, to see if any of my friends were sitting by the window, as they were wont to do, and having an afternoon pint; and sometimes going instead along Thurnham Street, the main drag, so I could take a peek into Room 12, a dress shop that like several others in not-so-benighted Lancaster specializes in mid-priced good quality slut wear, of whose window display – very short tight bright dresses on headless mannequins with their plastic tits sticking out – I was always pleased to have a scopophilic gander … and everyday life: my struggle with the traffic noise from Thurnham Street or the eerie silence along Robert Street, the feel of the wind and the damp against my face, the smell of slick old stones, wet oak trees and diesel fumes in my nostrils … and everyday life: my knowing that I had a family at home in the safety of central heating and off-road silence, counting on me, awaiting my purchases, the members of the family having entered into the bargaining that is everyday life, the result of which was that I was going down to the store, in the damp early evening, to get what we need for dinner, while my wife Marion was occupied with readying the kitchen, and my stepdaughter Sara was occupied upstairs, as we expected her to be, watching a soap opera depicting the lives of young people in Liverpool or Chester, which are always somehow more dramatic than ours, filled with quarrels, break-ups, bang-ups, bankruptcies, and murders … and everyday life: my taking a diversion to the river, to look down from the parapet at seagulls and ducks, ferreting in the gloom at the water’s edge for minnows and water flies, and finally my entering the store, coming the back way to the sliding glass doors and into a vast warm hangar of a space that my Sainsbury’s is and telling myself, they do not love you.


For resistance was part of the game. When you shopped you tried to outsmart the outsmarters. You tried to buy only what’s on sale. You tried to refuse to buy for four pounds fifty what you bought last week for three pounds even. You didn’t buy the pre-packed nets of tangerines: you’d only buy them loose (if you can), and purchase only as much as you wanted. You palpated the melons. You snuck a taste of the pre-packed grapes. You looked longingly toward the shelves of salads and greens, bemoaning the fact that you aren’t in California anymore and you can’t get radicchio or loose baby chard, and settling on the Romaine instead, which didn’t look too bad all in all. You only got the proprietary Côtes du Rhone Villages when it was marked down a pound; otherwise it was straight to the cheaper Côtes du Rhone, or even (if you were having something un-ceremonial for dinner) the lonely, bottom shelf £2.99 Corbières, a wine with enough raw tannin to turn your tongue into leather and your oesophagus into a purse. You finagled the selections of toilet rolls, of dinner napkins, of organic and inorganic milk, of free-range versus organic versus free-range organic versus free-range nut-fed tree-sheltered but not organic eggs. And in the process, if resistance was incomplete, rebellion impossible, and the supermarket had you where it wanted you, nevertheless you followed a logic of your own. In a British supermarket, filled to the rafters with British food, pushing chemically-loaded heat-and-serve meals and pre-fried fish and pre-fried chips and overly-sweetened yogurt and trifles and packaged Cheddar, twenty different kinds of cheddar, some of it old, some of it new, some of it tangy, some of it bland, some of it even sweetened, and twenty different kinds of breakfast sausage that all taste the same, and a good fifteen feet of bottled Indian-style cooking sauces (Marsala, Korma, Balti, Vindaloo, Dal, all cloying and gummy and piquant and otherwise tasteless, to serve on ‘Easy-Prepare Rice’) and another fifteen feet of bland canned beans (to serve on thin naked brown or white toast) and two whole one-hundred-fifty-foot-long aisles of frozen food, from frozen ‘fried chicken fingers’ to frozen artificially flavoured multi-fruit ‘lollies’ …in this British supermarket you have nevertheless carved out for yourself the raw materials of a Mediterranean diet. The practice of everyday life.
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So I thought about social theory and I thought about a pair of models, one depressing and one a little hopeful, which seemed to explain the phenomenon that was me, the consumer doing the best he could in the world of the consumer society, dominated by mega-corporations like Tesco and Wal-Mart. It seemed to me that both models were correct, though from different angles. Maybe with some work they could be reconciled. But there still seemed to be something missing: desire – my desire and yours, not the appetite for things, for acquisitions and sensations, not interpellation in the prison house of commodities, and not the practice of everyday life in the overdetermined spaces of the post-modern city, but desire … the desire that pushes us from behind and lures from the other side of a busy road, the desire that hurls us into each other’s arms and threatens to dump us off a cliff, the desire that makes us and breaks us, that digs a hole in us and keeps on digging a hole to the other side of the world, convincing us of the rewards that await us when our digging comes to an end. That desire is a part of consumption too, and a constituent element therefore of cultural production. And it too is part of working the aisles. In fact, it is the main part. It happens when we are stuck in the aisles and it happens when feel that we have escaped them. It happens in spite of the fact that the supermarket chains actually do not want it (since they do not love you) and it happens because it must. And it ought to happen too. If we cannot be seduced by life, we cannot seduce life either.


