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The coffee here, thank you for asking, is the worst fucking coffee I have ever tasted, and that’s saying something, considering the shit my second wife used to make. A man who in his prime could have had any coffee bean and any woman in the world, but who went and fell in love with that pallid slip of whatsit with her flat shoes and floral prints, her grey eyes and moral certitude, and Christ alone knows how she used to get rid of all the flavour.

I used to say to her, Moira, Moira my dear, it takes seven years of good harvesting, bent backs and the love of God to squeeze all that flavour into the bean, and you four minutes, a kettle and a coffee spoon to take it all out.

My first wife used to make perfect coffee every time – I mean it: that goddamn woman could make International Roast taste like Harar longberry, without betraying the slightest effort or interest. God, I loved that woman’s coffee. She hated my guts, it’s true, regarded her coffee-making talents as evil in so far as they brought me pleasure. She tried to make bad coffee for me – she tried to burn it, make it too weak or too strong, she even introduced foreign substances, pills and liquids, you’d have to admire her for that – but out it would come, every time, spinning in the cup, perfect coffee.

So, as in some cheap melodrama, she had to choose whether to destroy her gift or give it to someone else. She ran off with a bean-picker from Brazil, a bean-sprayer from Guatemala, a Bodem maker from Paris, a Monacan prince, who turned out to be gay, and finally a moist Cuban revolutionary who grabbed me at gunpoint in a bar in 1953 and told me, with a twinkle in his eye, that my wife had been doing for him three times a night what filthy capitalist pigs like me were doing to Cuba, and just as violently. Carlo was a passionate and ugly man, with darting eyes set deep below a single thatched eyebrow, eyes that could pick out a false consciousness or a weakening of the revolutionary spirit just from the way you held your cigarette or tied your laces. He had large lips and spat into his hands constantly, SCHRUNKKTH, SCHRUNKKTH, depositing a livid green substance all over his palms and down his wrists – THE PHLEGM OF THE REVOLUTION! – a substance he deftly removed by shaking hands with anyone he met, leaning deep into their faces and telling them, in a rheumic rumble, of the coming of the revolution, Which side are you on, brother?, until they bought him a drink or gave him a cigarette, or fled the building in a shower of pamphlets and expletives, ¡Viva la revolución! pig-fucker!, SCHRUNKKTH, SCHRUNKKTH, ¡Viva la revolución! What was left of his opalic excrescences ended up caked on the crotch of his trousers or spread on the nethers of passing females.

I ducked out through the kitchen as he led the crowd in a chorus of ‘La Lucha Continua’, one of his hands gripping a beer, the other gripping my first wife’s backside. This was the revolution to him, this was it – group singing and group hugs, torn flags, pamphlets hot off the presses and filled with exclamation points, photographs of tilled fields, drawings of smiling children and dead capitalists. It was the dream of free alcohol and free cigars. Carlo was that most fearsome beast of revolution, the man of passion, the man who had not read Marx, who didn’t give a shit about the economics of the thing, but who had a gun and would shoot you in the heart if it offered him a chance of fucking your wife.

‘La Lucha Continua’!

Carlo shot himself three weeks later, when he found out that my wife had had a change of political heart, and started doing to one of the Rothschilds what Stalin had done to the Politburo.

Messy divorce. She and I. Me and her. The first one’s always the hardest. Lawyers and lawyers and lawyers. The papers were full of it. The great courtroom drama of 1955–6. That and the Rosenbergs’. We ended up going for irreconcilable differences as it turned out that we had cheated on each other almost simultaneously, me with a buxom sandwich-shop girl in the foyer of our New York hotel, her with some pimple-faced bellboy while I was downstairs buying her bagels.

Some pimple-faced bellboy, ‘Who must,’ screamed my lawyer, ‘have been about fifteen years old!’

We spent four months sitting on opposite sides of a teak courtroom, tearing each other to shreds via Steves and Bobs and Marcias until she got half my fortune and I got half her jewellery. This turned both of us on so much that we spent the next three days screwing each other in a mock-Georgian bathtub until she left, without paying half of the bill. I was already seeing my second wife at this point, Moira – Moira meaning ‘destiny’.

That’s Moira beside me on page six of the New York Times, looking, as the caption pointed out, sombre and dignified. Sombre because her new lover had just asked her for a hand-job in the male toilets, dignified because she had refused. My second wife, Moira, whose name meant ‘destiny’ and whose coffee tasted like shit.

