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To my mom and dad and my nana and my papa for keeping this penniless 

writer fed and sheltered when she needed it most. I am eternally grateful.  

To Ross, my Whale, for being my eye of the storm.  

To Bugsy, you know who you are, for believing in my voice. 

To Renata, for being the sister I never had. You taught me the true art of 

feasting with heart and soul.  

To Christo,  for always insisting that I write, therefore  I am. 

To my Rock.  

And finally, to my Tyger Lily… You know the extent of my love.  
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When she was just a little girl…  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

This prisoner’s final meal 

 

It’s no secret I’m my grandpappy’s child. We’re cut from the same 

cloth him and I. Dreamy and contemplative, often lost to our thoughts. 

And with a mom working the occasional evening shift, I was often 

fobbed off on her folks. Without fail, it was my Papa who tucked me 

into bed at night and read to me. If I was lucky, a sleepover would fall 

on a Friday and the next morning, after a flapjack or two, off my Papa 

and I would go on our obligatory saunter down to the main town 

library. There he’d find a chair and wait patiently while I perused my 

options. Finally, happy with the five books I’d cherry-picked, we’d 

make our way to the librarian’s desk and be home in time for lunch.  

       But if it was Papa who read to me before the sandman came, it was 

my Nana who’d made sure that the sheets were crisp and the bed 

warmed by a hot water bottle. You see, that’s her. The matriarchal 

glue of our family, never skipping a beat when it comes to what we 

need. She’s simply not one for dilly-dallying. And who could blame 

her? My great grandmother passed away when my Nana was only 11 

years old, leaving little room for the frivolity of childhood. And as were 

the times, she married and settled into life with my Papa as a good 

woman in the prime of her youth should do. Suddenly the wife of a 

Catholic, she took to her new role with gusto and popped out five 

babies before you could sneeze. So if you want a woman who gets 

things done, she’s your girl! While Papa and I have often pondered the 
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meaning of life, it’s my Nana who taught me some invaluable lessons 

on the subject. And when it comes to food, ‘Waste not, want not’ would 

have to be one that has stood the test of time.  

         My Nana is steadfast when it comes to frugality. Don’t get me 

wrong, she’s not cheap. It’s just that extravagance errs too close on 

the side of wasteful in her world. Lunches at my grandparents’ means 

just enough for everybody. Stretch a pack of pork bangers as far as you 

can. No more than a couple per plate, with a smattering of peas and 

mash, and hopefully there’ll be some to spare for cold sausage sarmies 

at dinnertime later.  

      Then there’s the matter of her freezer, truly a site to behold, packed 

to the hilt as it is with labelled tupperwares. Even a spoonful of gravy 

after a Sunday roast chicken won’t see its way down the drain. Into the 

smallest of tupperwares it goes, ready for the dog’s dinner the next 

day. I have to confess, this has left me in my later years with the 

compulsive habit of freezing all the left over egg whites after an 

evening of spaghetti carbonara. Tragically, I can’t face the prospect of 

an egg white omelette and lack the willpower to whip up a batch of 

meringues. So there the egg whites sit, unloved and unused in the 

freezer, while I find myself unable to send them to a more forgiving 

fate in the kitchen sink.  

       As for expiration dates, they’re superfluous in that woman’s 

pantry. I once hauled out a jar of anchovies so old they’d magically 

transformed into an oily paste as if by some strange mix of time and 
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alchemy. If I may have had any misgivings, they proved to be the most 

delicious anchovies I’d ever tasted. I can tell you they made for one 

mean Caesar salad. And in this, my Nana rubbed off on me in a way 

that I’m almost reluctant to admit. In my own home, I have grown 

inherently uneasy when it comes to giving up on the food in my 

kitchen. Mould encroaching on the cream cheese? Who cares? I’ll 

simply scrape it away with a butter knife and tuck in. 

        Of course, it all makes perfect sense in the end. Raising five 

children meant putting food on the table, and my Nana was destined 

to become the queen of rationing. To this day, our family teases my 

grandmother for her, let’s say, ‘restraint’ in the kitchen. Unappetising 

cottage pie that would’ve been better if only my Nana was not so 

stringent on the butter…Tasteless vegetables cooked simply in the 

microwave until mushy… (And truly, there are few things worse than 

mushy, watery gem squashes!) But be that as it may, my Nana used to 

make me one thing for dinner as a child that to this day remains my 

favourite meal. Of all things, to my mind, and getting well into my 

dirty thirties, nothing beats a soft boiled egg with buttery toast 

‘soldiers’ for dunking. Give me death row, and a final meal, that’s it. 

No doubt about it.  

         On the most gruelling or emotional of days, when I do not have 

anyone else to feed except my cat and myself, this is what comforts me 

when I don my fleecy pyjamas and put the telly on. I even use the exact 

same egg cup from all those years ago. My Nana gifted it to me. It has 
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a picture of a cat (how fitting for a self-professed crazy cat lady!) about 

to indulge as a little chick has hatched from the egg and escaped the 

spoon. It is chipped. A flaw that I love it all the more for, because it 

tells a story, the story of a little girl who became a woman but is still 

so very much a child at heart when it comes to retreating from the 

tediousness of adulthood.  

      Of course, I buy nothing but the best eggs, golden yolked, and 

revel in the liquid centre as it oozes out and over on the egg shell dunk 

after dunk. This is messy eating for me (as most of my eating is!), my 

fingers wiping the sides clean and licking each and every morsel of the 

meal. As for the bread, it can be seed loaf or plain white. What matters 

next really is the butter. Margarine simply will not do in my home. 

Quality salted butter, it has to be. To this day, this love of the soft-

boiled egg has even left me with the most peculiar habit of collecting 

egg cups when I find myself in curio shops. There is an innocence, a 

sweetness to them, these old egg cups, that delights me. And so it is, 

that I love a meal so very simple so very, very much. And of all things, 

believe me when I tell you, this would be my last if I knew when that 

big ol’ blue sky was about to fall on my head.  
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Whatever you want 

 

Growing up, my mom’s style of parenting was a rather interesting one. 

Unorthodox you might say. I had a library card with endless scope, 

the library being very close to my primary school, and I simply 

selected and read whatever I wanted. Whatever I wanted, that was the 

general order of the day when it came to keeping myself entertained. 

The librarian certainly never interfered either. And my mother, busied 

with her art, or day job, was simply content that I was keeping my 

mind active and perhaps most of all, that I was quiet. Thinking back 

now, it was a little odd that a 10 year old, having read all that Roald 

Dahl had to offer in the way of children’s books, turned to his adult 

writing. His dark and twisted short stories left me captivated, not to 

mention a little collection of his I stumbled on called Switch Bitch 

which were of a decidedly sexual nature. And how, oh, how did I love 

his depraved but charismatic Uncle Oswald! 

      My mom’s partner for many years, and something of a stepfather 

to me, also had a wide selection of rather macabre books, from tales of 

Jack the Ripper to the true life story of the Tsavo Man-Eaters, the two 

lions who devastated a colonial campsite in Kenya (a book that was 

later the inspiration for the 1996 film, The Ghost and the Darkness). No 

doubt I left many of my school friends puzzled with my orals and 

school projects at the time, so influenced as they were by the bizarre 

stories that filled my young mind. 
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       Thinking back on it, my mother indulged many of my strange 

ways, leaving me to all of my imaginary ‘friends’ and ‘pets’, when I was 

well past the Appropriate Age for such things. She once even 

pretended to make a birthday cake for my imaginary purple kangaroo, 

aptly named Raspberry. Then there was my steadfast belief in faeries, 

and that maybe just maybe, one might find a pot of gold at the end of 

a rainbow after all… (Still working on that one!) Never mind my 

insistence on dressing up every Halloween for the entire day in a 

costume of my own design… A particular black bag as witch’s garb 

with a broomstick and pointy hat with painted stars and moons 

springs to mind.  

     At birthday parties, when the other children became simply too 

much for my finer sensitivities (for a sensitive thing I was and still am 

today!), I would lock myself in the pantry whereupon she’d eventually 

find me and receive simple instructions through the keyhole to tell my 

friends that the party was decidedly over and that they should 

unceremoniously bugger off elsewhere. I was certainly not unlocking 

the pantry door and with that, its sanctuary, until they’d each and 

every one made their exit, stage door left.  Embarrassed, my mom 

would do my bidding all the same. Bless her cotton socks.     