To get to the root of the kind of person or agent I had seemed to become, and to get the root too of thinking about how I might become something else (and you too, dear reader), I had to take account not only of interpellation and the practice of everyday life, but also about this less tangible, less controllable and less explicable phenomenon called desire. Our desire, yours and mine. I had to take it into account abstractly, for ‘desire’ is an idea. But I also had to think of it personally. I was already thinking of it personally, although I didn’t know that yet. I had already lived a kind of life where, along with a struggle for economic and emotional survival, I was continually engaged with a quest for desire. I mean that. To satisfy desire was essential, certainly. But first of all, in order to satisfy desire you have to find it, and in order to find it you have to go looking for it, even if you don’t know that that is what you are doing, and even if, though the system of global capitalism wants to keep you unsatisfied, wants to keep stimulating with more and more need to go along with the commodities it wants to sell you, it doesn’t really want desire.


Desire, not need. That dangerous non-thing. Not a summons, not a practice, not even, really, a choice. But the end and medium of seduction. I saw that to come to terms with the desire that was working within and against this system of hyper-capitalism, the desire I wanted to celebrate and advocate but that I also wanted to specify and analyse, I would have to come to terms with, well me. I would have to think about what autobiographers often call ‘my story’, although I wasn’t sure that I had ‘my story’, only that I had many stories, with many gaps in between … although on the other hand, I might have ‘my essay’, a single essay making a single point.


But let me begin, then. Let me tell you a story. And let me show you what I mean by desire.


It was in Chicago, 1973. I was a student at the University of Chicago, in Hyde Park, on the city’s south side, an island of higher learning and cloistered lifestyles, surrounded on three sides by crumbling crime-ridden slums and on the fourth by a bleak, wind-swept lakefront. Lake Michigan, three hundred miles long, a hundred miles wide. I was studying philosophy and writing a thesis about Plato – that’s the kind of thing young people do in Hyde Park. I had recently met a girl from Greece, perhaps coincidentally, perhaps not, whom I had I fallen in love with. That was also the kind of thing young people would do. Elena Voutira, let us call her. She was living in a dormitory room in a mock-medieval college overlooking one of the quads, and she was everything I always supposed I wanted, and she represented everything I always supposed I didn’t have: rich and cosmopolitan, elegant in her manners, slim and well dressed, fluent in French (she had studied in France for a year), dark-haired and very white-skinned, with a high forehead, a tiny chin, and thin nail-bitten fingers, a lover of poetry, a writer of poetry, she talked to me about Rimbaud and Verlaine, she wrote poems for me, and she could speak poetically about William James and the stream of consciousness, about Roman mosaics and the rules of ancient perspective, about the mysteries of rocks and sand and ‘the sea’. She identified, as apparently all Greek intellectuals did in those days of the Junta, and especially Greek intellectuals who had found reasons to live abroad, with the Alexandrian poet C.P. Cafavy. But Elena was no hedonist. In fact, though I didn’t understand this at the time, she was suffering from anorexia. Instead of eating, she smoked cigarettes. (‘Si j’ai du goût’, she once recited to me from Rimbaud, ‘ce n’est guère que pour la terre and les pierres’.) Elegant with her clothes on, she was shockingly slight with them off; her ribs stuck out. Nor was she completely comfortable about her sexuality. She was shy about it, restrained, a bit embarrassed by it, really. The idea of oral sex she found obnoxious. And one thing more: she wouldn’t have me, not entirely at least. A Greek in the age of the Junta, of Henry Kissinger and CIA-sponsored repression, she could never seriously couple with an American, she insisted. Her family, prominent members of the left-wing intelligentsia, a beleaguered family, wouldn’t hear of it. She had an uncle in jail for the crime of political belief. It was reported that he was being tortured. Her father, a magistrate, had several times been placed on house arrest. And anyway she was already engaged, to another Greek, whom she had followed to Chicago, but who that year had moved on to pursue a graduate degree at Harvard.


