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The Farewell Party
Novella Extract
by Adrian Ashley
For Misheck M, it was the culmination of a life’s work. In the build-up to his farewell party, in order for him to judge the relative importance of the day, he had asked himself what defined a man. Though married with four children, he had not been sure that being a husband or a father defined him. Lying awake one night, he decided that what defined him was his working life. What defined him was how well he had executed the ambassadorial role he played for the M family. What defined him was this: forty years of proud service to Golden Leaf Tobacco Company. 

He hoped, while tidying his small office on this the last Friday of his working life, that people had thought well of him. He had, at all times, paid special attention to the way in which he projected himself. Even the shiny floor of his office, which he swept now for the last time, was a reflection of who he was. He took care at all times to maintain an unflagging sense of integrity, to never drop his standards. He hoped the people he had dealt with these past forty years had seen him as a good man—not just a good black man, but simply a good man.  

In 1960 Misheck had joined the company at the age of 22. He had been selected—on account of his short, compact build—from a handful of hopefuls who had gathered at the company’s gate. His first job entailed climbing into a large cardboard carton to tread upon hands of tobacco until they were snug in the box. After a few short years, when he had shown a certain aptitude at stamping, he was promoted to a canteen hand, where his forearms grew strong from kneading pie-dough. For him, intelligent and quick-witted, opportunities came early, and very soon he swapped his apron for the neat blue shirt and the dark blue tie of the messenger. Then, for many years, riding a large black bicycle, he collected mail and delivered cheques, evading puddles and reckless drivers all over the city. When he got his driving licence he was promoted to the post of light vehicle driver, a title he had held since then. 

The phone in his office rang, giving him a start. It was the receptionist. His wife had arrived. He straightened his chair, letting his hand linger on its cool green fabric. He had had the chair for so long it had taken not only his shape, but also his quiet and respectful countenance. When he closed the door behind him it was with a certain sadness, for who, in a month or two, would know that the battered green chair in the office under the staircase had taken the shape of a good man? Who would know that the little desk, whose top was scarred with incident, had barely moved from its spot in the corner in 20 years? 

He found his wife sitting on a sofa in the waiting area, trying to occupy as little of it as she could. He was loathe to take her to his small office under the staircase, afraid as he was to disappoint his wife, in whose mind his office had taken on a mythically capacious image after all these years. So they sat on the sofa in reception, staring without appreciation at the artwork on the walls and out of the entrance toward the rows of gleaming all-terrain vehicles that were parked in the bays marked Management.

After a suitable wait Misheck led his wife to the bar. It was just past five o’clock and all the offices upstairs, he imagined, would soon be abandoned, whereupon the thirsty Friday evening crowd would come down to sate themselves. 

Misheck had never entered the bar as a guest. He was not permitted. Every Friday night the small, neat room was a hearth of merriment. As he expected this night to be no different he had schooled Mrs M, to the best of his ability, on pub etiquette—basically, she was to keep as quiet as possible. He ushered her reverently through the glass doors of the bar now but found the room empty. He checked his watch. It was ten minutes past five. He motioned to his standing wife to take a seat. He pulled out the adjacent stool and they sat stiffly abreast like pigeons.

A short while later a young tobacco buyer hurried into the room carrying a tray of glasses. He walked behind the counter and placed the tray on a low shelf, then he lifted his head back into view and said grandly, ‘Hello there Meesh!’
Misheck smiled and replied, ‘Hello Kevin.’ 

He turned to his wife and announced, ‘This is Kevin, he works in the leaf department.’ 

Then he turned back and said, ‘This is my wife.’ 

The boy assumed the same wide smile and exclaimed, ‘Hello Mrs Meesh!’ 
Misheck grinned and muttered to his wife, ‘My nickname.’ 
She nodded urgently, as though he should not spend too much time explaining to her, and then she turned to Kevin and gave him a slow nod of greeting. 

Kevin was a tobacco buyer in training, the lowest of the low in terms of the hierarchy. He could not keep still, and he swivelled about in his seat, talking animatedly while fingering the bottle opener, the corkscrew, and a nearby ashtray in turn. 

‘Well,’ he said, ‘what will you have to drink Meesh?’
‘I would like a Coca-Cola please,’ Misheck replied.

Kevin’s face dropped.

‘I’m sorry Meesh,’ he said very seriously, ‘we don’t serve soft-drinks in this bar. If you want a Coke you’ll have to find a bar that does.’

Misheck exchanged a glance with his wife. 
‘But I don’t drink alcohol,’ he said in a small voice. 
Kevin was serious for a moment longer, then he grinned widely and said, ‘I’ll let you off Meesh because I know you so well, but pub rules state that you have to drink alcohol, and that you can’t fly on one wing—you can’t have only one drink.’