       Dinner time was a separate matter. She’d prepare whatever the 

hell she wanted, oftentimes whatever was the least demanding of her 

time. Now I’m not saying my mom is a bad cook. That would be a lie. 

And while I might tell a tale with some creative licence after a few 
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drinks in the local pub, I’m no liar! In fact, she was a pretty darn good 

cook, if I’m honest. It’s just that she didn’t care for it much. To this 

day, I’m yet to have a chicken cordon bleu better than hers. And it’s 

been too long since I’ve tasted her pumpkin fritters… A real treat 

when she whipped those up!  

            But now and again, when I was little, she’d tell me dinner could 

be “whatever you want.” I think, in hindsight, this was her way of 

giving herself a break, too fatigued from a long day of work, knowing 

all too well what my answer would be: a big ol’ bag of Jumpin’ Jack 

Cheddar Popcorn. So it was and off she’d send me to the local corner 

caf, money in hand for my dinner. And me, pleased as punch, to eat a 

dinner completely devoid of any nutritional value.  

        Time for a movie, I’d sit as close to the television set as I could, 

with my bag of popcorn, and munch happily away, fingers dirtier and 

dirtier with the fake flavour of cheddar after each and every handful. 

Absolved of her parental obligations for the night, my mom would 

later join me with a plateful of Bovril and cheese on crackers. Her 

exhausted, me goggle-eyed and engrossed by whatever the hell was 

on telly that night. In its own way, it was something of a little ritual 

we shared, these nights when we could each eat simply whatever the 

hell we wanted.   

         In the end, I think that the older me, well I think she’s come to 

learn a beautiful lesson in all of this. It is a lesson nudged along a little 

further in some ways by a book that I adore dearly, Appetite by Nigel 
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Slater (something of almost biblical status on my cooking shelves!)… 

And that is to choose your days, your moods, to spend hours in the 

kitchen some days turning a slow-roasting chicken, or lovingly 

attempting to make pasta from scratch… But then other days, to deem 

them days that demand as little effort as possible, with a helping of red 

wine and a bag of store-bought flavoured popcorn, or Bovril and 

cheese on crackers… For you? I couldn’t say… It could be a jar of 

pickled onions. It could be a tin of pimento olives stuffed with 

anchovies or red peppers. Perhaps a delectable selection of cupcakes 

from your favourite bakery. On those days, it’s just you and the 

soapbox and really whatever the hell you want.  
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Sullied hands and lip smackers  

 

I guess you could say I was a strange mix as a child. Bookish and 

something of a nerd (no shame!) when left to my own devices, but quite 

the tomboy when the situation demanded. A single child, the closest I 

had to siblings were three boy cousins close enough in age. There was 

Michael, two years below me in age, then his younger brother, 

Matthew, and the youngest of our formidable foursome being 

Jonathan (more affectionately known as Johnny). And oh the games 

we played from two square to table tennis to Teenage Mutant Ninja 

Turtles. (Sadly, being a girl, I was only ever allowed to be April, their 

onesie wearing human sidekick. And how I desperately longed to be 

the red-banded overgrown turtle, Raphael!)  

           But our family comes from cricketing stock you see. My 

grandfather was the wicketkeeper for North Eastern Transvaal many, 

many moons ago and his eldest son carried on in the tradition, going 

so far as to become the wicketkeeper for South Africa for a good few 

years. Some of you may know him as David Richardson. He’s just Dave 

to us. Needless to say, his sons and my three cousins were naturally of 

the sporting variety although while Johnny and Michael loved their 

cricket, Matthew was and remains almost unbeatable on the tennis 

court!  

      The only man I fear more on the tennis court is my grandfather. 

My Papa is like a brick wall on the court. Return. Return. Return. And 
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so it goes… Endlessly… Until that moment, when you, so utterly 

infuriated, so very impatient, smash the ball straight into the net. This 

is usually followed by a John McEnroe temper tantrum, while my 

Papa, cool as a cucumber, speaks those perpetual words, “Just watch 

the ball.” I lost many a tennis racket in my youth that way. Now I’m 

wiser. Now I take his methods to heart as if applying myself to the Art 

of War. It has won me many a chess game and poker match. And when 

it comes to table tennis, let’s just say those who’ve underestimated me 

on that score have since learnt the folly of their ways. Golf though, 

that you can keep. It’s all yours. Gentleman Only, Ladies Forbidden, I 

like to call it. Perhaps I am simply bitter because, for all my Papa’s 

patience and utterances of “Just watch the ball,” the golf ball, much like 

the shuttlecock, evades me completely. All I sent flying into the air 

were tufts of grass the day he tried to teach me. But then, badminton, 

well what sort of a Bah Humbug could ever hate badminton?! 

       All the same, love those cousins of mine like brothers I have… 

     But I would have to say that my fondest memories of us as 

youngsters are both gastronomically inspired. Easter egg hunts at 

their home were quite the occasion with their expansive garden. The 

little know-it-all that I was, I soon figured out that the best way to 

find as many chocolate eggs as possible was to look to the limbs of 

trees at adult height. You see, while I still believed vehemently in 

faeries, the Easter Bunny seemed a bit of a stretch for me. (As for 

Father Christmas, well he’d gone out the window as soon as I’d noticed 
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his gold Rolex looked ever so much like my Uncle Gary’s.) Most of all 

though, it was that time of year, when without fail, their mulberry 

trees bore their delicious sour-sweet fruits.  

       I have always had a penchant for all things sour. As a youngster, 

I’d be eating the pink berries off of a playmate’s bordering hedge, so 

deliciously sour they were. To this day, I know not their name. 

Neighbours down the road in my youth had grapevines and I would 

eat those tiny, green grapes until my stomach ached and it was 

growing dark and time for home. My appetite spoiled. And boy, did I 

ever love those mulberries in my uncle’s garden. Sports and games and 

all things competitive forgotten for the day, off we’d venture, soda 

pops in hand (for my uncle was of the posh sort with one of those soda 

machines… How very fancy I thought them!). There was no need of 

lip smackers for the mulberry juice stained our mouths deep purple, 

and left our hands soaked in their juices, not to mention the stains on 

our clothes, much to the disapproval of our parents later. But truly, to 

this day, I think there are few things as moreish as a sun-ripened berry, 

bursting with goodness, picked ripe from the tree!         
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A child of simple needs 

 

In my much younger days, my mom and I lived in an area that is today 

better known as Richmond Hill. Back in Our Day, as far I can 

remember it was pretty much part and parcel of the larger 

neighbourhood of ‘Central’. Before it got larney, you see. But even 

when it was still just plain ol’ Central and my mom and I weren’t the 

wealthiest of the lot, well, you know how it goes, when you live with 

an artist, money is no matter. Most times. Long as there’s a roof up 

above and food on the table. My homes have always been filled with 

beauty, brightening and bursting out of every crevice and corner. A 

remarkable woman, that mother of mine.  

          Today you will find it very much changed. The price tags on the 

homes aren’t what they used to be (good luck getting in if you don’t at 

least have a few pennies to rub together!) and the Stanley Street of my 

memories, of a small grocer and liquor store and ice-cream factory 

shop, is now beset from one end to the next by trendy eateries. And so 

it is with gentrification. As for the people, well some of the original 

home owners remain. Characters that they are. The artists. The 

mechanics. The electricians. The fishermen. But the vibe’s changed. 

And trust me, those original home-owners aren’t the ones enjoying 

Monday morning chai lattes or the sushi smorgasbords, sipping on 

champagne on a Sunday afternoon. They’ve become more recluse. 

Taken to gardening, or repairing their latest fixer upper. If anywhere 
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else, you might find them at the one pub that has stood the test of time 

and barely aged a day in all these years, The Rouge.  

         And myself? Well you’ll find me on the other side of the Espresso 

Curtain, in ‘Central Proper’. A whitey in the mix surrounded by 

neighbours of all origin from coloured South African to Ethiopian to 

Nigerian to Xhosa to others just like me, ‘penniless’ white people. But 

don’t get me wrong, many of us live in beautiful homes. Our nick of 

the woods just falls under the ‘Undesirables’ category, and I wouldn’t 

have it any other way! Funny that, Cape Town has their Espresso 

Curtain and now we in Port Elizabeth have ours, otherwise known as 

the Great Divide that is Russell Road. And how fitting that the longest 

standing coffee brewers in our fair town should rest on the very edge, 

with Mastertons Coffee and Tea Specialists, hand-roasting the world’s 

best Arabica beans since their doors first opened in 1924.  

