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    Chapter One


    It was the early 1990s in Hillcrest, a suburb about 40km west of the Durban central business district (CBD) in South Africa. The sun was shining in a clear blue sky; the birds were singing and the cool breeze tempered the heat to perfection. 

    

    Edmund was feeling inordinately wonderful that morning, as he was on his way to report for his 7am shift at Spur, a South African-originated international restaurant chain known for its hamburgers, spareribs and steaks.


    He was tall, light-skinned and handsome. He had beautiful black eyes, a neat trimmed black Afro hairstyle he proudly cared for himself, and he always used cologne. The ladies literally fell at his feet. They loved him and usually approached him for dates.


    He arrived early as was his ritual and proceeded to the change rooms to dress and prepare for his shift. Edmund was the head chef and extremely good at his job. He also set a solid example to his staff. En route to the kitchen, he encountered the franchisees Kelly and David. David had just finished making their morning coffee and it smelt amazing.


    “Good morning, everyone,” Edmund said with his trademark breezy smile capturing his lips.


    Kelly and David answered in unison before Edmund continued.


    “How’s everyone doing this beautiful morning?”


    “Well thanks, Edmund,” Kelly replied.


    “Someone’s in a good mood,” Edmund quipped as Kelly returned his smile. “However, we should all be in a great mood. It’s a beautiful morning.”


    “You woke up on the right side of the bed, for a change,” David chirped to universal laughter before the owners walked out of the kitchen to prepare for the daily morning staff meeting.


    After the meeting, David and Kelly updated Edmund on management tasks. The trio were more akin to friends than employer and employee – an unusual situation for the time when different ethnic groups were not typically friends. Kelly and David genuinely didn’t care about a person’s race and loved anyone and everyone who displayed characteristics of honesty, integrity and mutual respect.


    The morning progressed as normal with the staff diligently performing their tasks and customers regularly exchanging seats. In his bones, Edmund perceived something good was about to happen. Around 9am he was heading towards the restroom when he heard rushing footsteps behind him. He moved aside to allow the person to pass. Instead, he heard a shaky voice greeting him.


    “Good morning. Where can I find the office please?”


    Edmund turned to discover a nervous woman standing two feet away from him in the passage and, slightly shocked, mumbled over his words.


    “The…. the next… the next door on your right.”


    The woman hurried passed him and headed directly through the door too distracted to thank him. Edmund walked back towards the kitchen only to burst out laughing a couple of paces later when he realised he hadn’t completed his original mission. Retracing his steps, his eyes gravitated to the closed office door; his mind spinning with probabilities. Even on his return to the kitchen, he stared at the door and pondered the strange woman’s identity. Edmund continued working and smiling while daydreaming about the mystery woman. Lost in thoughts as he gilled a medium-rare steak, he wondered if they would cross paths again.


    I should have asked her name. Damn, that’s just crazy but she was in a rush and barely even looked at me. No, she looked at me and probably liked me… all the ladies like me. 


    What if I don’t ever see her again?


    What if I do see her and don’t know what to say?


    But I always know what to say… that wouldn’t happen!


    What if she’s married?


    I didn’t even look at her marriage finger.


    Who wouldn’t marry a woman like that?


    No. Maybe she was sent for me and stand a chance


    What if I’m not her type or…?


    His thoughts churned even as he kept smiling and remained outwardly calm.


    “Edmund… Edmund… Edmund,” Kelly called from the kitchen entrance.


    “Yes, yes Ma’am.”


    “Ma’am? That’s a first! Are you okay? I’ve been repeatedly calling you and it’s like you are in another planet,” Kelly replied, marginally disturbed by Edmund’s uncharacteristic behaviour.


    “I’m good, thank you,” he said.


    “OMG Edmund! Are you grilling or burning the steak? How does the customer want it done?” Kelly yelps as she approaches the griller, shaking her head.


    “Shit! Medium-rare… I’m really sorry… don’t know what has come over me.”


    “Please fix that order, Edmund. That mistake is unlike you and remember, we don’t need any complains.”


    “Sorting it out as we speak. Sorry again.”


    “Okay… I need a word once you’ve completed your orders. I have an update and also hope you can share your thoughts.”


    “See you in a few,” Edmund said, smiling.