Listen, my second wife was a gentle and caring woman, who spent her entire life on the verge of tears. Her defining gesture was a timid half-step backwards with which she could disappear from a conversation for three weeks at a time. Her skin would become translucent, the lightest dust would fail to stir in her presence, and I was left to pile up accusations against myself until the weight of their collective horror dragged her back into existence, and she pressed her body against mine in the night.

She would always kiss me harder than usual when she returned, her tongue large against my teeth, her legs wrapped around my knees, her belly pressed against my hip. She would stare for hours at my face, looking for something she had convinced herself would be there. Then tears would fill her Irish eyes and I would feel her lips upon my chest, her tiny hands inexpert but honest on my cock. We would make love gently, slowly reintroducing our bodies to each other, careful not to offend. When we had finished she would rest her head on my chest, her hair smelling of camomile and lavender, and tell me softly about our love. Then she would get up gently, brush the creases out of her oversized floral nightie, and go and make the coffee. Which would, God help us, taste like shit.

Oh, Moira, what I wouldn’t give now for one more taste of that dreadful, shitful brew. This is how the coffee is made here, my love: they place half a teaspoon of freeze-dried into a litre of tepid water; half floats on top, the other half becomes a kind of trace element. It’s then subdivided among about a thousand patients in a pageant of polystyrene – and make sure you piss it out regular, friend, or we’ll be going in there by force. We have tubes you’ve never dreamt of. We don’t want you to caffeine yourself out of that drug haze for an instant or you might start yelling at the nurses, which would be a waste of time, anyway, a waste of fucking time, because they all have the selective hearing of a kindergarten teacher. You fart as much as you like and they’ll talk to you about grapes; you swear at them and they top up the water in your flowers.

But for now I don’t care if they serve me coffee so weak you can read a book through it. Bring me one more cupful, you saccharine, sacrilegious bastards. We may be in for an all-nighter. I have much to say and don’t intend dropping till I’ve said it.

This is my coffee story.

I should have written it years ago, of course. I fucked that up like everything else. I should have written it before my lungs turned to black rubber and left me arse to bed-sheet twenty-four hours a day in this Hicksville hospital, surrounded by grinning ingrates in white starch, who like nothing better than emphysema because it gives their lives a moral centre, a clear case of bodily punishment and reward. The fuckers. May they all get inexplicable terminal illnesses and die in agony and moral confusion. Especially you, Dr Lovejoy, because what the fuck kind of a name is that anyway, and piss off with your gold watch and your gold teeth and your gold-rimmed spectacles, because it’s not so long ago that I had two Jags too, and more women than you’ll ever run your clammy hands over.

My coffee story has nothing to do with either of my wives, Moira meaning ‘destiny’ or the other one. It’s about Lucy and I’m sorry I brought them up, but I’m dying, and it’s not true that your life flashes before your eyes: it breaks off in chunks, a wife here, a wife there, Africa bloody Africa, the sound of bullets hitting flesh, the Italians, the Americans, the Cubans, the first lump beneath a testicle, the broken coffee-table, the dead child, the cars driving off with your happiness in the back, Lucy Alfarez, Lucy Alfarez, Lucy Alfarez, the bloodstained shoes wiped by a handkerchief, the handcuffs, the dossiers. The terrible burden of hidden guilt, the terrible burden of guilt revealed, but always, thank Christ, the smell of coffee, bean, powder and brew, drunk from cup, ibrik or cezve, bubbling black, steaming on a bedside table, or pale and iced, gulped down in haste to kill the beating behind the eyes of too much whisky, too many cigarettes, or sipped slowly slowly on a too-big bed, legs entwined around the legs of another, or in a café beside the Bois, a shanty in the Fatih district, at the womanly join of the Tigris and the Euphrates, a shiny glass box on Fifth fucking Avenue, but always the first sip sending a sword of heat down the gullet, the spine, making it just about possible to keep going, making life just about liveable.

A proper drug, a drug you can trust, something ballsy and historical, not like the anonymous white drugs in anonymous white capsules they give me in this anonymous white room, drugs to get me up, get me down, keep me more or less the same, Much of a muchness, Mr Everett!, drugs that come in little plastic cups or in hollow glass syringes – they may have made them pretty but it’s still the same Magick as in the Middle Ages: they don’t fool me, these jumped-up goddamn apothecaries, even though I know they will win in the end. They will settle me comfortably into some cosy morphine haze, and leave me to die grinning inanely, I know that, and hats off to them for doing so. Christ, I’ve had a happy life!