            But back in those days, in the days before the Espresso Curtain, 

there was an Italian pizzeria and pasta restaurant only a few blocks 

from our home. It was called Rome. I’m sad to say that today it is no 

more. All empires I suppose must fall eventually. It was always warm 

and filled with the smoky smell of wood-fired pizzas going in and out, 

and in and out, to the patrons’ demands, and those oh-so-vital aromas 

of garlic and robust tomato sauce thrown in for good measure. (Find 

these wanting in a pizzeria and grow very suspicious, I warn you 

solemnly.) I loved it there. Bare brick walls. And tables beset almost 

tackily with chequered table cloths. All alit with candlelight. I would 
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rejoice in my Fanta float. (When last did I have a Fanta float? Woe is 

me!) What magic for a child. A single scoop of ice-cream in orange 

soda pop.  

           I had a white polar bear teddy, in those days, who accompanied 

me everywhere dressed as he was in a scarf and beanie for all seasons 

of the year. In spite of the fact that I think polar bears require neither 

beanies nor scarves, no matter the season. He had been preceded by a 

dearly beloved Care Bear. Many a pre-primary school photographer 

had been met with a glum expression each time that Care Bear had 

been wrestled from me. (All pictures of my early childhood at this 

school show a very unhappy child. She was not so. She just didn’t like 

a photographer to come between her and her Care Bear.)  

           Here, at Rome, I loved the restaurant for more than its cosiness 

and Fanta floats but for the old man who owned the restaurant and 

went from table to table checking on us, his patrons. Even better 

befitting, he was a lover of cats like I, and the restaurant had its own 

furry feline that adorned the place as if it was part of the furniture, as 

all cats do. Beyond this, I loved that he spoke always to both me and 

my bear. He would assure me that, just like Paddington, all bears loved 

marmalade and have some sent over to the table. And he would make 

nothing of my ever-peculiar order. Plain-as-can-be spaghetti with 

nothing at all but a side of vinegar.  

          Of course, I came to appreciate their pizzas in later years, but 

there I was, in a bonafide restaurant, this teeny lass, with all the 
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seriousness of a pontification of priests, and my lovely mother’s 

indulgence, ordering my plain bowl of spaghetti with a side of vinegar. 

Whether my tastes have grown more or less ‘sophisticated’ who knows 

and who cares? Or more to the point, does such a thing, a sophisticated 

palate, exist? Is not loving food in whatever shape or form it may take 

simply the point of it all in the end? We like what we like. And I like 

what I like. And that’s good enough for me.   
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Fish breath  

 

As a good ol’ Catholic family, I did what all good little Catholic school 

girls do and attended St Augustine’s Primary right on the doorstep of 

the only Cathedral in Port Elizabeth. The nuns were no longer when 

I attended. But believe me, there were enough old bats left who 

preferred the wooden ruler over the carrot method.  

     Now, that’s not to say I didn’t have many a wonderful teacher 

during my time there. And the principal, well, she was just about the 

loveliest woman I’ve ever known. I for one counted myself lucky if a 

crime committed got me sent to the principal’s office. “Oh, Jocelyn, 

what have you done now?” she’d ask with a sigh. I was not naturally a 

disobedient child and it usually involved some or other classmate 

provoking me to the point of retaliation (and I had then and still to 

this day, a sharp edged tongue when it’s time for fisticuffs!). “Well, I 

suppose I’ll have to punish you.” Two taps on the palm with as little 

enthusiasm as she could muster, her ‘punishment’ was doled out. Then 

away you were sent back to class, feigning a guilty conscience.  

         But there were two teachers. A formidable duo. Let’s just call 

them Mrs X and Mrs Y. Mrs X was my Sub B teacher. And Mrs Y my 

Standard One teacher. Today I’d have called them my Grade Two and 

Grade Three teachers. Cruel to the bone they were. And of course, all 

in the name of beating disobedience out of a bad child, and all in the 

name of God. As I’ve said, I wasn’t a disobedient child. In fact, I’ve 
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generally always liked to stay out of harm’s way, do the work that 

needs doing, and was always top of my class in primary school. 

Diligent and hardworking. And quiet.  

       But even Mrs X had a turn with me when she told me to stop 

talking in class. I politely informed her I’d simply yawned. Perhaps a 

little taken aback that I would dare defend myself (or that my yawning 

no doubt implied I found her ‘activities’ dull and tedious!), I was 

instructed to come to her desk at the front of the class and to step 

quickly for my knuckle-rapping. “Best you put up your hand next time 

you yawn,” I was told, before a wooden ruler was turned on its side to 

give me a swift few turns.  

      Of course, while Mrs X may have had her moments, in the end she 

was simply the playmate who laughs on the sidelines, gleefully, at the 

antics of the real bully, Mrs Y. Mrs Y was the main culprit. A tyrant 

who ruled with iron fist. No two ways about it. In her finest hours, not 

even the knuckles would do. A slap through the face of the child in 

question was called for, yet again I’m sure in the name of God and all 

that is holy. (I’ve heard subsequently that Mrs Y has passed on and all 

I can say is I hope she got a good beating when and if she made it to 

those Pearly Gates!)  

         But unlike so many of my fellow classmates, Mrs Y adored me. 

Mrs X had already taught me a lesson or two in keeping my mouth 

wired shut and staying absolutely out of trouble. Many of my 

compatriots were not so fortunate. Many of them were pretty hard 
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done by in life, and as such acted out. It also didn’t help that they were 

prone to tattle-taling on each other. As for me, I was never a snitch. If 

there was business about, it would be settled in due course on the 

playground at break-time. There was only one way in which Mrs Y 

did us all the greatest of disservices, myself included. Kreols chips were 

banned in her class.  

         Oh how I loved my Kreols!  

        “Seafood Flavoured Maize Snack” the packet read.            

         I took it all at St Augustine’s… The panty inspections for the 

girls after each and every assembly, as the boys filed out and the 

allocated female teacher took the time to look under our skirts to 

ensure that, yes, our panties matched the navy school dresses. (And 

what awful panties they were! Available from the Birch’s school shop 

in Rink Street only, these navy blue panties that dug into you with 

their tight elastics. Urgh.) At special religious assemblies, I stood in 

line as one by one we marched forward to kneel and kiss the statuette 

of Jesus on the cross. (I had the unfortunate habit of always lunging a 

little too far forward and bumping my head on His.) I tried my utmost 

and applied myself to needlepoint even though it bored me to tears and 

I envied the boys their woodwork classes.  

         But no Kreols! I was inconsolable. They soon went off the market 

and perhaps teachers like Mrs Y are to blame for this. As if we didn’t 

have it worse off, dealing with the lingering odour of bitterness and 

decay on their own breaths… Dinosaurs that they were of a bygone 
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era trying to get each and every beating in that they could with their 

surprising strength for all that they may have looked wrinkly and frail 

and seemed to shrink with each passing year. 

       Oh well. Fond times.  

        It’s since come to pass that Kreols have made it back onto the 

market, all these years later. But I’m hesitant. I rented The 

NeverEnding Story once for some kids I was babysitting and I saw the 

movie through their bored and tired eyes. Some things I’m afraid, 

belong to childhood, and there they should stay, in that dust-moted 

haze of nostalgia for days that were, for trees that were climbed, wishes 

that were dropped with pennies into wells, and chips that tasted like 

an island getaway, of a place where the ocean’s bounty was always 

fresh, somewhere far, far away.  
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And then she found herself somewhere in 

the middle…  
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All in the wrist  

 

My mother left when I was heading on fifteen years of age, for London, 

to further her art career and I found myself in the care of my dearly 

beloved maternal grandparents, Nana and Papa. Lucky for them, 

they’d seen it all before with their own five kids, of whom I’ve heard 

many a tale of waywardness. I myself was something of a wild one by 

that time. Sure, I kept my grades up and my nose buried in books 

mostly during break-times, staying out of everyone’s way. But during 

catechism classes I’d befriended a couple of Grey boys. And there it all 

began…. 

      I’ll never forget our first encounter.  

