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This Other Moody Guy 

Sindi-Leigh McBride 

 

When I first moved from the west to the east of Johannesburg, I grew quite fond of the 

Schwarma Company on Grant Avenue in Norwood. Back then I was more used to laffas from 

Fordsburg corners and so appreciated the pomp of the place, especially on Saturday mornings. 

Yanos took me there for the first time. It was not planned: we were just hungry.  

The food at Schwarma Company was excellent, but I found that I liked looking at the 

people more. Apparently it is quite a thing to be there on Saturday mornings. You know a place is 

wannabe-bougie when the patrons wear jewelry with their gym clothes. 

After that first time I kept going back. For quick meals with my brother, long lazing ones 

with my father, farewells for friends. The meals I most enjoyed, though, were the ones I had by 

myself. I like to think this means that I was a regular. 

When I went on a solo mission, I would study the owner / manager / schwarma guy 

from a carefully-selected position downstairs – close to the window, with my back to the 

Woolworths across the road – where I could see him operating the till and supervising the 

refilling of mounds of fresh toppings in the front of restaurant.  

The restaurant was double-storied, with the same kind of bar downstairs as the one 

upstairs, which is where I usually sat when I was with people. The upstairs balcony is pleasant for 

after-meal cigarettes, but when I alone I preferred smoking in the front of the shop, within 

earshot of the ever-present old guys, who lounged about like Mafiosos who had just been shooed 

out of the kitchen. Never – not once – did they speak to me. Instead they nodded curtly at me 

and continued their conversations in Hebrew, or Greek, or Lebanese. Even if some of their faces 

became familiar to me, they seemed to speak a different language every day; a Middle-Eastern-

Mediterranean medley.  

I most enjoyed acting like a spy around the schwarma guy. I guess he was in his early 

thirties. He could have been colored, Jewish, Arab – anything, really. Tall and slim. Handsome. 
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He had cropped, curly hair and a neat goatee that could suddenly look menacing when his face 

clouded over while glowering out at the street. Very sexy.  

Less so when he was jolly, however. His cheeriness made him seem like that annoyingly 

good-looking older cousin, the one who dances with all the aunts at weddings and charms the 

panties off all your vapid friends. 

Luckily, he had two modes: flamboyantly garrulous, talking with his hands and his face, 

expressive with the gents and comfortable in the language-of-the-day; or surly, unsmiling, serious, 

listening more than talking, scowling at whoever was around, myself included.  I liked him best 

when he acted like a grumpy old man, mostly because this was the only time he noticed me. 

When he was a happy chappy he possessed the kind of grin that was for no one in particular. His 

friendliness made me feel lonely because I knew it was just about business. I’d rather have a 

scowl that feels like it is just for me than a smile I know is for everyone and anyone.   

Because no one who worked at the Schwarma Company ever spoke English, I couldn’t 

tell whether his demeanor was so drastically changed by the conversations going on around him, 

or if he was just schizo. Sometimes he would storm off in the middle of a conversation with 

someone and stalk around the restaurant, glaring at the staff. I wondered how the other regulars 

– sprawled on the iron café chairs and smoking out front – could stand him being so otherwise. I 

mean, I found the guy too unpredictable for my tastes, and I only went there like once a fortnight. 

What about these dudes – not to mention the staff! – who put up with this moody man on the 

regular? Soon I found myself going more for him than the food. His duality was as enticing as 

the baba ganoush. 