When Mrs M tentatively asked for the same order as her husband, while rubbing the dimpled elbows of her folded arms, Kevin prepared two glasses with a show of barman’s antics that she took in stolidly. After Kevin had passed the drinks across, a rising trill came from his top pocket. He pulled out a tiny cellular phone with bright blue lighting and spoke into it while tossing the bottle opener up and down. His conversation, punctuated by exclamations and frenzied nodding, ended with the words, ‘Lekker! Okay, I’ll see you later!’ 
As soon as he finished the call he slammed the opener on the counter, pointed at Misheck’s glass and cried, ‘Buffalo!’ 
Alarmed, Misheck drew his hand away. 
‘Buffalo man!’ Kevin exclaimed again. ‘Pub rules Meesh, you can’t use your left hand to hold your glass. You’ll have to down your drink! Come on, drink up!’ 
Misheck looked at Mrs M, who seemed mildly taken aback, and smiled and nodded as if this was the most enjoyable thing; then he lifted the glass to his lips drained it. 

After massaging three soft burps from his chest, Misheck said, while looking at a lone plate of partially picked finger snacks, ‘Well, a feast to feed the masses.’ He looked up at Kevin and asked, ‘Where are all the others today?’
Kevin consulted his watch. ‘I don’t know chum, there should have been at least a few more people.’ 

There had been some legendary parties in this bar. The farewell parties were always something to look forward to and often stretched late into the night. This quiet meeting of three was not the kind of party Golden Leaf threw; this formal gathering, drained of life, was not a party of any sort. Thus, Misheck began to think a joke was at play; he began to imagine that at any time Kevin would leap off his seat and break into a heartrending song composed in his honour, and that all the faces he had come to know these last years would file in bearing gifts. Watching Kevin, who was furiously thumbing the buttons of his cellphone, Misheck allowed himself an inward chuckle, while thinking that with each passing minute, the surprise was growing more elaborate.

‘So Meesh, what are you going to do with your time?’ Kevin asked.

‘I have a small patch of vegetables at home, I might decide to start selling them, just to get by.’

‘Have you been at the company long?’

‘40 years. And five months. Longer than the next longest serving member by 15 years,’ Misheck said proudly.

Kevin whistled and shook his head. 

‘I’ll drink to that.’ 

He raised his glass. Misheck and Mrs M raised theirs, careful to use the correct hand.

‘So you’re telling me Meesh that you joined this place in 1960.’

‘Yes. I was 22 then.’

‘Geez! So you must be quite chidara,’ Kevin said, shaping his hands around his face to indicate a beard, and thus, great age.

‘Well, one cannot stop the progress of time.’

A fear had been growing in Misheck’s mind—the hour hand of the clock had struck six—that perhaps there was no surprise after all. That fear was now very large, and had all but conquered his expectation of the surprise. At this time of most Fridays the bar stereo would be blaring and The Corrs, a company favourite, would be drowning out the contented sounds of contraction the corrugated iron roofing of the adjoining warehouse would be making after a long day in the sun. For a while now he had been listening keenly to every noise in the building, thinking perhaps that doors were being shut and wrapping paper silenced, thinking perhaps that the colluding organisers of the party were whispering and giggling while they crept towards the bar. That image, as he glanced again at the wall-clock, was becoming increasingly absurd. 

Half an hour later, when less and less often Kevin emerged from the faraway place at which he gazed while picking his teeth, when his movements were unmistakably those of boredom and impatience, when even the roofing had become silent, it struck Misheck like a blow to the face that there was nothing more to follow. Nothing more, not even the insult of a very late latecomer. 

Misheck cleared his throat and asked, ‘Kevin, no-one else will come today, will they?’

‘Meesh it seems that way. But anyhow, look, I have somewhere to go. You can always come back to say hi you know.’

Misheck shook his head. Had it been so hard for them to throw him a decent party? Could they not have invited some of the other staff, the cleaning team, the canteen crowd, the messengers?

‘Have you Mr Thompson’s number?’ he asked

Ït’s not Thommo’s fault, if that’s what you mean.’

‘He is the general manager, is he not?’ Misheck’s voice was catching in his throat. He swallowed hard and asked, Is Mr Thompson not the general manager? Is he not in charge of this kind of thing?’

Kevin shrugged and pulled his cellphone from his pocket. ‘Here, speak to him.’
Misheck held the phone to his ear. All his life he had tried, by his exemplary behaviour, to get these people to form a good opinion of him. Had it worked? Had they noticed, but ignored it? Worse still, had it escaped their notice altogether?  The ringing tone stopped abruptly and a voice answered, ‘Hello’.
‘Mr Thompson this is Misheck speaking, I am at the office. You must remember that a party was planned for me today—to say goodbye. As you are well aware I have worked here for some time, forty years actually. Unfortunately no-one has turned up, to my grave disappointment…’

There was silence at the other end of the line. Then the voice answered, ‘Who’s this, you want Roy? Roy Thompson? Hold on, here he comes.’

Misheck lowered the phone from his ear. He could not pursue this.

A disembodied voice came over the line, ‘Hello, who’s there? Hello?’

Misheck placed the phone on the counter and slowly slid off his seat. With a sideways nod he motioned for his wife to do the same. Kevin had turned his back to clear the countertop behind him. He turned now to face Mr and Mrs M. Misheck smoothed his shirtfront and nodded somberly.
‘Kevin, I wish you the best. Goodbye.’
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