My happy life! Background information as preface to merry yarn. Who or what was Theodore T. Everett? THE TRUTH AT LAST! What made him tick? What were his loves, his hates? Did a heart of gold truly beat beneath that gruff exterior? And why coffee? A condensed autobiography in lieu of three vellum volumes. Here to here to here.

Born, our dying narrator, of cosmopolitan conception, in 1920, to the fifth generation of coffee merchants trading under the name of ‘Everett and Sons Coffee’ (1832–present), named after the founding father of the business, the bewhiskered and rapacious Mr Oliver Everett and his two lesbian daughters Lisbeth and Fran – the youngest of whom, Fran, now has the poetry she used to tuck into her stocking tops studied in schools and universities across the known world, where they are found to have anticipated the breakdown of the self in high modernism or something. You are no doubt familiar, etc. Elder daughter, Lisbeth, the untalented, destined (Sapphic imperatives notwithstanding) to be the great-great-grandmother of said narrator, did, on father’s orders, marry her cousin, also Everett, and begat Simon of the Big Nose who, with Constance, begat Percival Everett, future shaman, mystic and suicide, advocate of William Butler Yeats and colonic irrigation, who did, they say, glow with rosy ardour and who did, they also say, beget some five score children of whom only one was legitimate, that being my father, Oliver the Second, heir to the Everett quintillions. The fat fucker.

He was conceived, so legend has it, in the salubrious environs of the first-class compartment of a Trans-Siberian railway carriage – his father, Percival Everett, future shaman, mystic and suicide, finally directing a few billion billion of his erstwhile spermatozoa towards the ova of his no more willing missus, Adelaide of the Suitcase, who had her first dose of morning sickness less than five minutes later, perched above a shuddering pre-Soviet sink, desperately wiping her genitals with an embroidered silk handkerchief, initials PE. The evidence of ticket stubs points to Christmas Day 1898 as the likely date.

Listen, cells grew and split, split and grew, forged towards organhood. Helixes gripped and tore, tiny spirals of bad breeding coming together and encoding the zygote with as many repulsive attributes as could be mustered. The train passed through Omsk and Novosibirsk. Adelaide heaved into hand basins. Within her, antinodal follicles on the walls of semi-permeable membranes advertised the possibility of hair, while stubby limbs emerged, pop pop pop pop, from four evenly spaced points on the embryo’s torso, each of them, arm and arm, leg and leg, curling rapidly outwards and resolving themselves in frayed extremities. What else? Head, shoulders, knees and toes, knees and toes. And then? Genitalia, Lovejoy, genitalia! There’s no escaping it! The penis of my father, oblivious to its fate, edged its way outwards from the arc of his already bloated belly to drift serenely in the amniotic juices, like kelp in a rock pool. And hear me, one and all, as that noble train groaned into Vladivostok, carrying its genteel cargo of prerevolutionary Russian bourgeoisie, there came into the world the Central Nervous System of Oliver Everett the Second.

Eureka!

Months passed. Eight, nine and, migod, ten months. Eleven. Can you imagine?

Adelaide stayed serene, went mad, wept, sewed, spewed. She found God. She became an atheist. She pricked her stomach with darning needles and bit huge chunks from seventeenth-century bed heads, spitting the splinters at her husband like poison darts. She gulped down castor oil, cod-liver oil, petroleum, wiped her mouth with the back of her ruffled sleeve and cast the empty container into the fireplace with a roar. She cut her pretty hands open with pieces of stained glass and wrote j’accuse, j’accuse, j’accuse five thousand times on her husband’s vanity mirror in blood, in lipstick, in rouge, before collapsing on the ground like an injured bird, mute servants standing round her sobbing body like disciples in a religious fresco, one turned towards us with his palms outstretched, O miserere.

Eleven months. Twelve.

