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Beethoven was one-sixteenth black

the presenter of a classical music programme on the
radio announces along with the names of musicians who will
be heard playing the String Quartets no. 13, op. 130, and no.
16, op. 135.

Does the presenter make the claim as restitution for
Beethoven? Presenters voice and cadence give him away as
irremediably white. Is one-sixteenth an unspoken wish for
himself.

Once there were blacks wanting to be white.

Now there are whites wanting to be black.

It’s the same secret.

Frederick Morris (of course that’s not his name, you’ll soon
catch on I'm writing about myself, a man with the same ini-
tials) is an academic who teaches biology and was an activist
back in the apartheid time, among other illegal shenanigans an
amateur cartoonist of some talent who made posters depicting
the regime’s leaders as the ghoulish murderers they were and,
more boldly, joined groups to paste these on city walls. At the
university, new millennium times, he’s not one of the
academics the student body (a high enrolment robustly black,
he approves) singles out as among those particularly reprehen-
sible, in protests against academe as the old white male crowd



who inhibit transformation of the university from a white
intellectuals’ country club to a non-racial institution with a
black majority (politically-correct-speak). Neither do the stu-
dents value much the support of whites, like himself, dissident
from what’s seen as the other, the gowned body. You can’t be
on somebody else’s side. That’s the reasoning? History’s never
over; any more than biology, functioning within every being.

One-sixteenth. The trickle seemed enough to be asserted
out of context? What does the distant thread of blood matter in
the genesis of a genius. Then there’s Pushkin, if you like; his
claim is substantial, look at his genuine frizz on the head—not
some fashionable faked Afro haloing a white man or woman,
but coming, it’s said, from Ethiopia.

Perhaps because he’s getting older—Morris doesn’t know
he’s still young enough to think fifty-two is old—he reflects
occasionally on what was lived in his lifeline-before-him. He’s
divorced, a second time; that’s a past, as well, if rather imme-
diate. His father was also not a particular success as a family
man. Family: the great-grandfather, dead long before the boy
was born: there’s a handsome man, someone from an old
oval-framed photograph, the strong looks not passed on. There
are stories about this forefather, probably related at family
gatherings but hardly listened to by a boy impatient to leave
the grown-ups’ table. Anecdotes not in the history book
obliged to be learned by rote. What might call upon amused
recognition to be adventures, circumstances taken head-on,
good times enjoyed out of what others would submit to as bad
times, characters—‘they don’t make them like that any
more’—as enemies up to no good, or joined forces with as real
mates. No history-book events: tales of going about your own
affairs within history’s fall-out. He was some sort of frontiers-
man, not in the colonial military but in the fortune-hunters’
motley.

A descendant in the male line, Frederick Morris bears his
surname, of course. Walter Benjamin Morris apparently was
always called Ben, perhaps because he was the Benjamin in-
deed of the brood of brothers who did not, like him, emigrate
to Africa. No-one seems to know why he did; just an adven-
turer, or maybe the ambition to be rich which didn’t appear to



be achievable anywhere other than a beckoning Elsewhere. He
might have chosen the Yukon. At home in London he was in
line to inherit the Hampstead delicatessen shop, see it full of
cold cuts and pickles, he was managing for another one of the
fathers in the family line, name lost. He was married for only a
year when he left. Must have convinced his young bride that
their future lay in his going off to prospect for the newly dis-
covered diamonds in a far place called Kimberley, from where
he would promptly return rich. As a kind of farewell surety for
their love, he left inside her their son to be born.

Frederick surprises his mother by asking if she kept the old
attaché case—a battered black bag, actually—where once his
father had told him there was stuff about the family they
should go through some time; both had forgotten this rendez-
vous, his father had died before that time came. He did not
have much expectation that she still kept the case somewhere,
she had moved from what had been the home of marriage and
disposed of possessions for which there was no room, no place
in her life in a garden complex of elegant contemporary-
design cottages. There were some things in a communal
storeroom tenants had use of. There he found the bag and
squatting among the detritus of other people’s pasts he blew
away the silverfish moths from letters and scrap jottings, copied
the facts recorded above. There are also photographs, mounted
on board, too tough for whatever serves silverfish as jaws,
which he took with him, didn’t think his mother would be
sufficiently interested in for him to inform her. There is one
portrait in an elaborate frame.

