
Something's wrong 

 

Something's wrong. Like that time at the museum, staring at those awful landscapes, 
knowing that something was wrong with the picture, but not being able to explain it. I 
was nine, what had I known about perspective? But I knew the picture was wrong. They 
say all art is subjective. Maybe. A question of judgment, and in the end, because it is all 
personal, it’s a value judgement. All I knew was that something didn't fit. Something 
didn't work. It felt the same now. Something was wrong. 

I looked around, deciding to analyze the scene, to find the square block that was stuck 
in a round hole; find the stone inside the shoe of the scene. It was just a diner, like any 
diner in any city in any country anywhere in the world. This one being in downtown 
Johannesburg gave it some unique features. For one, because this was South Africa, 
and it was the time in which we lived, everyone who worked there was black. And 
everyone who ate there was white. That was wrong, but it was not the thing. 

Ok, let's go left to right. Young couple in the corner. Newly in love, or lust, more 
interested in each others’ lips than in passing food over those lips. He's wearing jeans 
and a Hawaiian shirt, and I suppose he would have been cool if his finger nails weren't 
so dirty, and if he washed his hair more often, and lastly, if he wasn't wearing white 
shoes. Only golfers and doctors are allowed to wear white shoes. On everyone else it 
looks wrong, but again, it wasn't the wrong I was looking for. 

She was pretty, in the way that blonde, blue-eyed girls are always pretty. Pretty boring. 
The kind of girl men dream about sleeping with, but don't like talking to. She was 
wearing the generic outfit, skin tight jeans, white blouse, high heeled shoes and a touch 
too much make up. High-heeled shoes with jeans was also wrong, but still, not the 
wrong thing about this small corner of the world. 

Next, an old man in a suit. The suit was old, and when it was new, the old man must 
have filled it better. He was eating an entire chicken, flame grilled as advertised, with a 
plastic knife and fork. He was, I suppose, in the stories I always make up about people, 
a widower, who would rather eat alone in a diner than eat alone in his small flat. The hat 
on the table next to him marked him as a man from a time when men tried to be 
gentlemen, tried to do the right thing, and tried to get the golden watch for twenty-five 
years of loyal service in a job that neither inspired nor broke them. I could see when he 
moved his foot, that there was chewing gum stuck under the sole of his shoe. It 
stretched and contracted with his casual movements, slowly collecting a layer of dirt that 
would turn the pink to black by the time he left. 



In the centre of the diner were the alpha males. Very much a local type in rugby jerseys, 
manhandling two burgers each. Shaved heads, necks thicker than their heads, ears so 
mangled that they looked like tumours. But the tanks were clean, quiet and intent on 
demolishing their burgers and washing it down with cokes, so I move on. 

By the door sat the hip junkie. I think diners are built with junkies as a feature, because 
every diner has one. Long hair, a small beard covering a weak chin, a shirt that needed 
a wash, and jeans that needed to be burnt in a furnace to prevent the spread of 
whatever disease must be breeding on them. He was drinking a milkshake, and the 
ends of his immature moustache where tipped with the strawberry foam. He was 
smoking a filterless brand, dropping the ash onto the floor. He was staring out the 
window, and maybe he was even seeing the street, but more likely he was just staring. 

In the street outside, sitting on the curb, are two street children, Ten, maybe older, 
maybe younger, hard to tell from here. They are waiting for closing time, because then 
the staff will give them whatever they have freshly-prepared-while-you-wait ten hours 
ago that hasn't sold. Even from here I can see how dirty they are, I can see the snot 
smeared across the face of one, his eyes slightly glassy from the glue sniffing. They sit 
there quietly; a silent reminder, an accusation, an unspoken threat that they will grow 
older, and then the reckoning will come for what my white skinned people have done to 
their people. I find it hard to look at them. They just remind me that in my ten years of 
under-achieving I have changed nothing in this land. I look away. 

I close my eyes and listen. Maybe it is the sounds, or the music, or the lack of a 
particular expected sound that makes this all feel wrong. The small speakers in the roof 
are blaring forth some local station, mixing senseless European pop with local artists, 
most trying to sound just as senseless as the European pop. The speakers briefly 
compete with a distant police siren, and then Juluka starts playing. A white Zulu, playing 
black pop that is acceptable to white ears. All very strange if you really think about it, but 
not the thing that is bothering me. 

There are three guys behind the counter. The smallest is the one in charge of the till. In 
this place all you needed to elevate you to that position of authority was the ability to 
read and a school leaving age of fourteen. The other two were much bigger. The really 
dark skinned one, most probably a real Zulu, didn’t look very impressed by the music of 
the white Zulu. The third one is wearing a faded hand-me-down T-shirt. On the front is a 
large American rebel flag of the South, with the words Lynard Skynard – Southern Rock 
in red writing. All very bizarre that a black man in apartheid South Africa is wearing the 
flag of the states that fought to keep slavery. So wrong on so many levels, but that’s still 
not it. 



I quickly scan the walls. Posters advertising Mexican burgers, Portuguese chicken, 
American hotdogs, French fries, English muffins and Italian pizza. From the posters you 
would never guess this country was subjected to sanctions by all the people so readily 
sharing their food with us. On the back wall is a large plastic embossed three 
dimensional poster depicting various types of explosive devices, warning the public to 
be on the lookout for limpet mines, hand grenades and anything suspicious. The only 
thing that looked suspicious to me was the meat in my burger. 

I still can't pin down the wrongness, the thing that bothers me, that makes me feel that 
the artists’ perspective on this scene was calculated wrong. The junkie is not wrong, he 
is doing the best impersonation of a junkie that he can, and he is playing the part to 
perfection. The two devouring their burgers are in their space, as they should be; now 
progressing to the drinking of their cokes.  

   

The couple in the corner are having a problem. He wants to kiss, she wants to talk, and 
I feel like warning him, in twenty years time he will no longer want to kiss, but she will 
still want to talk, but I turn to the old man instead, and I see the wrongness I have been 
searching for. 

No gentleman should be made to eat a chicken with a plastic knife and fork. 