      I’d been out shopping with my toddler of a cousin and went to my 

first catechism class forgetting that I had the entire stuffed ensemble 

of Winnie the Pooh in my Billabong handbag. It wasn’t long before I 

was found out. Our friendship was soon set in stone when they didn’t 

make a mockery of me but instead used Tigger and Eeyore and the 

motley crew as part of a band, before we got to the serious business of 

Catholicism.  

         While I had some close enough friends at school, my weekends 

were mostly spent with my newly adopted band of weird and 

wonderful Grey boys, the musically or artistically inclined ones, or the 

borders who’d hailed from elsewhere and snuck out for the night 

(devils that they were!). We were united by our love of the All-Time 
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Greats of Rock, from Jimi Hendrix to Led Zeppelin to The Rolling 

Stones. Music unites. It binds like superglue. It really is that simple. 

And boy oh boy, the house parties that were had at 4 Havelock Square 

when my grandparents were out of town! They’re still talked about 

with their fair due of reverence in some circles. Of course, the clever 

lass that I was, my Nana’s more fragile antiques were packed away 

safely, and far-travelled Persians all rolled up and placed neatly aside 

lest there be any drunken spillage as the night wore on.  

        I remember one particular Saturday morning where we all awoke 

at my grandparents’ house, on makeshift beds of cushions and 

whatever crochet blankets or quilts were at hand. Of course, there 

were also those who had simply passed out on hard wooden 

floorboards. I was often one of them. (Literally, I can sleep anywhere!) 

Next thing I knew, a friend received a phone call to say I’d left my 

beaded handbag at our local hangout spot, a classy joint if ever there 

was, that served Black Labels to minors. (Hey, our money was good!) 

The barlady also let us divvy out whatever we wanted for their CD 

set-up as we played game after game of pool until, tired of pool, out 

would come my Beatles album while we drunkenly sung along to ‘Hey 

Jude’!  

       A friend and I took a stroll down Westbourne Road way to said 

pool bar, to collect my belongings. And then, and only then, did it 

dawn on me that my bag contained my house keys. Curious, I turned 

to my partner in crime and out loud, pondered how we’d all come to 
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find ourselves safely inside the warm confines of 4 Havelock Square all 

the same. “I don’t really know,” he confessed. “You just climbed like a 

cat along one wall. Disappeared down another. Next thing the front 

door was open.”  

      Ah, the ol’ Break-In Technique. You see, I slept in a room with a 

majestic French window and just below was a tin roof of a study that 

adjoined the kitchen downstairs. Many a night past curfew, I’d go 

along the side wall and into the garden and up their back way entrance, 

onto that ol’ tin roof and in through my bedroom’s convenient French 

window. But I’d never been blind drunk and performed such a stunt. 

As such, to this day, I’m pretty cautious of myself on Black Label. A 

couple at best… Before my drunken Bad Ass kicks in! She concerns me 

deeply. Her devil-may-care attitude only means trouble.  

         As famous as I was for my cat burglar abilities and house parties, 

there was one thing I was the queen of… I was the French Toast 

Queen. Every night, house party at mine or no, after a night on the 

crawl from one place to the next on our little route through Central, 

up Parliament Street and further until we reached Westbourne Road, 

we always generally descended on mine at the end of it all.  

     The bewitching hour upon us, it was time to feed our ravenous 

hunger and French toast was the answer, sometimes with a side of 

bacon, all the better to ease the hangover the next day! Each and every 

one swore they’d never tasted better French toast in their young lives 

before. I’d swear, with my Black Label hubris, that it was all in the 
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wrist. But who am I kidding? I was feeding a bunch of drunk teenage 

boys! I’ve never made French toast since. It just wouldn’t be the same. 

Let’s face it. But I’ll tell you one thing, to those boys, I’ll always be the 

French Toast Queen.  
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A Saturday Ritual  

 

I did a bit of waitressing for my dad in my younger years, alongside a 

job at a local curry house and a gig at the best video store in town. It 

was the only time in my youth that my little half-brother thought I 

was cool, ’cause I got to work around video games. Yeah, that’s all I’d 

ever had to do to impress the little monster. If only I’d known sooner. 

But on the working front, all of this brought in just enough dosh for 

my Black Label beers and the pool table slots, with a little to spare 

here and there. And there was always enough spare for my Saturday 

Ritual. This Saturday morning ritual involved a very special bakery 

that had opened its beautiful glass fronted doors on the back steps of 

my grandparents’ home in Havelock Square, an establishment by the 

name of Dresden Bakery. 

          Let it be known that I can barely smell. It’s been that way since 

a child. But there were a few Scents of Central, shall we call them, that 

I loved as a teenager. On a cold winter’s evening, if you passed the 

laundromat at just the right moment, there was a vent that would 

envelop you in a cloud of warm air smelling so sweetly of freshly 

washed linen. Then, it almost goes without saying, and as the scent 

still permeates Central to this day, there was Masterstons coffee 

roasting company. Few things beat the aroma of the roasting of 

Arabica beans from elsewhere and everywhere. And finally, there was 

Dresden Bakery. Oh, the smell of that place on finding yourself within 



30 
 

to feast your eyes on all the German delights behind glass casing and 

the variety of rye breads so lovingly stacked in baskets behind. But 

every time, on a Saturday, their chocolate croissants it just had to be.  

          Sneakers donned, off I’d embark on the journey it took to my 

best friend, Dylan’s, house in Mill Park. Box of morning delights in 

hand. There are few things I enjoy as much in life as a good walk, lost 

to my thoughts, admiring trees and leftover curios on the street from 

the night before to the birds nesting getting ready for their young.  

     Eventually I’d arrive at Dylan’s, croissants still warm, chocolate 

slightly melted and messy. Nescafé would be whipped up and a sunny 

spot found in his backyard. There we’d sit, him and I, enjoying a little 

taste of Europe thanks to the sweet elderly German couple at the helm 

of Dresden, in between sips from our steaming mugs of Nescafé, 

discussing everything and nothing in particular. It was just the two of 

us, best of friends, partaking of our Saturday morning ritual before the 

day would carry us off in its typically busied fashion. This chapter, like 

that ritual of days gone by, is short and sweet, and I will end it by 

saying some final words on the subject. It is a very good thing to find 

time for ritual, particularly when they involve good food and good 

company.  
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Mayo homemade with love  

 

My Nana is a funny sort. While she may be of the frugal variety for all 

I’ve mentioned, she has the greatest capacity for love when it comes to 

us, her nearest and dearest. While food may always have been rationed 

when my mom and her siblings were growing up, the kitchen larder 

was never without some of their favourite sweet treats like Chocolate 

Ants (as our family calls those chocolate sprinkles usually used in cake 

decorating). Even today, in their abode in a retirement home in Port 

Alfred, my Papa’s sweetie jar is always topped to the hilt with 

butterscotch and toffees. When a particular chocolate goes on special, 

she’ll buy them by the basket-load, to satisfy his almost insatiable 

sweet tooth, week after week.  

        In fact, my Nana’s children never wanted for much in life, 

however savvy she was with their few pennies starting out in life. She 

diligently applied herself to sewing each and every one of their formal 

dance dresses just the way each daughter wanted them. She indulged 

my aunt, Kay, particularly, the class clown and drama queen in our 

family. Come the screening of the film adaptation of The Great Gatsby 

starring Robert Redford and Mia Farrow, there was the eldest 

daughter, Kay, in character and ready, with an outfit my Nana had 

made her for the Big Day. That’s just the extent of her love for us. 

Even while I type this little tale of mine, my grandfather glued to a 

Norah Jones concert I got him on DVD, there sits my Nana in the 
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armchair to the side of him, unpicking a faulty zip in one of my 

favourite dresses. Arthritic hands and all. Truly, God bless this 

woman. And even at my age, staying as I am at theirs on a little 

getaway from Big City Life, the coffee is warm and waiting next to my 

bedside every morning.  

         It’s been like this since I first moved in with them going on 

fifteen. Every morning, like clockwork, 6:30a.m. would announce the 

arrival of coffee (just the way I liked it with only a pinch of brown 

sugar) and a fruit salad atop my bedside table as I took a moment to 

prepare myself for the school day ahead. She’d make the trip to 

Dresden Bakery to select a loaf of fresh rye, my favourite for sarmies, 

and my school lunch would be packed and waiting for me by the time 

I was dressed and making my way into the kitchen downstairs. Rye 

and soya mayo sarmies. That’s what I got each day. A killer combo for 

me, and one I was loathe to share if anyone asked at school. Only my 

bestest gal pal was afforded a bite, as if it was some precious secret too 

sacred to share with just any commoner. You had to prove your 

worthiness first. I had to assess you, deem you, knight you.  