I was in love with a woman who insisted she couldn’t love me back, although we spent all our spare time together. She resisted me, she slept with me, her slight and bony nakedness against my heft, and then she resisted me again. She said she couldn’t see me anymore. She disappeared for a few days, a week. I was despondent. I too lost my ability to eat. And then she saw me again, and we were huddling together in her dorm room again, reading Ezra Pound’s Cantos, listening to Brahms’s concertos, and working over images in our mind of rocks and sand and the sea.


I was only 21, and I had no idea that this was what life was like, what life would almost always be like, this coming and going, this coupling and parting, this ecstasy and despair. I did not know about desire, even if I was already pursuing it. I did not know about what the supermarket world was creating for me to live within. I certainly did not know about women, or about men and women. But I had the sense to seek outside help. I sought out the friendship of another woman. Her name, let us say, was Michelle, and though American and Jewish and Midwestern, and so potentially as akin to me as Elena was not, she too was elusive. We had coffee and donuts a couple of times a week. We talked about – I don’t remember what we talked about, but I know it wasn’t poetry and William James. She was studying science, chemistry, microbiology. She planning on being a medical doctor. Tall and dark and freckled, with thin hair and dark narrow eyes, she was sturdy, independent, feminist, and no doubt, had I ever had a chance to find this out for myself, an animal in bed. I am quite sure that she never talked to me about her family or about a fiancé. I hardly knew a thing about her, not even her last name. She never really flirted with me, but she never discouraged me either. She was the one asking all the questions. No doubt, she was considering me as a back up, and I suppose that was fair enough because although the concept was well beyond me at the time I must have been doing the same thing with regard to her. Michelle was my backup. And in spite of the elusiveness of her erotic energies, she was reliable. She was always available for coffee when I ran into her in the halls. She liked donuts, although she was careful about her weight. She was concerned about what she took to be my inclination toward gloominess. ‘There’s no need for that!’ she insisted. She had a car. She was doing volunteer work farther south in a poor part of the city, at a school. She worked out at a gym. This in 1973. More athletic than me, apparently, more daring, more at home in the world and more giving of herself to others than I found it possible to be, Michelle had joined a YMCA on East 91st Street, near the school where she tutored, a dangerous area, but one where she was eager to pitch in. Twice a week or more she drove down into the dodgy precincts of the deep south side – an area I knew as well, and feared, since I often travelled through it by bus on the way to a job on the far south side – parked her car in parking lot of the YMCA and lifted weights and ran on treadmills and rode on stationary bicycles, made her self strong and stronger.


In the late winter of 1973, while I was struggling with my thesis on storytelling in Plato, trying to get on with a woman whom it was impossible to get on with, and yet who was necessary to me, every now and then seeing this other woman whom I could not get it on with either, and overall feeling as if something was freezing inside me, tearing at my guts, I ran into a pair of friends from high school. And this is where my story begins. Stuart and Bill, not among my closest friends, but garrulous, a happy-go-lucky pair of guys, had a proposition. Both of them were pre-law students at Northwestern University, on the north side of Chicago, a school to which members of the University of Chicago community had the same relation as the people of Languedoc to the people of Provence, or rather, more accurately, as Croats have to Serbs, or Sunni to Shia. The north side, Evanston, amidst all those comfortably rich folk, those white folk (though to be fair, Evanston was famous for being the only racially integrated suburb on the North Side), a town with a lot less crime, bordering wealthy suburbs that had even less crime, a town with much more pleasant parks and houses and beaches, and far less serious students (who actually went in for professional training) and a less accomplished professoriate (of this we were certain), and where no doubt the wind off the lake didn’t blow so hard, and the sun shone brighter – this was a place for which we self-lacerating monks of Hyde Park had nothing but the greatest contempt and envy. And my friends, Stuart and Bill, bore this out. They had changed. These two straitlaced suburbanites from the good sides of the township where I went to high school, pre-law students for God’s sake, far from becoming monastic Brahms-and-Rimbaud mystics, had turned into happy, sloppy dopers. They were late-blooming hippies. Their clothes smelled of marijuana. Their hair was trailing below their ears. Their eyes were glazed. Their faces were fixed in permanent only slightly ironic smiles. And they had a proposition. In a few weeks time, when the spring break came, and all of us were off of school for a week, they would be driving cross-country to San Francisco. I could join them. Stuart’s father had transferred to San Francisco, and he needed someone to transport his car, a big four-door Cadillac sedan. This was the deal. The father would pay for the gas to have Stuart and a friend or two, preferably two, for safety, to motor cross-country, and he would pay for one-way fares for each of us to fly back from San Francisco at the end of the trip. ‘Apples’, Stuart said – that was what he called me, and that was the kind of guy he was, a born nicknamer –‘Apples, you’ve got to come with us. We’ve got a Cadillac. We’ve got a kilo of weed lined up! And speed too!’