 At the same time as my love for the Schwarma Company grew, I also grew quite 

attached to the Spar next door. It had this incredible bread – cranberry and pecan-nut rye – and a 

bread-slicer. I would drive far out of my way for this winning combination, for it is usually only 

shitty supermarkets that have a slicing machine, and even then it’s usually only for their freshly-

baked white and brown loaves, which go stale after a day; certainly not the kind of shops that 

bake fancy ciabatta that lasts at least three days, and can even be frozen. 
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One day I was absent-mindedly grabbing some tea when I saw the schwarma guy at the 

machine at the back of the Spar. I don’t even know why, but I froze and he looked up at that 

exact moment, saw me do a double take at seeing him. He scowled at me harder than ever 

before, his eyes never leaving mine. We stared at each other while his left hand held the lever of 

the slicer, his loaf of bread patiently waiting to be symmetrically slashed. Eventually he looked 

away – I was so glad it was him first and not me – and down at the bread before pushing the 

lever back violently, the machine robotically shuddering to life. Brave as I was holding his glare, 

there was not a fuck that I was about to walk towards him and his weird bread-slicing energy. I 

quickly tossed the box of rooibos into my basket and turned on my heel, back towards the fruit 

and vegetables.  

The whole time I kept thinking how dumb I was for assuming he lived solely on 

schwarmas and laffas. Everyone needs bread, of course. Then I started wondering about what 

kind of bread he was buying. It was a short journey to wondering what kind of socks he was 

wearing. I had to get a grip. I went from the veggies to the cheese and cold meats, taking my time 

going across the store until I was at the breads again. I stood across from the slicer, not daring at 

first to look up and see if he was still there. He wasn’t. I don’t know if I was relieved and 

disappointed.  

I avoided Grant Avenue for nearly a month after that. My heart couldn’t take it. 

The food at the Schwarma Company really is good, so of course I eventually went back. 

I had recently joined a gym – the Planet Fitness at Bedford Centre – and after my first 

week, my appetite had began to rage. I needed lamb on laffa far more than I cared about my 

social awkwardness, or about the awful rush that came over me from one charged look across a 

supermarket. Besides, surely I wouldn’t have the same sort of experience within the restaurant 

itself. That’s what I told myself as I parked.  

Upon entering I was greeted with the warmest hello, like a treasured acquaintance. After 

stammering back a greeting, I ended up having a three-minute long chat with the schwarma guy 

about the weather and the load-shedding and even the lion that chowed that American tourist at 

the lion park. I found a seat by myself and ate my laffa in silence, pretending to read the Mail & 



 4 

Guardian. In reality I never took my eyes off him. He did not glance at me again, not once. He 

was being charming with literally everyone in the place. If I hadn’t been so suspicious of his 

behavior, I might have felt offended. Was he just peculiar with me? Or was I the odd one for 

being so captivated by this erratic stranger? 

 

About a week later, as I was leaving the gym, I stopped to watch two swimmers before inserting 

my parking ticket into the-get-out-free machine next to the turnstile. I want to say that the 

swimmers were racing, but they weren’t really. It was more like each was racing themselves and 

they just happened to be perfectly in sync with the other. It was an uncanny coordination. Every 

arcing arm, every flailing foot, perfectly in tune with one in the lane next to it. It even seemed as 

if the splashes behind them were similar, like bursts of air from two perfectly paired nostrils. 

“They’re amazing aren’t they?” 

I turned to see Danie standing behind me. Danie had blown up my phone for nearly a 

month after I emailed in a query about joining the gym. I think this is something every single gym 

salesman in the world does: nag you until you join the gym, just to stop the calls.  

This wasn’t exactly what happened with us though. Call it lucky timing, but Danie just 

happened to call me while I was road-tripping through the Karoo with my friends and had 

somehow triggered some metaphysical desire within me: to train my brain by disciplining my 

body. On the return journey to Joburg I dreamed of running and swimming with the same 

sedulousness as the swimmers before me. 

“Twins,” Danie said. “They’ve been training here for nearly a decade. Same 

synchronicity on the track too. I’ve worked here for almost eight years and never seen them 

speak to each other. Either they have a routine planned beforehand or their bodies are just 

perfectly in tune.” He smiled at me. “Cool, huh?” 