          I’ve always been a little on the obsessive side when it comes to 

my school lunches. At one stage nothing but Bovril on white bread 

would do. Next it was Anchovette. I still love both today. But truth be 

told, in primary school I’d overdone it a little on both fronts and it 

took quite a while for Bovril and Anchovette to find their way back 

onto my shelves. Of course, these days, I find few things as delicious 
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as a cup of milky rooibos with some Anchovette on toasted seed loaf 

on the side.   

          But my Nana’s soya mayonnaise, homemade as it was, this was 

something else altogether. I don’t think I could ever have tired of that 

rye and mayo combo. It lasted me all through high school until I left 

for my gap year in London. And that was her, you see, a woman none 

too fond of kitchen duties, but always finding the time after her busy 

day in the office with my Papa, the locksmith, to whip up the mayo her 

granddaughter craved every day. To this day, she’s spoilt me for life. 

Cheap and nasty tangy mayo has no place in my refrigerator. I will 

rather go without altogether.  

     As for making itself, maybe one day. My mother and my boyfriend 

at the time once had the grand idea on a given Sunday morning that I 

make them Eggs Benedict from scratch. Asking for helpful pointers 

from my masterful chef of a father via Facebook messenger… Hey, I’d 

mastered Nigella’s spaghetti carbonara so how hard could it be?! Well, 

let me tell you, I’ve watched my father make hollandaise sauce look 

completely effortless. This is entirely not so! To be true, it was a 

complete disaster. So no. I’m still licking my wounds and homemade 

mayo will just have to wait.  

         If I must confess though, I watched my Nana once considering 

the purchase of a packet of ginger biscuits and it made me rather sad. 

Since her mom died when my Nana was still so very young, I think 

she’s spent just about her entire life worrying about the happiness of 
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her beloved family, be it siblings, or husband and children, or me, her 

first granddaughter, the first of many grandchildren to follow.  

        There we were, standing before the ginger biscuits she simply 

adores and she needed me to egg her on to get them, to spend her 

precious pennies on something that would make her happy.  

       And that’s the thing.  

       I know without a wavering doubt that there are certain things she 

adores, rum ‘n’ raisin ice-cream and nougat among them. But you’ll 

never find them in her kitchen. And did she ever really like the orange- 

and pink-centred Quality Street chocolates the rest of us all avoided so 

very much, desperate for the caramel-centred ones or the golden-

wrapped toffies, or was it just her way of making the rest of us happy 

as always? All I can say is, Nana, if you’re reading this, you’ve made it 

all this way, to 80 years of age, fit as a fiddle and barely forgetful at all, 

and it’s finally time to treat yourself to whatever you damn fancy! To 

hell with the rest!   
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Garfield got it 

 

Being brought up, my maternal family (mother like grandmother!) did 

not spend hours in the kitchen preparing meals. Dinner was a 

relatively simple affair. It was done with minimal effort and eaten 

promptly so we could resume with other matters at hand. Of course, 

those of you who know me might find this odd considering that my 

father, Alan Fryer, is (if I may say so myself) something of a talented 

chef. However, he and my mother were divorced when I was still 

young, so I divided my weekends between the two of them. Besides 

that, anyone who has ever been married to a chef will testify to the fact 

that the hours in the restaurant industry are long and hard and 

unforgiving, and you may seldom see the person as much as you’d like. 

So, no, initially the kitchen did not present a semblance of a charmed 

childhood space for me…  

     And then Renata Leveroni came into my life, when I, barely going 

on twenty and recently returned from my gap year in London, began 

to work at my father’s Cuban inspired restaurant. While I’d gone to 

primary school with her younger brother, she was something of the 

rather ‘Intimidating Older Sister’ who I’d encountered at the 

occasional school event. I admired her even then, but she terrified me 

all the same. Now, heading into my twenties, the older, more self-

assured me instantly fell in love with this ebullient domestic goddess. 

(Nigella be warned. You’ve met your match!) 
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      Ebullient, that’s her word you see. I play a little word game inside 

my head. (Yup, soak that in… It doesn’t get any nerdier!) This word 

game involves two things: a person and their perfect word. But it can’t 

be forced. It has to pop into my head given any moment, at just the 

right moment of revelation, or be stumbled upon organically. And one 

day, while reading, with Google close at hand as always, I looked up 

the word ‘ebullient’. The first definition that came up in my Google 

search had the following to say: an ebullient person is one who bubbles 

over like a fine, uncorked champagne. And that’s my Renata, my 

Nannibunny. A veritable, ebullient force of womanhood and all that 

makes it so very glorious. She. Is. Woman. Fuelled by Italian passion 

and tempered by Afrikaans fortitude.  

       So, given my oh-so-very-English background, when I first visited 

the home of my dear friend, Renata, the experience was one that was 

entirely new to me. And I was enthralled, even enchanted, to say the 

least. Here, food was lovingly prepared by the entire family, and each 

character had a role to play. Renata’s father is exactly what one would 

expect of an Italian papa bear, warm and generous to a fault with a 

naughty twinkle in his eyes and a wicked sense of humour. Her artistic 

mother of Afrikaans heritage is seldom without an apron, either 

tending to the herbs in the garden or perusing decor magazines for 

DIY tips for her home, a calm and almost saintly force in this 

otherwise boisterous household. 
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        Her father would grate the parmesan, while Renata and her 

mother perfected the robust pasta sauce. Her younger brother 

meanwhile would be tempering dark chocolate for the delectable after-

dinner cherries. When one of them was not busy with a task, they 

would join me at the table in the kitchen for an aperitif, nibbling on 

the spread of glossy olives and especially sourced slithers of salami 

that had been laid out. I had found myself in foodie heaven. 

           But there is one night that stands out in my mind at the 

Leveroni household, of all the memories that we made, me the 

tagalong wannabe Italian! This eve was the eve of her 21st. A long table 

had been set out all the way down their wooden floored corridor. And 

Renata, true to fashion, would have put Sophia Loren to shame, 

looking ever the part of the Italian sex-bomb, with her hazel green 

eyes lined to make you purr, and those ever luscious rouged lips and 

glorious mane tamed into a twirl of a bun. But more importantly, the 

house was abuzz with what I imagined was perhaps the entire Italian 

community of Port Elizabeth crammed into one loving home.  

      The wine was bottomless, of that there would never be any doubt. 

But then it was time to be seated and dine, and suddenly I got it. I got 

it! Never before had I understood Garfield’s ardour for lasagne. 

Lasagne in my home wasn’t much to write about it. This lasagne 

however, prepared as I was certain with home-made lasagne sheets 

and a slow cooked tomato sauce by one and all in the Leveroni family, 

this was something else altogether! Unfortunately, those sneaky 
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Italian uncles were so very adept at topping up my red wine that it 

wasn’t long before I was repeatedly professing my undying love to 

Mrs Leveroni not only for her life-changing Garfield lasagne, but their 

entire family and all the culinary colour they’d added to my life.  

      Needless to say, as the rest of the guests said their final goodbyes, 

I’d found myself clutched around the porcelain of the toilet bowl, 

emptying its contents of all that deliciousness and awoke, make-up 

besmudged and legs and arms flung around the body of Renata the 

next morning. But then, Mr Leveroni was at the ready with a stiff 

espresso to set me right. Oh me and my many adopted families… 

Incorrigible feline that I am, roaming from home to home and 

sometimes overstaying my welcome when the food is simply too good 

and the vino overfloweth!  
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A heady mix 

 

My Nannibunny and I had many great years waitressing together and 

we became quite the formidable duo, the two of us did. Working most 

evenings, and finding the time when we weren’t studying, everybody 

else’s tedious 9-5 became our playtime. And how we made the most of 

it! We’d make the breakfast special at Barney’s with a glorious view of 

our glimmering blue bay, instructing the server in no uncertain terms 

to throw in an added shot of vodka with the complimentary orange 

juice, all the better to soak in the sunshine. Lunchtimes often meant 

the local strip club, The Golden Curtain, not necessarily for their 

entertainment (as illuminating as that was!) but for their delicious 

steaks on the cheap. Meanwhile, afternoons often entailed a Campari 

and more orange juice at the Italian Club, before readying ourselves 

for a pre-work snooze.  