I am talking about desire. I am telling you about desire. And I am telling you about an invitation to go looking for it, even if I didn’t know that at the time. A trip to that San Francisco I heard so much about, whose embrace I had so much craved for so many of my so few years. I was kept back for only one reason, Elena, my anorexic goddess. She was thinking of spending the spring break, or at least most of it, in Chicago. But she was also thinking of spending it in Boston. She could stay with me, the two of us with a week off, with no obligations except to each other. We could have – each other. Couldn’t we? It was what she wanted. Wasn’t it? But her fiancé in Boston suspected something was up. How could he not? He was making noises about coming to Chicago for a week. Except he couldn’t. He was too busy. This Greek intellectual was studying symbolic logic, language theory, Wittgenstein. He was BUSY. To hear Elena talk about it, the future of Greece depended upon his wrestling match with Wittgenstein. He would have to pin the damn philosopher DOWN. And so Elena would have to come to him.


Elena hesitated to commit herself, or at least she hesitated about telling me whether she had committed herself. I was her poetry boy. She wanted to stay with me. She couldn’t stay with me. She didn’t know.


I told my friend Stuart that I wanted to go with him on his trip. San Francisco. I had been to California before but never up north. But I didn’t know if I could make it. I’d give him a call.


As the last few days before the deadline approached I still hadn’t called him. I waited for a word from Elena. And then when I got one from Elena, when she told she simply had to go to Boston, and would be leaving early, before the actual beginning of spring break, I waited for her to change her mind. I waited for her to call to say she was staying in Chicago. With me. And after she called only to say goodbye to me, and she was off to the airport, I waited to get a call from the airport, or from Boston. I waited to hear her say that she had made a mistake, that she was coming back. To be with me. I waited by the phone, and I waited some more, the silence from the phone so loud that it was like listening up close to an explosion going off. Elena had gone to Boston, to Harvard, to her Greek philosopher. To be with him.


Friday night, the official beginning of spring break, and the night before Stuart and Bill were to set off for San Francisco, I was back home with my family, my mother, step-father and sister. They had moved since I left home, and were inhabiting a five-room low-ceilinged flat in a newly built brown brick apartment complex on Golf Road, a wide busy roadway lined with mini-malls and supermarkets, apartment blocks, gas stations, sewage ditches and still-to-be developed plots of gravel and weeds a mile down from the nearest Interstate expressway. Twenty minutes by car to O’Hare Airport, the apartment complex was popular with flight attendants. It was the kind of place where you lived when you wanted to be close to something without actually being there.


In our second floor flat, on a cold Friday night at the end of March, in a neighbourhood that wasn’t a neighbourhood at all, I sat with my parents and my sister in front of the television set, watching the news. In 1973 there still may have been items on the news about the Vietnam War, or about Watergate, about Tricky Dick, as we called our President. I had marched for McGovern the year before. I had been issued a lottery number for the draft –twenty-six out of three hundred sixty-five and one quarter possible numbers, meaning that without my college deferment, I would be among the first to be called up and sent off to war. Ehrlichman and Haldeman had resigned in disgrace. Who was next? Who would go to jail? But as I was watching and listening, whatever I was watching and listening that night, there came on an unexpected item:


‘Police report finding a young University of Chicago student dead in the parking lot of the East 91st Street YMCA. Michelle Fineman, 22-years-old, was found last night in her automobile, stabbed to death. Police report that she had been sexually assaulted and robbed. No suspects for the case have yet been found.’


I got on the phone.


‘Stuart, it’s me. Yeah, Apples.’
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I am talking about desire. I am talking about the long road away, which is also a long toward … something. Of course, there is an allegory here. But Elena’s flight was real and Michelle’s death was real, and so was the trip. By ten in the morning we were on our way.