The great-grandfather has the same stance in all the photo-
graphs whether he is alone beside a photographer’s studio palm
or among piles of magical dirt, the sieves that would sift from
the earth the rough stones that were diamonds within their
primitive forms, the expressionless blacks and half-coloured
men leaning on spades. Prospectors from London and Paris
and Berlin —anywhere where there are no diamonds— did not
themselves race to stake their claims when the starter’s gun
went off, the hired men who belonged on the land they ran
over were swifter than any white foreigner, they staked the
foreigners’ claims and wielded the picks and spades in the



open-cast mining concessions these marked. Even when Ben
Morris is photographed sitting in a makeshift overcrowded bar
his body, neck tendons, head are upright as if he were standing
so immovably confident—of what? (Jottings reveal that he un-
carthed only small stuff. Negligible carats.) Of virility. That’s
unmistakable, its untouched by the fickleness of fortune. Oth-
ers in the picture have become slumped and shabbied by poor
luck. The aura of sexual virility in the composure, the dark,
bright, on-the-lookout inviting eyes: a call to the other sex as
well as elusive diamonds. Women must have heard, read him
the way males didn’t, weren’t meant to. Dates on the scraps of
paper made delicately lacy by insects show that he didn’t return
promptly, he prospected with obstinate faith in his quest, in
himself, for five years.

He didn’t go home to London, the young wife, he saw the
son only once on a single visit when he impregnated the young
wife and left her again. He did not make his fortune; but he
must have gained some slowly accumulated profit from the
small stones the black men dug for him from their earth, be-
cause after five years it appears he went back to London and
used his acquired knowledge of the rough stones to establish
himself in the gem business, with connections in Amsterdam.

The great-grandfather never returned to Africa. Frederick’s
mother can at least confirm this, since her son is interested.
The later members of the old man’s family—his fertility pro-
duced more sons, from one of whom Frederick is descended—
came for other reasons, as doctors and lawyers, businessmen,
conmen and entertainers, to a level of society created from
profit of the hired fast-runners’ unearthing of diamonds and
gold for those who had come from beyond the seas, another
kind of elsewhere.

And that’s another story. You're not responsible for your
ancestry, are you.

But if that’s so, why have marched under banned slogans,
got yourself beaten up by the police, arrested a couple of times;
plastered walls with subversive posters. That’s also the past.
The past is valid only in relation to whether the present
recognises it.



How did that handsome man with the beckoning gaze, the
characteristic slight flare of the nostrils as if picking up some
tempting scent (in every photograph), the strong beringed
hands (never touched a spade) splayed on tight-trousered
thighs, live without his pretty London bedmate all the nights
of prospecting? And the Sunday mornings when you wake,
alone, and don’t have to get up and get out to educate the stu-
dents in the biological facts of life behind their condomed
cavortings—even a diamond prospector must have lain a while
longer in his camp bed, Sundays, known those surges of desire,
and no woman to turn to. Five years. Impossible that a healthy
male, as so evidently this one, went five years without making
love except for the brief call on the conjugal bed. Never mind
the physical implication; how sad. But of course it wasn’t so.
He obviously didn’t have to write and confess to his young
wife that he was having an affair—this is the past, not the so-
phisticated protocol of suburban sexual freedom—it’s unimag-
inably makeshift, rough as the diamonds. There were those
black girls who came to pick up prospectors’ clothes for wash-
ing (two in the background of a photograph where,
bare-chested, the man has fists up, bunched in a mock fight
with a swinging-bellied mate at the diggings) and the
half-black girls (two coffee one milk the description at the
time) in confusion of a bar-tent caught smiling, passing him
carrying high their trays of glasses. Did he have many of these
girls over those years of deprived nights and days. Or was there
maybe a special one, several special ones, there are no crude
circumstances, Frederick himself has known, when there’s not
a possibility of tenderness coming uninvited to the straight-
forward need for a fuck. And the girls. What happened to the
girls if in male urgencies there was conception. The foreigners
come to find diamonds came and went, their real lives with
women were Elsewhere, intact far away. What happened? Are
there children’s children of those conceptions on-the-side
engendered by a handsome prospector who went home to his
wife and sons and the gem business in London and
Amsterdam—couldn’t they be living where he propagated
their predecessors.



Frederick knows as everyone in a country of many races
does that from such incidents far back there survives proof in
the appropriation, here and there, of the name that was all the
progenitor left behind him, adopted without his knowledge or
consent out of—sentiment, resentment, something owed?
More historical fall-out. It was not in mind for a while, like the
rendezvous with the stuff in the black bag, forgotten with his
father. There was a period of renewed disturbances at the
university, destruction of equipment within the buildings be-
hind their neo-classical columns; not in the Department of
Biology, fortunately.