        I loved it most when the sun was shining in full glory and Renata 

announced it was Picnic Day. I was good at the cassette tape mixes for 

the journey to Schoenies beaches where we could find the perfect rocky 

enclave, and she was a whizz with the contents of our basket, filled as 

they were to the hilt with salami and cheeses and juicy olives, a spread 

that would make any Italian proudly patriotic. And of course, 

obligatory was the bottle of bubbly we would stop and pick up along 

the way.  
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       I know it not to be true, but when I look back it felt like Summer 

was never-ending when it was just me and her, this sister from another 

mister who I love so very truly. Our daily lives were lived to the fullest 

with sumptuous meals and a suitable beverage of our choosing along 

with only the best of soundtracks. Many musicians came and went on 

our playlists. But there is one particular album and one particular 

drink that were so very made for each and tasted so very much of 

sunshine, the pairing is etched forever on my brain as the very epitome 

of the luscious life we led in those days, young, care-free and in love 

with I don’t know, life itself!  

     The dawn of a new day was simply bursting with endless possibility 

for the two of us… We laughed the loudest. We drank copiously. We 

dined like queens. We danced and sang our hearts out. And when we 

mellowed, boy could we mellow. This album, that drink, is all about 

our Ultimate Mellow.  

         I’d heard a song many times before. One of my mother’s friends 

who was a DJ at clubs was fond of playing it at his home on one of his 

many playlists. It seemed to me, this particular Summer, a basic 

requirement for living that I head to the nearest CD store to covet the 

artist and so it was that Smoke City came into my life, and with that 

my Nannibunny’s. It was love at first listen for the both of us. The 

entire album. The song that had me first hooked was “Underwater 

Love.” The album, Flying Away. It wasn’t long before it became our 

permanent playlist for that particular Summer, all Summer long!  
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     But that Summer had another discovery in store for us… 

     We were searching for the Ultimate Summer Signature Drink that 

season. We’d perused the bottle store for ideas, and the nearest Spar. 

Suddenly a new juice had arrived on Spar’s shelves, their very own 

brand of watermelon juice. Now few things mean Summer for me quite 

so much as the sudden abundance of watermelons at the grocers. That 

life-affirming shade of sunset-soaked pink set against its green stripey 

husk…. The way it’s almost impossible to bite into a single slice 

without it dripping all over the place, all the better to eat on a day at 

the beach in a bikini, its sticky sweetness adding to the salt and sand 

on your lotioned-up skin. So sample this new juice we must, I insisted!  

       Mmm… Upon first taste, we both had to admit it was a little 

bland. Disappointing. But I happened to have a little vodka left over 

chilling in the fridge so we figured we may as well make the most of 

it, or better of it as it were. (When in doubt, add a shot of vodka!) And 

the two were a match made in heaven. And that was the one, with the 

perfect pairing, our Endless Summer of all Summers, sipping on our 

pink drinks and flying away with the lizard-lounging sounds of Smoke 

City.  
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And then she was maybe, just maybe, 

becoming a woman…  
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The French know best  

 

Now I was pretty far from being a woman when I learnt this particular 

lesson… In fact, I was only sixteen and I’d barely just been kissed by 

my very first love. Yup, almost sweet sixteen and never been kissed. 

Although, to say he was my first love… Perhaps that is not entirely 

true. There was a boy when I was in primary school. His name was 

Donovan and he was a pale and gangly and sickly boy with freckles 

and light brown eyes and fine blonde hair. I spent many an afternoon 

after school chattering away at his home which was close by. In 

hindsight, I think, in my young way, I loved him. Love… it makes us 

digress doesn’t it? 

      Back to our story at hand, I was on yet another visit to see my 

mother in London and this time the design studio for which she 

worked required an extra hand to make year-end deadlines before all 

the Christmas cheer. An art student, and a good one, at the time, I was 

hauled in to sand, to slap on a coat of varnish, to paint-by-numbers 

before the trained specialists got to the real task of antiquing the 

design... Whatever menial task was required on the day. I loved that 

job. So very different from waitressing. It was messy. The lads in the 

studio were boisterous in their antics. There was no curtseying to 

customers. Just a good ol’ honest day’s labour.  

       And oh, did I ever adore my boss, a Frenchman to the bone! A 

Galouise cigarette constantly dangling from the corner of his mouth, 
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and his face almost constantly in a frown considering one solution or 

another to a task at hand, he was French arrogance personified and at 

its most offensively charming. If it was French, it was naturally the 

best. And who was I to argue? So I would simply nod in silence, and 

perhaps mumble under my breath that surely, it must be so. So far, all 

I’d come to love about the UK was Red Stripe beer and that was 

Jamaican.  

      But this Frenchman taught me a lesson that I shall never forget, a 

lesson that in fact informs the very creature I am today. There is a 

truth you see in always keeping a bottle of bubbly in the fridge for a 

special occasion for some days, the bottle of bubbly is the special 

occasion. And Francois, my first encounter with the French, he was 

my first true tutor in such matters. Today, when the freelancing world 

is being a little unkind, I will merrily forgo the milk and the bread and 

the essentials for a dinner of Sangiovese and a slab of dark, salted 

chocolate, tomorrow come what may! I have Francois to thank for this. 

It is my way of revolting against poverty, as long as I have my cat and 

a humble abode.  

     For you see, once we’d sent off the Japanese inspired wallpapers, 

the antiqued furniture, the leather wall panels embossed in gold leaf, 

and it was time to clock off for the year, on top of our bonuses we were 

each and every one given two bottles of Pierre-Jouet Belle Epoque, one 

of France’s finest champagnes. I can still recall the bottle today, 

illustrated as they were with beautiful white blossoms.  
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       Thereafter, we were royally invited to South Kensington’s finest 

French restaurant for our staff Christmas party. And that night, I 

could choose whatever I liked. Loving the ocean as I do, and never 

having had the opportunity before this, I supped on scallops for the 

first time that night. Simply prepared, in herbs and seasoning and 

butter. I’ve had scallops since. But they’ve never tasted so tender and 

so true as they did that eve.  
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A pinch of salt 

 

If anyone knows the importance of dining well, it would be my friend, 

John. His kitchen is immaculate and each tool required for the 

preparation of a meal is of the finest quality. He once gifted me a sushi 

knife that slices through fish like a hot knife through butter. He’d bought 

the same and thought of me. He’s thoughtful like that. And a good friend 

to have in your corner.  

       He’s perfected something of an art I’m yet to truly learn. When I 

have no one to cook for, I will often make myself a dinner of Bovril on 

toast or a bowl of Greek yoghurt and tuna and green peppers. It’s not 

that I’m lazy, it’s just that my love of preparing a hearty meal is centred 

so on my love of feeding others. John, however, will happily spend his 

hours in the kitchen even if it’s simply dinner for one. We’re pretty 

simpatico, him and I. He’s just a wiser and older version 2.0 of me.  

          And oh, but to crack the nod when John invites me for dinner for 

two. John lived in Spain for many years, and as such, so often he dishes 

up the most heavenly of Spanish-inspired cuisine. Having visited Spain 

in my teenage years with my mother and grandparents, I’m as happy as 

a warm and fuzzy Pooh Bear with a pot of honey when a taste of this 

glorious country is on the menu.  

       Aside from the architecture of Gaudi with which I am smitten, I fell 

in love with Spain almost instantly. While my grandparents performed 
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the tourist rituals, I would merrily frequent their markets simply to take 

it all in or find a cosy spot in a café where I could people watch and listen 

in on a language that sounded so very beautiful but was quite 

incomprehensible to me. For my own survival needs, I got by very well 

with the Spanish words for milk, lavatory and ‘Two beers, please.’ (For 

mi madre and me.)  

         I suppose, of the lessons I have to learn from John, of which there 

are many no doubt, when it comes to food, it would have to lie in finding 

pleasure in nourishing one’s self, in lovingly and dutifully preparing a 

meal for myself alone. Often in hard times, John has delivered a bottle 

of good wine and a fillet steak for me after work. And truly, there is 

something about a little self-indulgence here and there, that lifts the spirits 

and satisfies both belly and weary soul.  

