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Cage-free eggs are oh so eco-chic

Affairs of 
the heart
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A homosexual couple wed using the same 
system that once denied their union

‘S
ame sex or opposite 
sex?” barked the young 
woman, gold hoops in 
her ears to match her 
attitude.

I was at the Edenvale home affairs 
office, on a strip of motor repair 
shops and scrapyards, to book my 
marriage. It took me a moment to 
comprehend: “Same sex,” I said, a 
little too loudly, looking around to 
see if anyone of the other clerks in 
the room would look up in shock, or 
perhaps just interest. They did not.

“The marriage officer likes to 
do the same-sexes early in the 
 morning,” the woman said briskly, 
consulting her book. “Too much 
paperwork, you people…”

Three years previously, Parlia-
ment passed a law permitting 
same-sex marriage, upon injunction 
from the Constitutional Court. My 
partner and I had been together 
for nearly two decades, but we had 
little interest in the rites of mar-
riage. We had decided to do it now 
solely because it would facilitate our 
move to France, where he had been 
offered a job.

It was, we told each other, merely 
an administrative matter.

We could have done it more eas-
ily — through a gay judge who is a 
friend — but we wanted to see the 
system work for us.

Thus far, I was not encour-
aged. Like all home affairs offices, 
Edenvale was grimy and arcane, 
contemptuous and chaotic; the last 
place on earth you would want to 
get married. In the old days home 
affairs was the processing room of 
apartheid: it told you who you were 
and where you could (and could 
not) be. It was still a place of pro-
found alienation; of a million frus-
trations and rages a day. And I was 
about to have one of them.

But the woman pre-empted my 
lecture on public service and con-
stitutional rights by shoving a form 
across to me that noted the time and 
date of our appointment. Pulling 
out a pink highlighter, she under-
lined a reminder that at least two 
witnesses were required. “We have 
room for 20,” she said, “so bring all 
your friends and family.”

“No, no,” I protested. “It’ll be just 
two. We don’t want to make a fuss.”

“Why not?” she demanded. “A 
marriage is a big deal. Make a fuss. 
And don’t forget the rings.”

When I said I did not think we 
would be doing rings, she really 
thought she had my number. She 
looked up at me, in counselling 

mode now: “Do you think you are 
a second-class citizen just because 
you are gay? You have full rights in 
this new South Africa. You have the 
right to make a fuss.”

Here I was, an entirely empow-
ered middle-class, middle-aged 
white man, being lectured by a 
young black woman about my 
rights.

And here we were, three weeks 
later, with rings but, alas, only two 
witnesses, in “Room 9: Marriages” 
at the back of the building.

We entered a parallel universe. 
The room was draped in lace in the 
same colour palette as the orange-
and-brown dried flowers set in vases 
between white porcelain swans. 
There were wedding photos of vari-
ous couples tacked to the walls and, 
on every available surface, cascades 
of what, on closer inspection, turned 
out to be empty ring boxes. It was 
inexplicable at first, then comical, 
then unexpectedly moving.

“You like it?” trilled a voice behind 

us. An older Afrikaans woman had 
entered. She introduced herself 
as Mrs Austin: she was actually in 
finance, but she loved marrying 
people so much that she had applied 
for a licence and now did it two 
mornings a week. “This is all my 
work,” she said of Room 9, explain-
ing that every couple she married 
was invited to leave its ring boxes 
behind.

Our actual marriage was a side-
show. The main event was Mrs 
Austin herself. She’d had to “go on a 
training” to learn how to marry gay 
people, she told us, but it had been 
well worth it, and she was proud of 
the fact that she had done nearly 
200 “same sexes” already; more 
than anyone else in the region.

She made no secret of her disap-
pointment at our lack of campery: 
where were the feathers, where 
was the champagne? After presid-
ing over the swapping of rings, she 
extracted a red heart-shaped ring 
box from her installation and bal-

anced it between our two hands, 
which she delicately arranged for a 
photograph. We spent more time on 
this ritual than we had on the actual 
ceremony.

Even though Mrs Austin kept on 
referring to us as “same sex” and 
heterosexuals as “normal”, we were 
swept out of Room 9 on a tide of 
hilarity. Even the fact that she could 
not furnish us with a marriage cer-
tificate — the computers had been 
down for six weeks because some-
one had stolen the cables — did not 
tamp the good feelings.