The portrait of his great-grandfather in its oval frame under
convex glass that had survived unbroken for so long stayed
propped up where the desk moved to his new apartment was
placed when he and his ex-wife divided possessions. Photo-
graphs give out less meaning than painted portraits. Open less
contemplation. But  is there, he is—a statement.

One-sixteenth black.

In the telephone directory for what is now a city where the
diamonds were first dug, are there any listings of the name
Morris. Of course there will be, it's not uncommon and so has
no relevance.

As if he has requested her to reserve cinema tickets with his
credit card he asks his secretary to see if she can get hold of a
telephone directory for a particular region. There are Morrises
and Morrisons. In his apartment he calls up the name on the
internet one late night, alone. There’s a Morris who is a theatre
director now living in Los Angeles and a Morris a champion
bridge player in Cape Town. No-one of that name in
Kimberley worthy of being noted in this infallible source.

Now and then he and black survivors of the street marches
of blacks and whites in the past get together for a drink. ‘Sur-
vivors’ because some of the black comrades (comrades because
that form of address hadn’t been exclusive to the communists
among them) had moved on to high circles in cabinet posts
and boardrooms. The talk turned to reform of the education
system and student action to bring it about. Except for Freder-
ick, in their shared 70s and 80s few of this group of survivors
had the chance of a university education. They’re not inhibited



to be critical of the new regime their kind brought about or of
responses to its promises unfulfilled. —Trashing the campus
isn’t going to scrap tuition fees for our kids too poor to pay.
Yelling freedom songs, toyi-toying at the Principal’s door isn’t
going to reach the Minister of Education’s big ears. Man!
Aren’t there other tactics now? They’re supposed to be intelli-
gent, getting educated, not so, and all they can think of is use
what we had, throw stones, trash the facilities—but the build-
ings and the libraries and laboratories whatnot are now,
not whitey’s only—they’re rubbishing what we fought for, for
them.—

Someone asks, your department okay, no damage?

Another punctuates with a laugh. —They wouldn’t touch
you, no way.—

Frederick doesn’t know whether to put the company right,
the students don’t know and if they do don’t care about his
actions in the past, why should they, they don’t know who he
was, the modest claim to be addressed as comrade. But that
would bring another whole debate, one focused on himself.

When he got home rather late he was caught under another
focus, seemed that of the eyes of the grandfatherly portrait. Or
was it the mixture, first beer then whisky, unaccustomedly
downed.

The Easter vacation is freedom from both work and the
family kind of obligation it brought while there was marriage.
Frederick did have children with the second wife but it was not
his turn, in the legal conditions of access, to have the boy and
girl with him for this school holiday. There were invitations
from university colleagues and an attractive Italian woman he’d
taken to dinner and a film recently, but he said he was going
away for a break. The coast? The mountains? Kimberley.

What on earth would anyone take a break there for. If they
asked, he offered, see the Big Hole, and if they didn’t remem-
ber what that was he’d have reminded it was the great
gouged-out mouth of the diamond pipe formation.

He had never been there and knew no-one. No-one,
that was the point, the negative. The man whose eyes, whose



energy of form remain open to you under glass from the gen-
erations since he lived five years here, staked his claim.
One-sixteenth. There certainly are men and women, children
related thicker than that in his descendant’s bloodstream. The
telephone directory didn’t give much clue to where the
cousins, collaterals, might be found living on the territory of
diamonds; assuming the addresses given with the numbers are
white suburban rather than indicating areas designated under
the old segregation which everywhere still bear the kind of eu-
phemistic flowery names that disguised them and where most
black and colour-mixed people, around the cities, still live. And
that assumption? An old colour/class one that the level of peo-
ple from whom came the girls great-grandpapa used must still
be out on the periphery in the new society? Why shouldn’t
‘Morris, Walter J. S.” of ‘Golf Course Place’ be a shades-of-
black who had become a big businessman owning a house
where he was forbidden before and playing the game at a club
he was once barred from?

Scratch a white man, Frederick Morris, and find trace of the
serum of induced superiority; history never over. But while he
took a good look at himself, pragmatic reasoning set him leav-
ing the chain hotel whose atmosphere confirmed the sense of
anonymity of his presence and taking roads to what were the
old townships of segregation. A public holiday, so the streets,
some tarred and guttered, some unsurfaced dirt with puddles
floating beer cans and plastic, were cheerful racetracks of cars,
taxis and buses, avoiding skittering children and men and
women taking their right and time to cross where they pleased.