Twice a week her legs were spread out in stirrups of leather and wood to allow babbling physicians, proto-Lovejoys, with pockets full of iodine and leeches, to peer at her intimates, poke at her clefted clefts, and scribble, shrugging, into notepads. They told her the child was not ready, was incomplete, was still growing. Midwives multiplied around her increasingly inflated form, shooing away the know-nothing doctors, jostling for position and the promise of instant notoriety. Adelaide was prodded and jabbed by phrenologists, cabbalists, ascetics, Chelsea witch-doctors, and then, at dusk, by horny young medical students from Tottenham, who mistook her for the Cosmic Mother, and fell as acolytes to their knobbly knees, sucking greedily at her podgy toes, licking out her belly-button, and, perhaps, why not?, adding their own fecund liquids to the unholy brew.

The tubby homunculus finally made its move during the last New Year’s Eve party of the nineteenth century, chewing its way through its own umbilical cord at three minutes to midnight and squeezing its thirteen-pound body head first into the world when it was sure that the Victorian era was on its last legs, and that there was a good party in progress. It may have been smoking a cigar. It may have run an approving eye over the arses of the midwives.

Legend does not have it.

Adelaide of the Suitcase was not displeased to be rid of her fat cargo and, forgoing the temptation to eat her newborn, remained in the house only long enough to see that the child was thoroughly slapped by all present (Eliza, her personal valet and long-time lover, taking particular pleasure in this operation), before packing all of her belongings and three packets of Everett’s finest Brazilian Roast into a tweed porter, nailing a note on the outside of the darkened coal shed (wherein Percival, legend does have it, was shagging the coalman’s daughter) and fleeing (with Eliza), to deepest deepest darkest darkest Africa.

The note said: ‘Dear Percival. Fuck Off.’

Adelaide? Were you there, Adelaide? In deepest deepest darkest darkest Africa? Was that you I heard, deep in the night, outside the window of my antediluvian tukul, your crinoline frock rustling along with the crickets, as I desperately held the end of my childish penis in my ten-year-old fist, praying that tonight, dear God, tonight please don’t let me leave the yellow stain, Father will be so angry, again he will – did you hear him, Adelaide, did you hear the blows, night after night, was that you and your jodhpurs-wearing lover listening to that son of yours you had the good sense to abandon rain blows on his own son for the crime of micturition? Are you listening to me now as once again I hold my childish penis, because once again I leave the stain, can you believe it?, a grown man, on my pyjamas, on the sheets, because in the night I dream of you, and I dream of water, I dream of swimming clear of all this cancer and all this phlegm, and I feel it releasing as I dream, feel it warm and then cold, and wanting to move, but I can’t move, and hoping like fuck, like fucking bloody fuck, that in the morning I’ll be dead, and I won’t have to face those plaster-cast nurses with their school-book discretion, with their gentle lifting of my cock, and their measured wipes with their sterilised towels.

There, there, Mr Everett, that’s better, isn’t it?


This is my coffee story.

Pater. Mater.

My mother, Mama, is best understood by the aligning of two photographs, herewith designated pre-Everett and post-Everett. The former shows a proud, defiant woman, seventeen years old, staring straight out of the photograph, all boobs and chin, all shoulders and mouth. All forehead, hair held back by an arabesque of pins and clasps. All eyes, twinkling above flushed cheeks. All bodices and brooches and ruffs. Big-boned for a teenager, full of hope and cakes and sunshine and life.

At what point did he break her? At what fucking point did he break her?

Was it the day that he and her father, my maternal grandfather, retired to the latter’s study, a room that smelt of teak and leather, of journals touched by generations of men, leaving her, Emily, sitting in the next room, the female room, holding a trembling porcelain teacup in her thin white hands, the muffled sound of male voices in her ears, voices discussing the division of the property, the price of the goods, the quality of the merchandise? Did she break there and then? Did the bodice pull tighter, the cup tremble more?

Or was it when she was summoned into the room itself, Come here, Emily, into her father’s room, summoned to meet her unsuitably suited suitor, to pledge her troth, to gaze through blurry eyes at that mountain of turgid flesh that was to be her destiny, her moira, her meaning, her love. Was it then? Did she break there and then?

Or was it later, did she hold on until later, as she was being led up the aisle (the pins in her hair starting to slip beneath her veil), wearing her mother’s dress (did it smell of her? Something borrowed, something old?), placing one tightly laced boot in front of the other, unsteady but moving ever forward, too much class to struggle, too much fear to run? Did she start to go then? Did her breasts begin to sag? Did they descend with each step?