We were a white man and a black 
man, free to be together in the coun-
try of our birth, treated with dignity 
and humanity by a system which 
had denied both for so long. Well 
worth the fuss.
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A
t a dinner I co-hosted 
recently, it became clear 
before we sat down to eat 

that there was going to be plenty of 
nothing for everyone.

The vegetarian couldn’t eat the 
foie gras. The dairy-free guest said: 
“Are those parmesan shavings in 
the salad? The wheat intolerant (“I 
bloat!”) couldn’t eat the bread, but 
took one look at my face and said 
he’d scrape off the foie gras with a 
spoon.

The last guest arrived, saw the 
main course — fat, fresh prawns 
popping in a flaming pan — and 
reminded me that he had a fatal 
seafood allergy and had I forgotten 
the time he went into anaphylactic 
shock half way through the Creole 
Surprise in Knysna?

Well, you can’t really argue with 
a fatal condition, so I sweetly sug-
gested he try the foie gras, which had 
become my default dish for everyone 
except the vegetarian as evidence 
mounted against the rest of the 
menu. “Er, no thanks,” he said, “just 
thinking about what they do to the 

goose makes me want to vomit.”
While the guests foraged for their 

dinner in my pantry — out came a 
jar of Nutella, a can of kidney beans 
— I did the only thing a ruined host-
ess could do and popped a bottle 
of fizz.

“Drink, anyone?” You’d think I 
was giving away iPhones the way 
everyone lunged towards me. Funny 
that. Nobody was allergic to alco-
hol. I mean, with the variety and 
number of allergies gathered under 

one roof, statistically, what were 
the chances?

I don’t know if it’s an age thing, a 
class thing or a fashion thing, but 
more and more of the delightful 
people I break gluten-free bread 
with are turning into absolute pan-
sies. These are people who once 
climbed mountains with ropes 
between their own teeth and ate 
whole Toblerones; people who par-
tied all night then fried some bacon 
and went to work.

Naturally, time and grease will 
take their toll, even on the strongest 
of constitutions. It is around this 
time that many people with any 
brains left figure out they’re going 
to live too long to make attractive 
corpses and they start to think 
about making what evangelical food 
gurus like to call “healthy lifestyle 
choices”.

Even a food fool like me (refuse 
to climb the mountain, eat the 
Toblerone anyway) would have to 
agree that such decisions, if acted 
on, seem like a sensible way to 
stave off death, disease and flab. I 
sit in awe of people who make such 
healthy decisions because I get tired 
if I stand for long.

But healthy lifestyle choices are 
also a way for the world’s on-trend 
affluent folk to switch consumer 
allegiance to the organic produce 
increasingly available at classy 
supermarkets. Organic food is more 
expensive than ordinary food that 
has been treated with pesticides, 
growth hormones and antibiotics. 
I’m not sure why. It must cost farm-
ers a fortune to give their sick chick-
ens antibiotics, never mind all that 
time spent out in the fields tenderly 
spraying their crops with life-
prolonging hormones. I would be so 
grateful if someone took the time to 
spray me with hormones.

For those who can afford it, 
organic food is a big win-win: you 
can have that buzzy-fuzzy feeling 
that you’ve done your bit to save 
your body, your family and — gasp 
— the planet, for the pricey price 
of a free-range chicken or a jar of 
badger-friendly honey.

This week I ran into a friend of the 
badgers who just moved to Califor-
nia, practically the international HQ 
of eco-chic. 

Even she was shocked to find that 
grocery shopping there has become 
a political act.

Presumably of the risk-free kind: 
upscale suburbanites in San Fran-
cisco don’t have to risk getting 
shot for their beliefs. And doing 
the right thing takes up no more of 
their valuable time than slapping 
down the dollars and congratulat-
ing themselves that the eggs they 
brought came from chickens raised 
in a “cage-free” environment. With 
added Omega-3s.

The other day an Indian colleague 
was selling jars of her mother’s 
homemade lemon atchar at the 
office. Interested, I asked her if it 
was very hot. “Not very,” she said, 
“it’s white-friendly.”

I understood this to mean that no 
white people were harmed in the 
making of the product and bought 
two. It felt so good.
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Evangelic food: ‘healthy lifestyle choices’ are a win-win option for 
those who can afford it