No-one took much notice of him. His car, on an academic’s
salary, was neither a newer model nor more costly make than
many of those alongside, and like them being ousted from lane
to lane by the occasional Mercedes with darkened windows
whose owner surely should have moved by now to somesuch
Golf Course Place. And as a man who went climbing at week-
ends and swam in the university pool early every morning
since the divorce, he was sun-pigmented, not much lighter
than some of the men who faced him a moment, in passing, on
the streets where he walked a while as if he had a destination.



Schools were closed for the holidays, as they were for his
children; he found himself at a playground. The boys were
clambering the structure of the slide instead of taking the lad-
der, and shouting triumph as they reached the top ahead of
conventional users, one lost his toe-hold and fell, howling,
while the others laughed. But who could say who could have
been this one that one, give or take a shade, his boy; there’s
simply the resemblance all boys have in their grimaces of emo-
tion, boastful feats, agile bodies. The girls on the swings
clutching younger siblings, even babies; most of them pretty
but aren’t all girls of the age of his daughter, pretty, though one
couldn’t imagine her being entrusted with a baby the way the
mothers sitting by placidly allowed this. The mothers. The
lucky ones (favoured by prospectors?) warm honey-coloured,
the others dingy between black and white, as if determined by
an under-exposed photograph. Genes the developing agent.
Which of these could be a Morris, a long-descended sister-
cousin, whatever, alive, we’re together here in the present.
Could you give me a strand of your hair (his own is lank and
straight but that proves nothing after the Caucasian blood
mixtures of so many following progenitors) to be matched with
my toe-nail cutting or a shred of my skin in DNA tests.
Imagine the reaction when I handed in these to
the laboratories at the university. Faculty laughter to cover
embarrassment, curiosity. Fred behaving oddly nowadays.

He ate a boerewors roll at a street barrow, asking for it in the
language, Afrikaans, that was being spoken all around him.
Their mother tongue, the girls who visited the old man spoke
(not old then, no, all the vital juices flowing, showing); did he
pick it up from them and promptly forget it in London and
Amsterdam as he did them, never came back to Africa. He, the
descendant, hung on in the township until late afternoon,
hardly knowing the object of lingering, or leaving. Then there
were bars filling up behind men talking at the entrances against
kwaito music. He made his way into one and took a bar stool
warm from the backside of the man who swivelled off it. After
a beer the voices and laughter, the beat of the music made him
feel strangely relaxed on this venture of his he didn’t try to
explain to himself that began before the convex glass of the



oval-framed photograph. When his neighbour, whose elbow
rose and fell in dramatic gestures to accompany a laughing
bellowing argument, jolted and spilled the foam of the second
beer, the interloper grinned, gave assurances of no offence
taken and was drawn into friendly banter with the neighbour
and his pals. The argument was about the referee’s decision in
a soccer game; he’d played when he was a student and could
contribute a generalised opinion of the abilities, or lack of,
among referees. In the pause when the others called for
another round, including him without question, he was able to
ask (it was suddenly remembered) did anyone know a Morris
family living around? There were self-questioning raised
foreheads, they looked to one another: one moved his head
slowly side to side, down over the dregs in his glass; drew up
from it, when I was a kid, another kid ... his people moved to
another section, they used to live here by the church.

Alternative townships were suggested. Might be people
with that name there. So did he know them from somewhere?
Wha’d’you want them for?

It came quite naturally. They’re family we've lost touch
with.

Oh that’s how it is people go all over, you never hear what’s
with them, these days, it’s let’s try this place let’s try that and
you never know they’s alive or dead, my brothers gone off
to Cape Town they don’t know who they are anymore ... so
where you from?

From the science faculty of the university with the classical
columns, the progeny of men and women in the professions,
generations of privilege that have made them whatever it is
they are. They don’t know what they might have been.

Names, unrecorded on birth certificates—if there were any
such for the issue of foreign prospectors’ passing sexual
relief—get lost, don’t exist, maybe abandoned as worthless.
These bar-room companions buddies comrades, could any one
of them be men who should have my family name included in
theirs?

So where am I from.

What was it all about.
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Dubious. What kind of claim do you need? The standard of
privilege changes with each regime. Isn’t it a try at privilege.
Yes? One up towards the ruling class whatever it may happen
to be. One-sixteenth. A cousin how many times removed from
the projection of your own male needs onto the handsome
young buck preserved under glass. So what’s happened to the
ideal of the Struggle (the capitalised generic of something else
that’s never over, never mind history-book victories) for rec-
ognition, beginning in the self, that our kind, humankind,
doesn’t need any distinctions of blood percentage tincture.
That fucked things up enough in the past. Once there were
blacks, poor devils, wanting to claim white. Now there’s a
white, poor devil, wanting to claim black. It’s the same secret.