Or were they pummelled into submission that night and every night after by the dead weight of his heaving eighteen-stone body, his huge stomach and tiny cock, spending itself quickly into her, one jerk, one bull’s-eye to make history, to make me, one coffee spoon of cum to make a world.



The woman in the second photograph is my mother. Blank eyes. Flat breasts. Slumped shoulders. And if the chin remains upright it is for the purpose of keeping the mouth shut. The photograph is badly lit, and out of focus, a cheap metaphor, let’s be honest, for my mother’s need to hide in the shadows and for her mind never being completely clear.

And that’s not all. One cheap metaphor deserves another. The shadow that covers her in the photo is that of my father. He is standing above her, one fat hand on her slender shoulder. He is looking off to the left, towards the servants’ quarters, towards the room of my nanny, towards the corseted but pliant Mrs Smithers.

He was, of course, screwing Mrs Smithers. I am not given to suspense. He was also screwing the first cook, Mrs Duncan (!), and the seamstress, the waifish Miss Todd. And, apparently, her second cousin, Adam, presumably on the pretext that immense wealth and overarching obesity can only resolve itself in the lewdest varieties of corpulent activity – screwing small boys on horseback, for instance, a story whose retelling would only become useful to me as an aphrodisiac for my first wife, for whom all things were sexually stimulating, unless you happened to be her husband, in which case you were forced to combine Dante with the Kama Sutra in order to get a reaction.

With my second wife, Moira, it was enough to say, I love you, and regarded as beside the point to say anything else.

She: Say I love you. He: I love you. She: I love you too.

That and hugs. Her cooing, me bored. I asked her to hit me once and she wept for an hour, then went walking about the garden in a terry towelling nightgown for half the night, leaving me to masturbate until the fact that it was inappropriate overcame the fact that it was good, and I stopped and went to sleep. When I woke the next morning my Moira was gone, leaving only her body next to me as a reminder of her absence. It was more than a month before I felt her arm across my chest, her legs around my knees, her tongue against my teeth.

She: Say I love you. He: I love you. She: I love you too.

Moira and I were married in the fifties, both of us sober – unlike when I married the first one – but then it was a sober time, 1957. Lawns were cut as neatly as the hair on a returned soldier. Bakelite was manna. Nobody died for an entire decade. There was no death. There was no cum in the fifties – no smegma, no shit, no piss, no pus, no toe-jam, no ear wax, for an entire decade. Everyone drank instant coffee.

Instant! What would you have made of that, Kebreth, my old Adere china, as you chewed the pulp from the tera bunna, rubbing the black bean against your coffee-coloured skin, feeling its oil across the too-short lifeline on your palm, its juices running down your wrists, into your shirtsleeves? You rubbed it on my face and hair on my fourteenth birthday, the night you made me a Communist, rubbed it on my face and said, Teddy, how does it feel, my coffee-coloured young man?

Do you remember, you gave me my first taste of Abyssinian chat the week before they crowned Selassie, and to a ten-year-old chat was like cocaine, and I can still remember every moment of the ceremony, seven hours of the passing of orbs, of scarlet robes and crimson, of pink umbrellas and Evelyn Waugh.

All hail, Haile! All hail, Haile!

I ran from the car as soon as we got home to tell you all about it, about the marching bands and the lions and the photographers, and you held a finger to my lips and asked about the lepers, fuck you, the lepers that Haile Selassie had removed from the city and dumped on the outskirts, dumped in the forest, and you told me, laughing, laughing, that lepers liked little white boys, liked to hold them in their twisted limbs, GOTCHA, and sometimes their limbs broke off, CRACK, because they’re so sick, because they’re already dead but not dead, and it’s so hot in here, so goddamn hot, I keep telling Lovejoy that I need to be kept cool, how hard is that, to be kept cool?

Oh, Kebreth, the lepers still come to me, pouring through the walls in the dead of night, limbs twisted like Ethiopian trees, coffee-coloured hands covered with sores. They sit around my bed and watch me drown in sweat. In the night they touch my feet, my ankles, my wrists; they rest against them softly, fluttering against the skin. If I press harder they move away, if I relax they return. My bedsores have fingerprints, scaly whorls pressed into their purple ridges – you could dust me and find a million lost lives printed on the parchment of my skin. And Lovejoy wonders why I never sleep and my shit is turning yellow.