The open road from Chicago to California, America’s version of the Grand Tour – it used to be Route 66, but now it’s Interstate 40 to Los Angeles, and Interstate 80 to San Francisco. Once you’re past the Chicago conurbation, whether you’re veering off north or south, it’s open road. The land is flat, and there is little to be seen (in late March) but empty muddy cornfields and soybean fields and a broad austere sky. When we stopped, for our first break, in Davenport, Iowa, on just the other side of the Mississippi River, I was astonished by the silence. We had parked behind a restaurant. No one else was out. No cars were coming and going. And I could hear – nothing. Not the din of traffic. Not the wind. Not the sound of voices, footsteps, of birds flying about, of physical objects being shifted around. But nothing. I was out in the open, with 2000 miles to go, the complications of my life put behind me. (Years later, on another cross country trip, I made a point of stopping at Davenport and found that it had been built with strip malls and the like and it was no longer a silent town.)


‘Apples, what are you doing’, either Stuart or Bill must have said to me in my reveries. ‘Let’s go in and get some coffee and pie.’


Coffee and pie, about the only thing you could eat on the road to California, along with hamburgers and French fries and Coca-Cola. Neither then nor now, I can assure the reader, in the middle of the mightiest corn fields in the world, at a roadside restaurant, are you ever offered a freshly-picked serving of corn. But my boys were hungry. They had been smoking marijuana virtually from the moment we hit the highway. They had an enormous plastic bag of the stuff, dry, twiggy, and pungent, which they kept hidden under the bench of the back seat. Disdaining cigarette papers, these born-again hippies used a small heavy brass hash pipe for their smoke. Stuart, thin, shaggy-haired, and talky, would light it up from a Bic lighter while he was behind the wheel going 70 miles an hour, passing the law-abiding drivers going 65. ‘Oh God, oh yeah!’ he’d intone after he took it in his lungs.


‘Let me have it, let me have it!’ Bill would cry out impatiently from the back seat. Square-faced Bill would smoke his weed silently, as if praying.


‘Hey Bill’, Stuart said, ‘show Apples what else we’ve got!’


What else?


‘You’ve got it’, Bill said.


‘Oh yeah. Apples. Take a look at this.’ From his jacket pocket he fished out a vial of prescription pills, shaking it. ‘Speed’, he said. ‘Copped it from a buddy, a freak. For the journey. Fuck sleeping, you know what I mean?’


I took the bottle and looked inside. About twelve pills in all, in capsule form, in a bottle labelled for antibiotics.


Me, I wasn’t having any of any of it, except maybe a chip of speed if I was driving. Only twenty-one years-old, I had already discovered that my drug of choice was alcohol. Marijuana, which I had first experimented with at the age of 16, gave me the willies. I had stopped using it. I wasn’t tempted by it. It scared me. And it both scared and irritated me to see these two guys using it so cavalierly, lighting up, and then lighting up again. I would open the window and put my head out to avoid inhaling the smoke filling up the cabin. I would tell them what I thought about the stuff, me in my twenty-one-year-old wisdom. ‘Marijuana’, I would say, ‘it brings you down. It makes you forget things. It makes you dull. It makes you stupid. And the way you smoke it, out in the open …’


‘Apples, why don’t you shut the fuck up, and hold the pipe for me a minute.’


Apples: the whole trip I was Apples, nothing but Apples. Except for Bill, quiet Bill, a big Polish guy who used to play football, and who now had turned into this other sort of creature, with a big round curly head of hair – quiet Bill would allow himself to call me Bob every now and then.