His colleagues in the faculty coffee room at the university
exchange Easter holiday pleasures, mountains climbed, animals
in a game reserve, the theatre, concerts—and one wryly
confessing: trying to catch up with reading for the planning of
a new course, sustained by warm beer consumed in the sun.

—Oh and how was the Big Hole?—

—Deep.—

Everyone laughs at witty deadpan brevity.
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tape measure

NO-ONE of any kind or shape or species can begin to
imagine what it’s like for me being swirled and twisted around
all manner of filthy objects in a horrible current. I, who was
used to, knew only, the calm processes of digestion as my
milieu. How long will this chaos last (the digestion has its
ordained programme) and where am I going? Helpless. All I
can do is trace back along my length—it is considerable also in
the measure of its time—how I began and lived and what has
happened to me.

My beginning is ingestion—yes, sounds strange. But there
it is. I might have been ingested on a scrap of lettuce or in a
delicacy of raw minced meat known as, I believe, Beefsteak
Tartare. Could have got in on a finger licked by my human
host after he’d ignored he’d been caressing his dog or cat.
Doesn’t matter. Once I'd been ingested I knew what to do
where I found myself, I gained consciousness; nature is a mira-
cle in the know-how it has provided, ready, in all its millions of
varieties of eggs: I hatched from my minute containment that
the human eye never could have detected on the lettuce, the
raw meat, the finger, and began to grow myself. Segment by
segment. Measuredly. That's how my species adapts and
maintains itself, advances to feed along one of the most intri-
cately designed passageways in the world. An organic one. Of
course, that’s connected with perhaps an even more intricate
system, the whole business of veins and arteries—bloody; our
species has nothing to do with that pulsing about all over in
narrow tubes.

My place was warm and smooth-walled, rosy-dark, and
down into its convolutions (around thirty coiled feet of it)
came, sometimes more regularly than others, always ample,
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many different kinds of nourishment to feed on, silently, un-
known and unobserved. An ideal existence! The many forms
of life, in particular that of millions of the species of my host
who go hungry in the cruel light and cold my darkness
protected me from (with the nourishment comes not only what
the host eats but intelligence of what he knows of his kind’s
being and environment)—they would envy one of my kind.
No enemy, no predator after you, no rival. Just your own
winding length, moving freely, resting sated. The nourishment
that arrived so reliably—years and years in my case—was even
already broken down for consumption, ready mashed, you
might say, and mixed with sustaining liquids. Sometimes
during my long habitation there would be a descent of some
potent liquid that roused me pleasurably all my
length—which, as I've remarked had become considerable—so
that I was lively, so to speak, right down to the last, most
recently-added segments of myself.

Come to think of it, there were a couple of attempts on my
life before the present catastrophe. But they didn’t succeed.
No! I detected at once, infallibly, some substance aggressive to-
wards me concealed in the nourishment coming down. Didn’t
touch that delivery. Let it slowly urge its way wherever it was
going—in its usual pulsions, just as when I have had my fill;
untouched! No thank you. I could wait until the next delivery
came down: clean, I could tell. Whatever my host had in mind,
then, I was my whole length aware, ahead of him. Yes! Oh and
there was one occurence that might or might not have had to
do with whatever this aggression against my peaceful existence
might mean. My home, my length, were suddenly irradiated
with some weird seconds-long form of what I'd learnt
second-hand from my host must have been light, as if
some—Thing—was briefly enabled to look inside my host. All
the wonderful secret storage that was my domain. But did
those rays find me? See me? I didn’t think so. All was undis-
turbed, for me, for a long time. I continued to grow myself,
perfectly measured segment by segment. Didn’t brood upon
the brief invasion of my privacy; I have a calm nature, like all
my kind. Perhaps I should have thought more about the inci-
dent’s implication: that thereafter my host knew I was there; the
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act of ingestion conveys nothing about what’s gone down with
the scrap of lettuce or the meat: he wouldn’t have been aware
of my residency until then. But suspected something? How, I'd
like to know; I was so discreet.

The gouts of that agreeable strong liquid began to reach me
more frequently. No objection on my part! The stuff just made
me more active for a while, I had grown to take up a lot of
space in my domain, and I have to confess that I would find
myself inclined to ripple and knock about a bit. Harmlessly, of
course. We don’t have voices so I couldn’t sing. Then there
would follow a really torpid interval of which I'd never re-
member much when it was over ...