Kebreth Astakie was my father’s contact with the Galla people, and he was fluent in Amharic, Harari, Arabic, English, Italian and Marxist-Leninism. His hobby was attempting to lead the employees of Everett and Sons Coffee into insurrection by assassinating my father and placing the entire operation in native hands. We became firm friends.

His plan for the insurrection was a combination of Socialism and Bombs, and he spent every waking hour collecting as many varieties of each as possible. Socialism and Bombs were big in those days, of course. Everyone had kitchens full of explosives left over from the Great War, and those who didn’t could send away for an instruction kit from any reputable comic-book company and make them themselves. You can’t go wrong peddling patriotism. There were days when you couldn’t bump into anyone in an overcoat for fear of being blown sky high, and Ethiopia was well stocked by Yemeni gun runners who carried TNT in the saddlebags of their camels, the occasional accident leaving humps strewn across the Djibouti railway, from Gelille to Dire Dawa.

Kebreth would come to our tukul in the middle of the night, easing my window open, banging his clumsy head clumsily against the eaves, Teddy . . . Teddy . . . pressing a finger to my lips, his face illuminated by a flickering candle, and tell me where he was going to plant the bombs that would blow my father to smithereens and set in motion the wheels of Pan-African emancipation. Here, Teddy, do you see, where the wood is torn away beneath this window, see? I know someone, don’t ask me who, you don’t know him, nobody does, that’s part of the plan, who can make a bomb just this size, a little smaller, a little bigger maybe, depends what you want, with a timer, a detonator, a wick that you light with a match, Teddy, which you set with a switch, that will blow down half the house, half the bedroom, just his side of the bed, the daddy side, he sleeps on the right, I’ve checked, I’ve done the maths, he will die in agony and moral confusion, except maybe he won’t die, he’ll be maimed, he’ll be scared, he’ll be warned, he’ll tell them all.

And then Kebreth would name me the day, the hour, the minute of the blast, the signal, how to get my mother out, She’s already dead by then, Kebreth!, where to meet afterwards, what to bring. They will come looking for us, Teddy, you and me, but we will have guns and we will shoot them, me and you, they will see that we are brave, us, we are brave, and we both repeated the word ‘brave’ to each other as a mantra, a secret talisman to make us stronger, braver, and Kebreth did get stronger, he did get braver, as strong as one of Selassie’s lions, as brave as one of his tigers, while I remained a coward, which is why he is dead and I am still alive.

After Kebreth had gone I would crawl back into bed and imagine our house being blasted to smithereens. Kebreth would have given me the password that afternoon, pressing a scrunched ball of paper into my hand as he walked past. I would be calm, like in the movies, going in to get my mother (She is a slave to capitalism as much as we, Teddy, read Rosa Luxemburg, read Sylvia Pankhurst, read Trotsky, read Mill, read Nearlyright Bakunin), and leading her to a safe place, with me and Kebreth and Johnny Weissmuller, all of us peering through the leaves as the explosions began, African drums tumtumming across the sward, watching as our stupid home was blown to pieces, the trees around the perimeter turning black like the limbs of lepers, twisting and breaking off, crack crack crack.

And I would run into the wreckage after the last explosion to see my father lying there on his back, a quivering lump of man blubber, the four-poster bed flattened around him, a cartoon villain with smoke coming from his hair, the incendiary force of the revolutionary fires. And I would hold his head in my hands as he recanted, apologising with all his heart to me, to my mother, to all of humanity, for the inequities of the capitalist system, for the dark stain of imperialism that blighted half of the known world, and especially for beating me when I peed, and I would say, Haha! and cut his head off with my whittling knife, holding it up by the hair as the workers cheered and declared me their leader, Kebreth my high priest and Minister of State.

The March of Socialism awaits the bare feet of Harar!

He was a tall and rigid young man, Kebreth. You would have liked him. He had a mind that was completely focused on the idea of revolution, and a body completely unsuited to the task. His body was an assemblage of ill-fitting parts, rather than a cohesive whole, limbs of-themselves but not yet for-themselves, so that the butt-simple revolutionary gestures of raising a fist, flicking back a forelock or pointing towards the glorious future became for him long pneumatic ceremonies, circumlocuting through a series of inappropriate stations before reaching, or almost reaching, their goal.

Are you getting all of this? I’m talking about my childhood. Listen.