       Beyond this, John is also a very wise man when it comes to matters 

of the soul in all its glorious guises. Whenever I feel heartbroken, or 

messed up, or insecure, he reassures me that it is only human and that 

these are all part and parcel of the larger experience, life’s mysterious 

gifts. I think he consoles me so because him and I are so very alike. For 

all our hearts may be broken from time to time, they seem to repair 

themselves remarkably well, finding themselves ready yet again, to blindly 

go forth and love with everything we’ve got. Often only to find ourselves 

heartbroken again. Ah, but then, what is life without love? As I tell myself 

many times, I would rather live a life falling in love with great men, even 

if my love is unrequited, than never to know love at all.  
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        And it was on a day of heartbreak, that I went off to John’s to lick 

my wounds. He has a way of making me laugh, in spite of myself 

sometimes, and I always leave feeling cheerier, in love again… In love 

with life, and perhaps even heartache for all its own special brand of 

beauty.  

       That day, he tested out his new espresso machine on me and gifted 

me the most delicious cappuccino I have ever tasted. Now believe me, I 

didn’t think anything could beat the mornings of cappuccinos and 

pastries in Spain. But John has The Knack , you see. Only the finest of 

beans, a smooth and creamy froth, and with salted caramel stirred in for 

good measure. And that’s my John. For all that we are both sensitive 

creatures, he’s taught me that most things in life are that much better 

when taken with a pinch of salt.  
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Me, myself & a Christmas bed 

 

I have a friend. Let’s just say I have taken her under my wing in some 

ways. As something of a younger sister. I may not be the wisest of the lot, 

but life has thrown me enough curve balls along the way and for all my 

softness, I have emerged each and every time triumphant. This friend of 

whom I speak, she is only in her early twenties, and for all that I have 

easily met my match intellectually, she still has a way to go in becoming 

a woman. And so I made it my gift to her, to teach her as I had been 

taught, that sometimes, just sometimes, self-indulgence as a woman is an 

act of revolt.  

        I uncluttered my wardrobe and passed on all the clothes I knew 

would suit her best. Clothes of fine cottons, and silk and velvet. Believe 

me, I’m not wealthy enough to afford such things but I have a fashionista 

aunt who keeps me well-stocked when she has grown tired of some of 

the garments taking up space in her own closet. Clothes, well tailored and 

made from fine fabrics, these are not things a woman needs to wear for 

the attentions of men. Not in the slightest. Velvet shimmers and feels 

warm and luxurious on a cool Autumnal eve. A cotton blouse is soft to 

the touch on the skin within. Beyond this, I would treat her to the 

occasional bottle of fine bubbly or delectably dark chocolate or a dessert 

at a fancy restaurant. A woman cannot, must not, rely on a man for 

pleasure. This much I know. Perhaps that will come when she has learnt 

how to pleasure herself.   
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      The greatest of all things, I gave her one of my robes, for there are 

two things that are a Must-Have for me and one is an elegant robe, 

the other an apron that makes you feel like a goddess in the kitchen. 

Yes, think what you will, but I’m quite happy admitting that for all I 

am a die-hard feminist, I am truly most often happiest barefoot in the 

kitchen. (Any feminist with any good sense will tell you that that’s 

okay too.) And as for my daily routine, I will gleefully spend all day 

writing in nothing but one of my robes. 

      And one day, I told her a story to illustrate this apprenticeship we 

were undergoing. It was the story of a young woman of similar age to 

herself, a Christmas bed and four of her favourite things in the world. 

As you may have guessed, the young woman of the story was in fact 

myself.  

       I had attended an annual wine show earlier one year, and 

deliberated at each and every wine stall. I’ve never been made of 

money, so I had to choose wisely. Eventually, for all my tasting I left 

with a bottle that if I’m honest I purchased more for the bottle itself 

than anything else. I remember it clearly to this day. It was a bottle of 

Prosecco. I saved the bottle but my mother on one of her spring-

cleaning missions mistook it for trash and threw it out. As such, I 

cannot recall its name. But the label was simply enchanting. It was 

blue and silver, embossed, with a winding river beset by weeping 

willows, a man paddling his way along the meandering stream on a 
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gondola. I decided I would buy this, and this alone (for it wasn’t cheap), 

and I would save it for a Special Occasion.  

       The Special Occasion turned out to be a warm enough day in 

Winter when I resolved I would retreat from the world entirely. I 

dressed so that I could go to my local video store and rent what for me 

had been the eagerly anticipated cinematic telling of the life of Coco 

Chanel, starring Audrey Tautou. I remembered my younger days in 

London and how I would so often treat myself on weekends to a brown 

paper bag of cherries with a side of pistachio nuts. An inexhaustibly 

moreish combo. And so off to Woolworths I went next, where I 

handed over the dosh for my fresh cherries and pistachios. Toast and 

Bovril would have to do for the rest of the week. But today was My 

Day. My Special Occasion.   

       Once home, I immediately removed my clothes and changed back 

into my robe. The ritual demanded that a robe would be all I would 

wear for the rest of the day. Dragging my futon into the lounge I set 

up my Christmas bed. (And for those of you unfamiliar with the term, 

a Christmas bed is not one covered in reindeer-themed quilts or 

tinsel… It’s a bed you prepare for a lazy day of lounging in front of the 

telly… I love my Christmas bed days!)  

      Good. It was all set up now. French film. Check. Glossy and 

gorgeous cherries. Check. Salty pistachios. Check. And finally, my 

bottle of chilled Prosecco. Check. And so it was, a day of languishing 

and dining and drinking of only the finest, of all the things I loved, 
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languishing like the woman I had become who knew how to pleasure 

herself, once in a while and even if it was only for one day. 

      Sometimes, all we need is just that one day, when we have 

forgotten ourselves and that which we so desperately crave and 

deserve. A day of all our favourite things. Alone and unfettered by the 

problems of the world. Self-indulgence can be an act of revolt, indeed, 

as I have tried to teach my young grasshopper, but truly there are 

times when it is an act of self-preservation, for in such pleasure, we fill 

up that cup so it can floweth over yet again.  
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My so-called bad neighbourhood 

 

Living as I do in ‘Central Proper’ (as I like to call it), on the ‘darker’ 

side of the Espresso Curtain, I have to say, it is truly a place I call 

home. On weekends, the parks in the area are teeming with young boys 

and men playing soccer. I always have an outdoor playlist in the mix, 

while the men wash their cars outside, from R ‘n’ B to Kwaito to Jazz 

to my downstairs neighbour’s fondness for Michael Bublé. I only have 

my tank filled at the petrol station up the road from me and when I 

sometimes simply go to the ATM inside their little shop, I’ll emerge 

to find a couple of attendants washing my windows and wiping my 

side mirror of the cobweb that I know will only be back in a day or so’s 

time.  

       Then there is Charlie. My beloved Charlie. A travelled man on the 

streets who I like to believe is my guardian angel. On dark nights of 

the soul where I have done little but weep away the hours on my 

balcony looking on at the stone church before me, dawn arrives and I 

hear first the sound of Charlie’s metal trolley and then he calls to me. 

Sometimes I make him a full fry-up with beans and eggs and bacon, 

other days, depending on my bank balance, it may be fruit and peanut 

butter on toast. I once made Charlie a most inventive meal of tuna and 

defrosted stir-fry vegetables with red cabbage and sweetcorn and 

Robertson fish spice (my favourite seasoning for just about all things) 

with a drizzling of olive oil.  
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      “Are you a chef?” he asked that day, and I had to chuckle. For all 

that the meal I’d prepared looked rather appetising, I was stymied 

when it came to the inevitable Taste Test. But this man, he pulls me 

out of a funk you see. So filled with love for him as I am. And the task 

of making a meal and a cuppa Ricoffy for someone you love is 

sometimes all it takes to remind you that the sun is shining on yet 

another glorious day, a fresh beginning.  

         But most of all, it is the Ghanaian family next door that have 

stolen my heart completely. The two youngest daughters often come 

over to my house to watch whatever latest children’s flick I’ve secured 

for them hot off the press. And I make them popcorn and in Summer, 

I serve it up with a side of watermelon, and a cool glass of Oros.  