    Quickly completing his orders, Edmund reckoned the update had to be about the mystery woman and he couldn’t wait to hear the discussion… and to officially meet her. He hoped she was still there if only for him to see her face again.


    Edmund walked down the passage and saw the office door was slightly open. He paused to fix his hair and wipe his face with his hands, then pulled his chef’s jacket neatly over his pants and vainly wiped at any visible dirt.


    Why is my heart beating so fast? I’m like a naughty schoolboy called to the principal’s office after causing trouble in class, he thought.


    Edmund pulled down his chef’s jacket once more before raising his hand to knock but David beat him by opening the door from the inside. Caught off-guard, Edmund turned pale his eyes wide as if he had seen a ghost.


    “Edmund, are you not feeling well?”


    Kelly quickly answered before Edmund, who was curiously peering around the door to investigate who else was in the room, he couldn’t utter a sound.


    “Ask again, David. I have no idea what’s going on with Edmund today. Maybe you should come back inside so we can have a quick meeting before your next meeting.”


    Edmund sighed.


    “Yes… yes… hm-hm. I’m okay albeit a little distracted. Personal reasons.”


    “That was his answer earlier too,” Kelly said as David walked back into the office and Edmund followed.


    Everyone sat, with Kelly and David staring at Edmund with concern.


    “I’ll get straight to the point as David has a time constraint,” Kelly began. “I’m sure you remember we’ve been taking CVs for the front-of-house supervisor position since Joyce left?”


    Edmund leant forward as if he was about to fall off his chair.


    “Today we conducted three interviews and, unusually, each candidate was exceptional. David and I were discussing who should be appointed but haven’t yet reached a conclusion. Sorry I called you before reaching our decision and once David returns, we can make the appointment. You’ll meet the new supervisor on Monday.”


    Edmund wiped his sweaty brow.


    “Monday it is then!”


    “Edmund, please speak to Kelly about what is bothering you. You really aren’t yourself today,” David said as he was packing his belongings getting ready to leave.


    Kelly kissed David’s cheek and asked him to shut the door on his way out. Then she turned to Edmund, holding his gaze.


    “Talk to me. Are you feeling well? We’ve known you for over two years and never seen you like this. Has something happened at home?”


    “You don’t have to worry about me. I promise there’s nothing wrong.”


    “Remember, if you need to talk, David and I are here. I’ll let you get back to work now.”


    Leaving the office, Edmund headed for the peace and quiet he knew existed in the relatively cool change rooms. The morning’s encounter now made sense. She had been interviewing for the supervisor position. Now she was the only thing occupying his mind. Focusing elsewhere was impossible as she filled his daydreams. Yet he was also concerned. She only had a one-in-three chance of being appointed and he still didn’t know her name or how to contact her.


    How can I possibly live without a second chance to at least learn her name? he mused. Where can I find her if she isn’t the chosen candidate?


    Monday seems years away rather than only four days. This anxiety will kill me. Maybe I can speak to Kelly and David on her behalf. Dammit I don’t even know her name.


    What if I describe her despite only a fleeting glance?


    I will never forget her face. Maybe I should forget about her. Women that beautiful are always in serious relationships, married or trouble.


    Edmund heard footsteps approaching the changing rooms and, as if waking from a dream, he realised the first shift had ended and the staff had come to change. He was shocked to note it was already 4pm. Edmund changed into his casual clothes and, on his way home, decided a stop in the community bar for a well-required drink was critical.


    He wanted the time to pass swiftly; unsure about his feelings for Monday. Edmund was from Inanda, an area about 21km north-west of the Durban CBD established in the 1800s and a significant hub for South Africa’s liberation history. Entering his local watering hole, spied his childhood friend Lucky propping up his favourite bar stool and a broader group of his friends. Providence had intervened and Edmund told them about the girl he had briefly glimpsed in the passage. They burst out laughing as it was common knowledge that Edmund had never struggled to get any woman he desired. Yet, sitting before them, they found it really strange that he couldn’t even get this particular girl’s name. Edmund didn’t care for their reaction as deep down he knew there was something special about her and his desire to formally meet her exceeded any words he could express or teasing his friends thought appropriate.