A contented, shared life; I knew that my host had always
taken what he needed from the nourishment that came on
down to me. A just and fair coexistence, I still maintain. And
why should I have troubled myself with where the residue was
bound for, when both of us had been satisfied?

O HOW I have come to know now! How I have come to
know!

For what has just happened to me—I can only relive again,
again, in all horror, as if it keeps recurring all along me. First
there was that period, quite short, when no nourishment or
liquid came down at all. My host must have been abstaining.

Then—

The assault of a terrible flood, bitter burning, whipping and
pursuing all down and around into a pitch-black narrow
passage filled with stinking filth. I've become part of what is
pushing its path there—zhat was where the nourishment was
bound for all the years, after the host and I had done with it, a
suffocating putrifaction and unbearable effusions.

Jonah was spewed by the whale.

But I—the term for it, I believe—was shat out.

From that cess I've been ejected into what was only a more
spacious one, round, hard-surfaced, my segments have never
touched against anything like it, in my moist-padded soft home
space, and I am tossed along with more and many, many kinds
of rottenness, objects, sections of which I sense from my own
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completeness must be dismembered from organic wholes that
one such as myself, who has never before known the outside,
only the insides of existence, cannot name. Battered through
this conduit by these forms, all ghastly, lifeless, I think I must
somehow die among them—I have the knowledge how to
grow but not how to die if, as it seems, that is necessary. And
now! Now! The whole putrid torrent had somewhere it was
bound for—it discharges (there is a moment’s blinding that
must be light) and disperses into a volume of liquid
inconceivable in terms of the trickles and even gouts that had
fed me. Unfathomable: I am swept up in something heady,
frothy, exhilarating; down with something that flows me. And I
am clean, clean the whole length of me! Ah to be cleansed of
that filth I had never suspected was what the nourishment I
shared with my host became when we’d taken our fill of it.
Blessed ignorance, all those years I was safe inside ...

My host. So he knew. This’s how he planned to get rid of
me. Why? What for? This’s how he respected our coexistence,
after even sharing with me those gouts of agreeable liquid
whose happy effects we must have enjoyed together. It ends
up, him driving me out mercilessly, hatefully, with every kind
of ordure. Deadly.

BUT I'm adapting to this vastness! Can, at least, for a while, I
believe. It’s not what I was used to and there’s no nourishment
of my habitude but I find that my segments, the entire length
of me still obeys; I can progress by my normal undulation.
Undulating, ’'m setting out in an element that also does, I'm
setting out for what this powerful liquid vastness is bound
for—nature’s built into my knowledge that everything has to
move somewhere—and maybe there, where this force lands,
one of my eggs (we all have a store within us, although we are
loners and our fertilisation is a secret) will find a housefly
carrier and settle on a scrap of lettuce or a fine piece of meat in
a Beefsteak Tartare. Ingestion. The whole process shall begin
over again. Come to life.

15



dreaming of the dead

DID you come back last night?

I try to dream you into materialisation but you don’t appear.

I keep expecting you. Because dream has no place, time.
The Empyrean—always liked that as my free-floating defini-
tion of Somenowhere—balloon without tether to earth. There
is no past no present no future. All is occupied at once. Every-
one there is without boundaries of probability.

I don’t know why it was a Chinese restaurant—ah, no, the
choice is going to come clear later when a particular one of the
guests arrives! Guests? Whose invitation is it. Who hosts. Such
causation doesn’t apply; left behind. Look up and there’s
Edward, the coin-clear profile of Edward Said that is aware
how masculinely beautiful it still exists in photographs, he’s
turning this way and that to find where the table is that expects
him. It’s his decision it’s this one. He’s always known what was
meant for him, the placing of himself, by himself, through the
path of any obstacles, Christian-Muslim, Palestinian-Cairene,
American. He’s his own usher, shining a torch of distinctive
intellectual light and sensibility to guide him. It’s not the place
to remember this, here, but if you’re the one still living in the
flesh wired up by synapses and neurons you recall his wife
Mariam told that on his last journey to the hospital he disputed
the route taken by the driver.