Kebreth Astakie was my father’s contact with the Galla people. He was twenty-four years old, and had been briefly educated in Sudan at the behest and the bequest of one Lord Benton, who was linked by some felicitous and possibly suspect consanguinity to Gordon of Khartoum. Benton had observed Haile Selassie, then Ras Tafari, prancing about Europe with his lions and his tigers, had been mightily impressed with the regal bearing of the diminutive prince and, by extrapolation, the obvious nobility of a nation that would disgorge such a noble (noble is Kebreth’s word, sneering, noble), such a noble monarch. So Kebreth was plucked from Harar and left for ever the poverty of his noble native land for the neat lawns of the Gordon Memorial College, only to return four months later, Screw Lord Benton! driven by the smattering of Thomas Paine and dialectical materialism he had picked up from some Sudanese nationalist or other, a single question, What is to be done?, honed in his mind to crystal sharpness.

The Harar he had left was a world of natural hierarchies, familial, sacred, tribal, with complex damasks of religion forming elaborate knots in the brocade – here Muslim, here Falashan, here Ethiopian Orthodox, Coptic, Jain. Karl Heinrich Marx undid them all, unstitching the shop-worn tapestry, and the Ethiopia he came back to was one of power and exploitation, the reification of values, commodity fetishism. The knots had been unravelled. He could make the necessary connections. He saw his father working sixteen hours a day and sleeping on a dirt floor and, yea, the young man grew angry, at his father’s obsequiousness, at his father’s pride in such enslavement (a father of-himself, says Kebreth, to a ten-year-old white boy, but not for-himself).

He would talk to his father angrily at dusk, Lucy and I listening as we crawled through the undergrowth, Kebreth explaining, explaining, explaining, extrapolating from the base to the superstructure, the superstructure to the base, his father shouting back, Respect, respect, respect, you are young, it will pass, boys used to sit with their backs to their fathers as they ate dinner, that was respect. And occasionally his mother, wailing, desperate, You’re killing your father, Kebreth, you know that, don’t you, you’re killing him, does that make you happy?


This happens at night, dark, foreign, Abyssinian night, and the arguments always end with Kebreth storming out to sit beneath the kojo tree, tripping once, twice on the journey, then lighting an English cigarette and making notes, In the future We Will, when the people Then It, after the revolution Then They, on the reverse pages of the cash journal I had stolen from my father.

Kebreth Astakie was my father’s contact with the Galla people, and his secret was bombs, which he bought from Yemeni merchants and Somali traders. He would meet them at Dire Dawa station while he was selling my father’s coffee. All the buying and selling at Dire Dawa was done in secret, the buyer and seller sitting opposite each other with blankets over their hands, communicating by touch to prevent the others knowing the prices. Along for the ride, sitting among the sellers of salt bars, earthenware pots, beer and grain, I would watch Kebreth selling the coffee and scratching his bollocks with one hand, and buying guns and bombs and books of Lenin with the other. Bullets, chat and gold were legal tender, but bombs were Kebreth’s own thing. And because he spoke as many languages with his hands as with his tongue, and because he grew the best chat in the whole district of Harage, Kebreth always got the best price for my father’s coffee and for his own explosives. I helped him carry them home sometimes, grenades and the like, safer for me to hold them in case he tripped.

It was Kebreth who approached us the first day we arrived at the plantation outside Harar, the ten-year-old Kwibe Abi two steps behind and silent, have I mentioned Kwibe Abi?, Christ, look at us standing there as they approach, my fat father and his fat suitcase, his cream suit stained already by the sweat that was to pour off him for the next four years; my mother, her body already observing an obverse curve to the body of my father, a suitcase of her own as befits; and me, also in a suit, ten years old and already insane inside that doe-eyed English head. Plus the bodyguard Holbrook, I don’t want to talk about Holbrook; my father’s mistress and housekeeper, Mrs Smithers, I don’t want to talk about her either; and my private tutor, the opium-addled Mr Birtwhistle, who had been employed by my father the week before we left and who was to flee shortly after we arrived, having delivered precisely one lesson to me on, migod, the Politics of the Anthology, with particular reference to Palgrave’s Golden Treasury, which he felt had enshrined the notion that poetry was an anachronism, a concept he hoped to put to the sword with his own experiments in Imagism, me nodding quietly and wondering what six times four equalled.