    Edmund headed straight to his bedroom when he arrived home, dismissing the opportunity to chat with his family. Yet sleep eluded him and he lay awake most of the night. He couldn’t get her off his mind. When he eventually did fall into a deep sleep, it felt like seconds before the alarm’s incessant beeping indicated it was 4am. He habitually set his alarm an hour early to mentally prepare ahead of starting his day. Too tired to follow his routine, Edmund switched off the alarm and fell instantly into a dreamless sleep. An hour later, he rubbed his eyes and then struck on the idea of bunking work. David and Kelly already believed he was ailing and he had hardly missed a day’s work since starting with them.


    I’m sure they’d understand if I called in sick.


    What would I possibly do for the entire day?


    At least I’ll keep busy at work and time will fly. Monday will arrive quicker if I am occupied; not sitting at home staring at the clock.


    His brief flaunting with truancy resolved, Edmund lumbered from his bed and prepared for work.


    Friday and Saturday were seemingly endless while also being exceptionally busy – an appropriate balance for a bearable passing of time. Having worked the two previous days, Edmund was due the Sunday off but chose to pick up an extra shift to absorb more of the hours he would have spent alone with his thoughts. By Sunday night Edmund was a bundle of mixed emotions and caught himself praying in a manner foreign to him; begging God that “the stranger” was appointed as the new supervisor. Half his prayer was illogical, incapable of an explanation even to himself, but his heart knew its intensions.


    Edmund woke before his first alarm and further sleep proved impossible. He chose a workout instead as he battled the simultaneous nervousness and excitement.


    He arrived characteristically early; completed his duties and attended the morning meeting before tackling the breakfast orders. Mondays are usually quiet as most people head directly to work. Sometimes the restaurant experiences a mini-rush at lunch time and, during the lulls, Edmund repeatedly headed for the restroom in case he saw her in the passage again. His nerves were on edge, but on one occasion he crossed paths with a man seemingly familiar with the office’s location. The two men acknowledged each other, but the disappointment written across Edmund’s face would have been hard to miss. He returned to the kitchen completely lost about his next move. He had prayed for Monday to end the wait but now realised he might never meet his mystery woman.


    Every fear has come to fruition and there’s nothing I can do about it. My last hope is to find her CV and write a letter with the hope she will remember me, he thought.


    Being no further orders, Edmund was cleaning his workstation to keep busy when he heard David calling his name. He replied listlessly, not even turning to address him.


    “Are you busy? Could we see you in the office for a few minutes please?” David asked.


    “Sure. I’ll be right behind you.”


    Edmund followed David down the passage, inexplicable rage already rising in his chest at the impending introduction. While sub-consciously acknowledging its absurdity, he felt the chance to set eyes on his mystery woman again had been stolen from him. The office door was open and Edmund entered the room, his face searching the carpet as if he was carrying the world’s weight on his shoulders.


    “Hi Edmund. Please meet Natasha, our new front-of-house supervisor,” Kelly said, introducing the mystery woman who had dominated Edmund’s waking and sleeping hours for the past four days.


    Stunned, he stood rooted to the carpet, his eyes wide and brain unable to register anything beyond “new supervisor”. Even her name, the essential element over which he had chastised himself for not securing on Thursday, was a blur.


    “Please sit Edmund so we can get to know each other. We called in the three short-listed candidates this morning for feedback about their Thursday interview as a letter would have taken too long and we urgently need a supervisor. Unfortunately, we only have one position, so we sent the others home.”


    Edmund sat, his eyes automatically gravitating towards Natasha.


    “Hi, I’m Edmund. I didn’t catch your name?”


    The woman was obviously nervous but laughed briefly as Kelly had already made the introductions.


    “Natasha. Good to meet you, Edmund.”


    Edmund stretched across the space separating them to shake her hand.


    “Good to meet you too Natasha,” he said, holding her hand marginally longer than was considered socially acceptable, forcing David to clear his throat to break the moment.


    “Now that we have been formally introduced, let me say, ‘Welcome to the team, Natasha’. Kelly will train you but if there’s anything you need, ask any of us. Edmund is our best employee and knows the business intimately,” David said.


    “Thank you for the warm welcome and I look forward to working with you.”


    “Edmund, you can get back to work. We still have a few things to discuss with Natasha and some documents to sign. She will officially start tomorrow,” Kelly added.


    Edmund couldn’t stop smiling his mood drastically changed within a few hours.


    “I guess we shall be seeing you tomorrow then, Natasha,” he said, walking out the office.