      Their mom works pretty hard and as such, they spend many a 

weekend cleaning house and doing laundry. So these movie evenings 

of ours, it’s my way of making sure there’s some play. In the warmer 

months, there’s even the occasional visit to the beach for a 

MacDonald’s ice-cream or to my aunt’s pool for an afternoon of 

splashing about and fun in the sun.  

         For Mother’s Day, they once gave me a set of Chinese paper 

lanterns that now hang above my bed. And I have a Valentine’s Day 

card from the youngest, Annabelle, stuck up on my fridge door. They 

are always slipping sweet notes under my door, or art that they have 

made at school for me.  
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       So it is here, at home, that I feel I am living the dream in my little 

corner of Africa.  

        What I do for those in my community, I do out of love of course, 

not for expecting in return. It nourishes my soul and it is I who is the 

luckiest in the end. But one day, whether by way of thanks, or simply 

for being neighbourly, I was invited by their mother to a ceremony. 

We struggle slightly with the language barrier between us, so I had 

no idea that I would be attending perhaps the grandest event of my 

young life. My neighbour simply told me she was doing the catering 

and would be honoured if myself and a friend would attend. I humbly 

accepted. I seldom have plans beyond housework and reading or 

playing cards on my weekends, so it was hardly like I had to check my 

calendar.  

        All I can say is thank goodness I had the common sense to wear 

my dressiest of dresses (a dress I’d recently worn to my cousin’s 

wedding), albeit my feet bedecked as they always are in my gold flip 

flops. It was overwhelming to say the least.  

      My friend and I weren’t on the guest list. Indeed, there was a guess 

list. But we were ushered quickly through to table 15, in spite of our 

protestations to sit at the plastic chairs on the outskirts of the event.  

         I sheepishly took my place alongside a man in African traditional 

dress, in a particular fabric that I’ve since learnt represents a high 

standing within the community. And the women. I was enthralled. 
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Their poise. Their elaborate head wraps. Their collective elegance left 

me quite simply in awe, gathered as such in one hall like that.  

      The speeches that day brought tears to my eyes, in particular a 

young man who reminded us all that Africa “is not a poor country.” 

For now, it simply has “poor people.” His emphasis was that if we can 

forget our hatred, move beyond our xenophobia and come together as 

an African people, we could achieve our wildest dreams as a country 

and continent.  

       I can’t say exactly what was in the food that day, but I can say it 

was delicious. Feeling a little out of place and underdressed, I found 

myself too shy to ask. But my neighbour has since cooked plantain for 

me when I have been sick, saying they are very rich in iron. Having 

studied African literature, I’d read about plantains but had never seen 

them first hand. My friend and roommate, Andrew, likes to call them 

BFG bananas and that’s a pretty apt description. And while on the 

subject of Ghanaian cooking I may be a little clueless, for all that it is 

truly flavoursome and hearty, I can say that I doubt, wherever you 

may go in the world, that there is any hospitality quite like African 

hospitality.    
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A teacup in a storm  

 

The ‘finer’ things in life aside, there is an equally important lesson I 

suspect I’ve always known, but it took a very dear friend to remind me. 

A reminder that gratitude finds those who search for it. And it all 

started with a simple mug of tea. And a friend who is truly among the 

dearest to me.  

      Now bear in mind, I’ve never been a tea drinker. Not in the 

traditional sense. I enjoy my rooibos. And bottomless cups of green 

tea got me through my varsity years. But Ceylon. It just wasn’t my 

cuppa tea, if you’ll indulge me a pun.  

      My mom has always been the tea drinker, and coffee has always 

been my daily poison of choice. That’s how it’s always been. I’ll make 

her a cup of tea then use the spoon to stir my coffee so as not to taint 

her cup for my mother loathes anything coffee-flavoured. 

      Well, always is to say until this one fateful day.   

      This friend, this dear, dear friend. He is a madman and a genius. 

His artistic talent knows no bounds in my humble regard as something 

of an admirer of all things evocative and honest. He is the man to 

whom I turn when I feel that the world itself has gone mad and I, 

Bipolar Girl, must surely be amongst the sanest of the lot. And he 

usually confirms that indeed, our world has gone mad, but that the 

centre holds firm with me. Me. My axis. It can just keep on turning. 

And in him, I find reassurance. Peace.  
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       A day arrived, however, when I needed his counsel on an artistic 

matter. You see, on attending university I’d had to make a decision. 

Pursue my love of art, or on the other hand, my love of literature. 

(Today, I’d like to believe there’s room aplenty for both in my life, fond 

as I am of the most magically rendered children’s books I’ve collected 

over the years.) But with the passing of time, you see, I’d lost a great 

deal of my art and had forgotten that I could even trace the shape of 

my own hand.  

      And yet, I’d recently visited my ex-stepmother (Oh father!), and 

proudly a set of five place mats I’d made for her at ten years of age had 

been displayed to the dinner party. It was quite obvious by the place 

mats that at that stage I was going through my ‘sea creature phase’. 

(There were many ‘animal phases’ in my youth and still today… 

Among the earliest I can recall my white tiger phase… My albatross 

phase… My cheetah phase… My bat phase…But no matter! The list 

could on!)  

        All the same, I wanted prints made of these place mats, surprised 

as I was by a semblance of creative aptitude and flair, to adorn the 

walls of my own home as something of a keepsake and reminder, 

perhaps even as some encouragement to invest in a set watercolours 

once again. But here I needed Christo’s advice, for Christo is the name 

of my dear, dear friend.  

        How should I have them scanned, and printed, and framed? I was 

clueless on these matters. I’d dealt only, as a high school student, in 



59 
 

paints and charcoal and pencil and fine-liners. All this digital business 

left me floundering. So we arranged a day when he would assess the 

place mats and give me the soundest advice he had to offer (which 

believe me when I say, is always of the soundest).  

        But when the day came, I’d received some upsetting family news 

and arrived at his studio shaken and in tears. He gently motioned that 

I take a seat and told me he’d bring a cup of tea and some water. And 

there I sat, in a sunny spot on the patio sipping on a cup of Ceylon tea 

while he undertook the more serious task of considering my art and 

truly, in all seriousness. Art I’d been almost too embarrassed to show 

him, the art of a child.  

       After careful measuring, I was given the exact instructions I 

needed while I let the tea soak in so very, very deep, warming me to 

the core and lifting me from my pitiful state.  

         I am eternally indebted to this beautiful, mercurial soul. I think 

kismet sent him my way, to speak true. He is my kindler. When I find 

myself in times of depression or sorrow, befallen in yet another long 

and cold internal winter, he ignites a flame and keeps the fire burning.   

       And so a little heartsore that day, but feeling better, I walked 

home and was reminded of a sign outside a stone church that I pass 

just about every day. It reads: Be still and know that I am God. I find 

it as something of a joke between the Universe and me, me with my 

overactive mind. I arrived home and it dawned on me again that I had 

run out of coffee. I’d recently resigned from a stressful job, and so had 
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little in the way of funds to replace my empty Ricoffy tin. But I did 

have an entire box of Five Roses tea, unopened, that I’d kept just in 

case a guest should want. And that afternoon, after my walk home, I 

wanted nothing more but yet another cuppa tea.  

      It wasn’t quite as good as Christo’s but it was what I needed to see 

it through yet another day, to dry my eyes and to forge onwards and 

upwards. Sometimes, I guess, it’s the simplest of things, the tiniest of 

gestures of love and care, that keep our hopes alive and hearts wide 

open.  
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A bit about the author… 

 

She one day dreams of creating a sanctuary open to one and all who come a’ 

knocking with troubled minds and broken hearts… Together we will master 

the art of flower arranging… Rise for our sun salutations… Prepare a feast 

for each and every meal, be it a soft-boiled egg on toast or lasagne lovingly 

made from scratch… We will don our aprons and smatter canvasses with 

paint and find always the time to look for shapes in the clouds. And we will 

map out star constellations, most of all, for as J. Maurus once wrote, “Aim 

for the stars, you will not hit them, but you will go higher than the fellow 

who only aims for the chimney pot.”     

     This, this is her Dream.  

     To get to know her better and the books and the people and the music and 

the life she loves, you can find more of her at www.myhumblepie.co.za. 

 

Oh and welcome to Dandy Lyon Press!  

The Dandelion flower’s message is, quite simply, do not give up. Stick it out 

and remember the cheerfulness of a sunny Summer’s day when things seem 

bleak or dark, and always, always, find the time to blow and make a wish… 
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