I dedicate these ashy leavings to you, Birtwhistle! This smudged and fanciful palimpsest, this dark glass through which to

We had come via Southampton, Djibouti, Aden, Dawe, and then been wedged into the back of a dilapidated Model T Ford, The seventeenth car ever bought in Abyssinia, sir!, by a constantly smoking dwarf, who peered at the road through the shaking steering-wheel, singing a single interminable song at the top of his voice, for forty interminable miles on what passed for a road. Dire Dawa, Kombolcha, Harar. Through the gates, a quick lap of Feres Magala Square, chased by the entire population of Africa brandishing chickens, and out again, then twelve miles north to the coffee fields, the offices, living accommodation and sweet sweet fields of caffea plants of Everett and Sons Coffee, Ethiopian Division. The car disgorged us, bleugh, leaving the six of us standing there in front of our new abode, bewildered and confused, like something out of Buster Keaton, our ties and hats flung sideways by the departing car, a cloud of dust swirling about us and settling gently into every crevice, where it would remain for the next four years, no matter how much we scrubbed.

We were out of our depth! We were complete fucking idiots!

Kebreth would imitate our arrival as entertainment around a fire some nights, the six English swaying in the car’s back draught, him waiting until we had come to a rest, and then approaching us like an African in a movie, Hello, misters! missus! and offering to carry our bags, good no?!, knowing instinctively that the fat man with the fat head wouldn’t recognise him the next day when he was to be introduced as his translator.

Kebreth and Kwibe carried our bags in for us, Kwibe upright and silent, Kebreth bowing and scraping cartoon style, Come, sirs, is good house, yes! Priest he was here but now go inside walls, city Christian again, God be praised!, and then dropping our bags a little too heavily on the uneven floor, and in my memory he gives me a special wink when my father isn’t looking, but that can’t have happened, let’s pretend it did.

The house, or tukul, let it be said, was not what was promised in the brochure. My father had decreed – in any number of letters sent to the local Ras – a stately pleasure dome. What he found was a ramshackle series of holes held together by thin, rotting wood, appropriate for its surroundings but far from all the wet dreams of Empire that he had entertained as the lackeys were packing his suitcase. It had been rebuilt with old wood pillaged from a local Orthodox church. The church had been built clandestinely when Harar was a Muslim fortress, with the purpose of gently re-educating the infidels in the error of their ways through the moribund agency of touring missionaries. It had fallen into disuse after King Menelik, impatient with the clumsy efforts of these servants of Rome, had, according to Kebreth, come up with a better way of reintroducing Christianity to Harar, bursting through the walls in 1893, suppressing all resistance and declaring the third holiest city of Islam irrevocably Christian by the simple expedient of taking a piss off the top of Harar’s chief mosque on to the chastened infidels below. Salvation was delivered! Covert churches would be no more: let’s build some that God can see!

It was felt that wood of such holiness would be eminently perfect for such eminences as the family Everett, so about twenty minutes after the church was torn down it was rebuilt in colonial style by a group of builders who had absolutely no idea what colonial style was. Evidence of its sacred origins abounded. Lumps of gold and brass flecked the walls above the sink. An upturned tabot, the replica of the Ark of the Covenant, served as a wood store. Roughly hewn church pews served as roughly hewn chaises-longues. Above my parents’ bed there was a soft brown outline where a cross had once hung, a stain through which my mother’s soul would one day pass on its way to heaven. The walls themselves were stuffed full of saints and martyrs, why not?, eternal witnesses of the vicissitudes of the holy Ethiopian Orthodox Church, whispering to each other during the night, I could hear them, debating the true nature of Christ, the benefits of adopting the Coptic creed – it was a mini Council of Chalcedon muttering from dusk until dawn, in duabus naturis inconfuse, immutabiliter, indivise, inseparabiliter. Amen.

The energy that would be spent over the next three years in stopping the whole misshapen dwelling collapsing seemed to me almost as much as the energy Kebreth would expend in attempting to bring it down. From our first day there to our last it was as infested with humans – builders, joiners, plumbers – as it was with termites, as it was with saints, and when I think of it now it is always with a black body attached halfway up a wall, mending a hole, righting a gutter, nailing on a block of wood of ambiguous utility. It was a living thing this house, this ex-ex cathedra, and it still makes my skin crawl.
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