    Once safely in the passage, Edmund jumped up and down like a child gifted a full bag of candy.


    After knocking off work, he was tempted to have a drink and knew the bar was the one place he would find most of his friends. He couldn’t wait to share his news, especially after the ribbing he had endured on Thursday night. Walking inside, he quickly spotted his friends’ table; a smirk glued on to his face.


    “Howzit gents,” he said, announcing his presence. “Next round’s on me. You won’t believe what happened today.”


    His friends laughed, then Lucky said, “What? Did you meet another girl and forgot to ask her name too?”


    Amid further belly-wrenching guffaws around the table, Edmund confidently replied, “No… today I met my mystery woman again. Her name is Natasha and she let me hold her hand as we were introduced. She will be the new front-of-house supervisor.”


    To the stunned silence at the table, a proud Edmund settled comfortably in his chair; raised his hand for the barman’s attention and signalled for another round. The men were regulars and the staff knew their signals as well as their orders.


    Eventually breaking the silence, Lucky said, “Wow! Tell us more. Where’s she from? Did you get her surname and whether she could also be interested in you too?”


    “I’ve shared enough for now. Let’s enjoy our beers and chill.”


    As soon as he had finished his beer, Edmund paid the tab and said his good-byes. He couldn’t wait to get home and choose his best outfit for the next day; ensure his chef’s uniform was clean and ironed. The prospect of being late for any reason the next day was already deeply entrenched as a nightmare.


    He spent some time with his family after preparing for the next day. He was close to his mother Grace, especially after his father’s passing when he was still a teenager. Edmund had younger three brothers, namely Mike, Jack and Eric as the last-born but preferred sharing almost everything with his mother. There wasn’t much of an age gap among the brothers. Mike was two years younger than Edmund and had completed high school almost two years earlier. He was now training with the army. Jack was in his matric year.


    Edmund was strict with them as he wanted his brothers to make something of themselves. He didn’t want them to work in restaurants like he did albeit as a trained chef. He had believed, as the oldest son, it was his duty to assist Grace take care of the family and had sought employment straight after matriculating. Eric had just started high school. A close-knit family, they typically ate dinner together before sitting around the fire to discuss the day’s events. However, today Edmund pulled rank and instructed his brothers to prepare for the next day. He wanted the privacy to share his news.


    “Mum, there’s a woman I’ve met at work… she’s the most beautiful creature I’ve ever laid eyes on…”


    Yet, before he could finish bestowing Natasha with his praises, Grace laughed.


    “My son, I have lost count of how many times you’ve said that before. You remind me of your father. He was a real ladies’ man before we met.”


    Grace smiled as she thought about the commonality in the behaviour of her son and late husband.


    “No Mum, this time it’s different. There’s something about her; I can’t put my finger on it yet. It’s hard to explain but she’s different. You know how easy it is for me to get whomever I want and I don’t really think about them. But this woman… her name’s Natasha and it’s not just about her beauty. She gives me butterflies and goosebumps at the same time, Mum.


    “We haven’t even had a decent conversation yet, but since I laid eyes on her on Thursday, she has not left my mind. She’s all I think about and I’m quivering to know her better.”


    “Son, I hope she will be worth it. It’s the first time I have ever heard you speak about a woman this way. Good luck my son.”


    “Thanks Mum. I shall have an early night… I don’t want to be late tomorrow. You also need your rest. You work way too hard caring for everyone. Please also look after yourself.”


    Edmund hugged his mother before heading for bed; a massive grin plastered across his face. Natasha dominated his thoughts until he fell asleep.


    When the first alarm went off, Edmund woke up as if something had hit him. He had a short workout routine and prepared for work. Then he woke up his mother 30 minutes before the time he usually left home.


    “Mum. Wake up! Wake up!”


    Still in a deep sleep, his mother mumbled, “Whaaat?”


    “Please look at me. How do I look?” he asked frantically, twirling on his toes so his mother could see every angle.


    “Since when do you wake me up to ask me how you look? You look great. You always look great. No one takes as long as you do to get dressed. Go to work and stop stressing over that girl. I wonder what she did to you!”


    While her words were harsh for being woken unnecessarily, his mother also laughed at the son she had always viewed as irrepressible and confident beyond reproach.