Edward. He stands a moment, before the embrace of greet-
ing. His familiar way of marking the event of a meeting
brought about by the co-ordination of friends’ commitments
and lucky happenstance. It’s reassuring he’s wearing one of the
coloured shirts and the flourished design of his tie is confirmed
by the ear of a silk handkerchief showing above the breast
pocket of the usual elegant jacket. Edward never needed to
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prove his mental superiority by professorial dowdiness and
dandruff. We don’t bother with how-are-yous, there’s no point
in that sort of banality, here. He says why don’t we have a drink
while we’re waiting—he seems to know for whom although I
don’t (except, for you) any more than I knew he would come
to this place hung with fringed paper lanterns. He beckons a
waiter who doesn’t pretend in customary assertion of dignity
against servility that he hasn’t noticed. Edward never had to
command, I'd often noted that, there is something in those
eyes fathomless black with ancient Middle Eastern ancestry,
that has no need of demanding words. With the glance back to
me, he orders what we’ve always drunk to being well-met. He
apologises with humour ‘T don’t know how I managed to be
late, it’s quite an art’ though he isn’t late because he never was
expected, and there can be no explanation I could understand
of what could have kept him.

We plunge right away into our customary eager exchange
of interpretations of political events, international power-
mongering, national religious and secular conflicts, the obses-
sional scaffolding of human existence on earth, then ready to
turn to personal preoccupations, for which, instinctively
selected in each friendship, there is a different level of confi-
dences. Before we get to ours, someone else arrives at our table;
even I, who have known that face in its changes over many
years and in relation to many scenes and circumstances, from
treason trials in the country where I am still one of the living,
to all-night parties in London, don’t recognise his entry. Once
standing at this table, the face creased in his British laugh of
greeting: it's Anthony Sampson. Who? Because instead of the
baggy pants unworthy of tweed jacket, he’s wearing an African
robe. Not just a dashiki shirt he might have picked up on his
times in Africa, and donned for comfortable summer
informality of whatever this gathering is, but a robe to the
ankles—by the way, it can’t be hot in the Chinese restaurant;
there’s no climate in dream. When he was editor of a
black-staffed newspaper in South Africa and belonged, was an
intimate of shebeen ghettos, never mind his pink British skin,
this preceded the era when African garb became fashionable as
a mark of the wearer’s non-racism. Sampson had no interest in
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being fashionable within any convention. He showed no
consciousness, now, of his flowing robe. So neither did I; nor
did Edward though I suppose they had met in the Elsewhere.
Edward rose while Anthony and I hugged, kissed on either
cheek, he greeted Edward with recollected—it seemed—
admiration and chose a chair, having to arrange the robe out of
the way of his shoes, like a skirt.

We took up, three of us now, the interrupted talk of political
conflict and scandals, policies and ideologies, corrupt gov-
ernments, tyrant fundamentalists, homegrown in the Middle
East and Eastern Europe, and those created by the hubris of
the West. A waiter subserviently intruded with distributed
menus but we all ignored him as if it were understood we were
waiting for someone. I was waiting for you. Even in that Chi-
nese restaurant though it was never your favourite cuisine.
Whom were we waiting for?

I wonder now, awakened in bed by a heavy cat settling on
my feet, but I didn’t then, no-one asked me so I didn’t have to
give my answer: you. Edward opened a menu big and
leather-bound as a book of world maps. Perhaps this meant he
and Anthony knew no-one was coming. No-one else was
available among the dead in their circle. Maybe the too
newly-dead cannot enter dreams. But no; Anthony was recent,
and here he was, if strangely got up in the category of the
childhood belief that when you die you grow wings, become
angels in the Empyrean.

Suddenly she was there, sitting at the head of the table as if
she had been with us all along or because there was no time we
hadn’t remarked when it was she’d joined us. Susan. Susan
Sontag. How to have missed the doorway entrance of that
presence always larger-than-life (stupid metaphor to have cho-
sen in the circumstances, but this is a morning-after account)
not only in sense of her height and size: a mythical goddess,
Athena-Medea statue with that magnificent head of black hair
asserting this doubling authority, at once inspiring, menacing,
unveiling a sculptor’s bold marble features, gouged by com-
manding eyes.

It seemed there had been greetings. Exclamations of plea-
sure, embraces and less intimate but just as sincere pressures of
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hands left animation, everyone talking at once across one an-
other. Susan’s deep beautiful voice interrupted itself in an aside
to call a waiter by name—well of course, so this is the Chinese
restaurant in New York’s SoHo she used to take me to! The
waiters know her, she’s the habituée who judges what’s partic-
ularly good to order, in fact she countermands with an affec-
tionate gesture of a fine hand the hesitant choices of the others
and questions, insists, laughs reprovingly at some of the
waiter’s suggestions; he surely is aware of what the cooks can’t
get away with, with her. She does let us decide on what to
drink. Susan was never a drinker and this one among her
favourite eating places probably doesn’t have a cellar of the
standard that holds the special French and Italian cultivars for
which she makes an exception.