By the time Danie finished his explanation, the twins had finished their laps. They were 

getting out on the opposite end of the pool. Wait, I said to myself. I know that skin colour. I had 

been trying to find a way to describe it for almost three months. It finally came to me: roast 

chicken from Sunday lunch, on Monday. Browned but no longer bronzed, the memory of heat 
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lurking just below the dermis. Two muscled backs got out on either side of the pool. Even that 

action seemed to be choreographed. 

Of course. It wasn’t just one crazy mood-swinger man.  

I scuttled away before they saw me, somehow knowing that it was only a matter of time 

before I entered the men’s change rooms and tried to speak to one of them, even if I did not 

know which one embodied which mood. Leaving the gym I felt a sense of grief, perhaps for the 

loss of my imaginary mercurial man.  

My restaurant spy games would be a very different experience with this new insight into 

the management of the place. 

 It just so happened that the happy half was on duty the next time I was at the Schwarma 

Company. I was now wondering why they never seemed to set foot in the restaurant at the same 

time. As far as I could tell there wasn’t any sort of you-take-nights-and-I’ll-take-days kind of 

schedule going on. I had been there on weekdays and weekends, night and day. How did they 

decide who worked when? Did they live together? Did they have synced calendars on their 

matching iPhones?  

So many questions. 

I took a deep breath and approached the till to pay. The happy half smiled cordially at 

me, although I couldn’t tell if it was at me or at my cash. I clammed up. I just couldn’t deal with 

his courtesy. What was it with these brothers? Jeez. They had me feeling as though I was dining 

as much on swallowed words as I was on rye and schwarma.  

I tried to put them out of my mind.  

 

 

At a party in Killarney: a gaggle of journalists and social justice warriors, pontificating about 

politics. I escaped to the balcony for a cigarette.  

I lit up, leant back against the wall, inhaled with my eyes closed and as I exhaled, opening 

them lazily in the process, who do I see on the other side of the balcony but the mysteriously evil 

twin. 
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I wish I could say that I continued smoking that cigarette graciously, but of course I 

spluttered, spurting smoke out of my nose, an almost identically ridiculous reaction as when I ran 

into him at the Spar. 

This time he smiled as he ashed his gwaai over the balcony onto the manicured lawn 

below. 

It was a secret smile, lips mischievously stretched, teeth hidden but for one.  

I remember thinking, Hey, Yanos has a one-toothed grin too – they should make friends! But then 

he started speaking and I forgot my thoughts.  

“Hello.” 

“Hi. What are you doing here?” 

I immediately regretted saying that. If he eats more than schwarmas, obviously he does 

more than swim and supervise a schwarma spot. Duh. But luckily he grinned even wider. 

“I really have no idea. What are you doing here?” 

“I’m friends with Shanti, the host. Do you know her?” 

“No.” He smiled. “My cousin forced me to come. He’s a journalist. I hate journalists, so 

he tricked me and told me we were going to a poetry reading.” 

“You like poetry?” 

“No, I hate poetry. I hate journalists more though.” 

“Why?” 

“No appreciation for subtlety. They bulldoze gossip out of people and situations, then 

regurgitate it back out and call it news. No nuance.” 

He spoke weirdly. I’m not sure if it was his accent or his voice, but it was soft and grainy 

at the same time. Like dates during Ramadan.  

“I am inclined to agree, with exception of course. Shanti is a pretty good journalist.”  

I stuck my hand out even though we were separated by the length of the balcony, and its 

concomitant debris of broken chairs and scattered pot plants. “I’m Sindi-Leigh.” 

“Noam.” 
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 “What’s your brother’s name? Don’t laugh, I thought the two of you were one person, 

with a mild case of multiple personality disorder.”  

 “Well that’s a first,” he said. “Not.” He chuckled. It was very becoming. “His name is 

Noah. Why did you think that?” 

“I suppose because I had never seen you together, until I saw the two of you swimming 

at the gym. Then the penny dropped.” 

“You gym there? Do you swim?” 

“Not religiously, but yes. Do you guys do everything in sync, the way you swim?” 