Stuart, though, was the ringleader. It was his car and his gig and it was his exuberance that was the psychic motor powering this trip. I thought he was funny. I liked the frivolous life in the guy – such a far cry from the dead seriousness of the people I knew in Hyde Park. He scared me a bit. He especially scared me with the way he wielded that hash pipe. It hardly mattered where he was or what he was doing, he would pop the thing out of its hiding place – the glove compartment, the ashtray, his jacket pocket – and let his little Bic lighter have a rip at it. On the road, stopped at a red light next to a truck driver delivering medical equipment, or moving at seventy-miles an hour, passing a station wagon filled with kids, the kids waving to us as the parents scowled, pretending not to see us and what we were doing, whenever the urge took him he’d pop it out, ask for a refill if nothing was left in the bowl, and bending over the steering wheel light up and inhale and give a few groans of exhaling contentment. Scared the shit out of me, he did, at least at first, until I got used to the idea that neither the medical truck nor the station wagon in the next lane over was going to pull us over and arrest us for possession or call the cops on us, and until I saw that Stuart was not only a good driver, but a good driver stoned, and not only a good driver stoned but a good driver stoned leaning over the steering wheel, hugging it tight with his elbows, and using his hands to light up another pipeful. I was in good hands, as it were. And he otherwise kept me amused, with his insane talk about women –‘chicks’ – and drugs and rock n’ roll. It seemed that he had spent his three years at Northwestern so far neither reading anything nor thinking anything but chicks and drugs and rock n’ roll. ‘How could a guy like you, how could either of you guys, think of becoming lawyers?’ I asked. ‘I mean, the law. The Law. Working for the Law.’


‘What else are we supposed to do’, was Stuart’s answer. ‘Where else is the money for drugs supposed to come from?’


Surely he was kidding. Surely there was something more substantial to him, but he wasn’t letting it on. Even the music he listened to seemed thin. It was all Rod Stewart, again and again, singing ‘Maggie May’.


Wake up Maggie I think I’ve got something to say to you.


It’s late September and I really should be back in school.


Again and again, the cassette tape in the dash reiterated this odd anthem. ‘I know I keep you amused’, the song went on. ‘But I feel I’m being used’, the singer complained. Bad faith, in other words. Stuart and Bill, these two bourgeois, one of them an ex-football player for God’s sake, with their Cadillac and their law school, their pre-law school, with their marijuana and their rock n’ roll, filling their heads with a song about a poor boy being victimized by an older, manipulative woman – these two guys with all the advantages and all of their future ahead of them, and nothing in their mind but ‘I know I keep you amused’, and nothing in their mind but the driving of lyrics about the fear of being exploited that keep stumbling over the most elemental issues of metre, cadence, and rhyme: that was their shtick.


You made a first class fool out of me


But I’m as blind as fool can be


You stole my heart but I love you anyway …


Good God!


I laughed at all of your jokes


My love you didn’t need to coax.


Not exactly Rimbaud or Verlaine. Not even Ira Gershwin. Not even Paul McCartney. And had my friends even spent a moment’s thought to what the lyrics were saying? Had they noticed how astray and clunky they can go? ‘You stole my soul’, the singer complains again; ‘that’s a pain I can do without’; followed by ‘All I needed was a friend to lend a guiding hand …’As if the lyricist had misplaced his rhyming dictionary for a few moments, the same dictionary that had earlier served him so well with ‘me’ and ‘be’ and ‘jokes’ and ‘coax’.


But the more I listened to it, the more I found myself liking the song in spite of myself. The introductory riffs on the guitar, perhaps a twelve-string, later followed up by a mandolin, were brilliant. And the beat was driving, the bass line precise, the tune compelling, the playing both controlled and energetic. And when all was said and done, the premise of the song was attractively sophisticated. This was 1973, and here was a number one song imagining a young man in bed with an older woman, telling her about his feelings. (I doubt that I was savvy enough to see irony in the fact that this first highly popular rock song openly discussing sexual exploitation had the woman exploiting the man.) ‘Wake up Maggie I think I’ve got something to say to you.’ A young man, in bed, interrupting somnolence, hoarse with directness, hoarse with pleading, frustrated, ingenuous wrath. ‘Oh Maggie I wish I’d never seen your face!’


Lighten up! I said to myself. Go with the flow. Go with these guys! Maybe you should try some marijuana. For all intents and purposes, shut up in the cabin with them, I was smoking it anyway. Maybe I was getting high …


We drove a short way the first day, stopping at the apartment of another high school friend’s in Des Moines. It was the same Des Moines that Jack Kerouac had stopped at, as he discussed it in On the Road. Whether the best looking women in the world actually resided in Des Moines, as Kerouac claimed they did, seemed from my experience of the place – I had visited it several times before – to be rather unlikely, but we spent most of the evening shut up anyway, the three guys smoking marijuana and drinking beer, me just drinking beer, and lying back on the hardwood floor of the old flat listening to Rod Stewart complaining about Maggie May.
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