As if, non-smoker, she carries a box of matches, there strikes
from her a flame flaring the Isracli-Palestinian situation. The
light’s turned on Edward, naturally, although this is not a
group in which each sees personal identity and its supposed
unquestioning loyalty cast by birth, faith, country, race, as the
decisive and immutable sum of self. Edward is a Palestinian,
he’s also in his ethics of human being, a Jew, we know that
from his writings, his exposure of the orientalism within us, the
invention of the Other that’s survived the end of the old-style
colonialism into globalisation. If Susan’s a Jew, she too, has
identity beyond that label, hers has been one with Vietnamese,
Sarajevans, many others, to make up the sum of self.

They carry all this to the Somenowhere. In the Chinese
restaurant, there between us.

Sampson doesn’t interject much in that understated rapidity
of half-audible upperclass English delivery, yet gives a new
twist to what’s emerging from the other two eloquently con-
testing one another from different points of view even on what
they agree upon. A journalist who’s achieved distinction of
complete integrity in venturous success must have begun by
being a good listener. And I—my opinions and judgments are
way down in the confusion of living, I don’t have the perspec-
tive the dead must have attained. But the distance with which
Edward seems to regard Susan’s insistent return to passionate
views of opposing legitimacies between Palestinians and
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Israelis is puzzling. After all his clarity and commitment on
that conflict-trampled ground of the earth he’s left behind,
searching the unambiguous words and taking the actions for a
just resolution (on the premise there is one), putting his
brilliant mind to it against every hostility, including the
last—death: how this lack of response? Lassitude? Is that the
peace of the dead that passeth all understanding the public
relations spin doctors of religions advertise? The hype by one
to counter that other, a gratis supply of virgins? Lassitude. But
Edward Said: never an inactive cell in that unique brain. “What
did you leave unfinished?’

The favoured waiter had wheeled to the table a double-deck
buffet almost the table’s length, displaying a composition of
glistening mounds, gardens of bristling greens. Susan with her
never sated search for truth rather than being fobbed off with
information, dared to introduce as she turned to the food’s
array, a subject it perhaps isn’t done to raise among the other
guests.

She was helping herself with critical concentration, this, no,
then that—and some more of that—filling to her satisfaction,
aesthetic and anticipatory, the large plates the restaurant earned
its reputation by providing.

Edward waited for her to reach this result. ‘Everything is
unfinished. Finality: that’s the mistake. It’s the claim of die-
tatorship. Hegemony. In our turn, always we’ll be having to
pick up the baggage taking from experience what’s good, dis-
carding what’s conned us into prizing, if it’s destructive.’

Dream has no sequence as we know it, this following that.
This over, that beginning. You can be making love with
someone unrecognised, picking up coins spilled in the street,
giving a speech at a board meeting, pursued naked in a shop-
ping mall, without the necessary displacements of sequence.
Whether the guests were serving themselves—the others, An-
thony and Edward—and whether they were talking between
mouthfuls and those swallows of wine or water which precede
what one’s going to say at table, I was mistaken in my logic of
one still living, that they were continuing their exchange of the
responsibilities for 9/11, the Tsunami, famine in Darfur,
elections in Irag, the Ukraine, student riots against youth

20



employment restrictions in Paris, a rape charge in court
indicting a member of government in my country:
preoccupations of my own living present or recent months,
years; naturally all one to them. What was I doing there in
Susan’s Chinese restaurant, anyway?

It is news they’re exchanging of what they’re engaged in.
Now. Edward’s being urged to tell something that at least
explains to me his certain distance from Susan’s perceptions
of the developments (at whatever stage these might have
been when she left access to newspapers, television, inside
informants) in the Middle East. He’s just completed a piano
concerto. I can’t resist putting in with delight Tor two pianos.’
The Said apartment on the Upper West Side in New York had
what you’d never expect to walk in on, two grand pianos
taking up one of the livingrooms. Edward once remarked to
me, if affectionately, “You have the writing but I have the
writing and the music’ An amateur pianist of concert
performance level, he’d played with an orchestra under the
baton of his friend Daniel Barenboim.

Here was his acknowledging smile of having once led me
into that exotically furnished livingroom; maybe a brush of his
hand. Touch isn’t always felt, in dream. There was a scholar, a
politico-philosophical intellect, an enquirer of international
morality in the order of the world, a life whose driving moti-
vation was not chose