    “Thanks Mum, you’re the best… and no… it’s not about her.”


    “Remember, no one knows you better than I do. You better tell that girl as well,” Grace replied as she nudged his shoulder.


    Edmund caught the bus to work but didn’t immediately head for the changing rooms. Instead, he causally stood outside waiting for the mysterious Natasha to arrive while pretending he was doing anything but that! After an agonising 20 minutes she walked towards the restaurant and Edmund pretended not to notice her.


    “Morning Edmund. Do I have your name correct?”


    “Oh hi, Natasha. Yes… yes, you do. I hope I did too?” he replied still pretending their meeting was accidental and she had not dominated his thoughts since the day they met.


    “Are we allowed inside before the clock-in time or do we wait outside?”


    “No… I mean… yes, we are. No, we don’t have to stand outside. I’ve just arrived and was catching my breath. Shall I be your official chaperone for your first day at work?” Edmund quipped.


    The two employees entered the restaurant together; Edmund desperate to show off his elegant outfit before donning his chef’s uniform but Natasha wasn’t paying attention. He headed for the change rooms while Natasha sat at one of the tables and waited for Kelly to issue her uniform and start training.


    Despite a busy morning in the kitchen, Edmund constantly checked the floor as his pretence for spying on Natasha’s movements. He was in an exceptionally good mood and, when he saw Natasha sitting alone, realised she was on her break, caught himself daydreaming about preparing her one of his signature dishes. In his overactive mind he saw himself savouring lunch with this beautiful woman. A waitress arrived in the kitchen with her order.


    “Excuse me, Edmund. Kelly said I should order Natasha a chicken burger.”


    “Kelly knows we don’t issue meals without written orders. Are you sure it’s for Natasha or are you taking chances?”


    “Kelly said the order was for the new supervisor. Should I ask her to confirm first?”


    “No, it’s okay. We’re on it… and don’t worry. I’ll personally take it to the supervisor.”


    Edmund prepared Natasha’s meal as quickly and as perfectly as possible. He placed the plate over the kitchen counter and fixed his uniform before retrieving the plate and walking into the seating area.


    “Hi Natasha… your meal.”


    “Oh wow! This looks great. Who made the burger?”


    Edmund smiled slightly.


    “It was made by me and thank you for the compliment, but I think you should eat it first before making any more comments you may regret!”


    “I shall definitely provide feedback when I’m done,” Natasha quipped in return.


    Edmund walked back to the kitchen with a new spring in his step. Simply speaking to Natasha had brightened his day and he couldn’t believe he would be seeing her almost every day.


    Natasha completed her training at 3pm but hadn’t seen Edmund again to compliment him on the food, particularly the burger that had surprised her with its depth of flavour, juiciness and tenderness. She asked a waiter to pass on her message. Edmund had hoped they would finish simultaneously so they could talk.


    Natasha’s training lasted a week before she had her first scheduled day off, due back on a Tuesday, but Edmund was caught off-guard, ignorant that she would not be at the restaurant. Two days without her at work was a crushing disappointment – made worse because his next day off was that Tuesday meaning their shifts clashed. Edmund didn’t see Natasha for four days; the longest, most depressing days he could remember. He practised his next speech to her to ensure it would sound casual and friendly and was acutely aware they had not yet had a real chance to talk and learn about each other. On Friday Edmund had an afternoon shift and was pleasantly surprised when he saw Natasha was on the same shift. In his excitement, he imagined the chat they would have after work. Neither had home landline numbers and a letter was not an option unless it was hand-delivered.


    Their shifts ended and Natasha was waiting alone outside the restaurant for the bus. Edmund rushed to finish changing and, avoiding his colleagues standing in groups, approached Natasha.


    “Hi. May I join you?”


    “Yes. Please. Thank you for your help over these last few days and for the delicious lunches when I was


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  
    


    
      
        	1 Lobola, sometimes called bride price, is a property in livestock or kind that a prospective husband or head of his family undertakes to give to the head of a prospective wife’s family in gratitude for allowing the husband to marry their daughter and for the bride’s family for raising her. The tradition is widespread throughout African cultures across the continent.



        	2 Traditional South African steamed bread



        	3 Also called morogo, imifino is a collection of green leavy vegetables that grows wild or can be cultivated and has a cultural importance to traditional South African cooking.
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