“Just swimming. And running. The restaurant is owned by our uncle. We work alternate 

shifts. On weekends it depends on how we feel or what we’ve got on. Don’t live together. We 

haven’t married another set of twins; don’t wake up in the morning wearing the same clothes. 

Any other twin tricks you want to know about?”  

“Did you grow up living together? This is cheesy, but when I thought you guys were one 

person, I assumed that you were helluva moody. When I found out that you were twins, I 

assumed that one was a happy chappy and one a glum chum. And right now I assume that you’re 

the sullen one, although you’re not as intimidating in real life… well, I mean up close. You know 

what I mean.” He smirked at me. “My question, I guess, is: were you always such radically 

different personalities, like growing up? 

He wasn’t smirking anymore, but he didn’t seem offended, or even that surprised. “Mythology,” 

he said, after a beat. “My brother was obsessed with a story we heard when we were about 

thirteen: Pollux and Castor, twin sons of a mortal woman Leda. One son was from a mortal man, 

the other from Zeus. Castor could die, Pollux could not. Because my brother is the eldest – even 

just by a matter of minutes – he automatically thought he was Pollux. He took it upon himself to 

keep me alive. He became quite militant, bullied me into sports – swimming, cycling, you name it 

– so that our bodies were strong. We competed with each other and won some races, some 

competitions, etcetera etcetera” 

He paused to pull on his cigarette, now down to the best part, the last two drags. 
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“He would always be checking our blood pressure, sugar levels, freaking out about mortality and 

grinning at the world, acting like everything is hunky-dory to hide that. He has relaxed a lot since 

we’ve been in South Africa, and since he got married. He used to beat me up for smoking and 

just smile at parents when they asked what happened to me.” 

“Since you moved to South Africa?” I mused. “So where do you come from?” 

“Palestine. My mother was Palestinian. My father half-Lebanese, half-Greek. Met through their 

work with the Red Cross. Killed in 1999.” He could obviously see the surprise in my face. He 

raised his hand. “You’re sorry, I know.” He killed his cigarette, immediately lit another and 

smiled, saving me from paltry condolences.  

“I had wondered about how you two seem to know so many languages.” 

“Well, my brother’s wife is Jewish. She’s from here. They met in Lebanon. We lived 

there for some time, she was on holiday. He wanted to be with her, I called our uncle, they’ve 

been married for ten years, the rest is history. He learned Hebrew fast. I understand but do not 

speak it. We obviously speak Arabic, but only to each other.” 

“My questions have quadrupled.” 

“Good.” 

“What happens to the mortal-immortal twins?” 

“Let’s get out of here, I’ll tell you.” He stubbed out his cigarette on the balcony wall. 

Yikes. I so wanted to but had a pressing deadline and with extreme regret told him that I 

had to work. 

“What do you do?” he asked me, suspiciously. 

“I write.” 

“You will write about me. Give me your number and go work well.” 

What. A. Charmer! Of course I gave it to him, then scurried inside to make peace with 

my friend who had been eyeing us talking the whole time. I had promised I’d pop in for a half an 

hour break from work and ended up spending most of that time outside with Noam. (I finally 

knew his name!) I chatted to Shanti with my back to the balcony, my heart beating so fast and so 
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wanting to look at him but full of nervous energy. Shanti was like, “Don’t be charmed by Noam. 

He has tried it with me, and he’s tried it with Thandi Matthews. He’s totally a smooth operator.” 

At that I couldn’t help but turn back, and of course he was watching us, knew we were 

talking about him and liked it. He gave me a lazy grin, brimming with mischief while watching us  

gossip like housewives in the hallway. I held his gaze for as long as I could before it started 

feeling rude, and then turned to kiss Shanti goodbye.  

I left without looking back.  

Go me. I was acting cool, but of course I checked my phone so many times over the 

next hour that I had to turn it onto airplane mode to get any work done.  

I never heard from him again.  

 

 

About a week later I got a call from Noah. 

Two days before, Noam had been hit by a furniture truck on Louis Botha while cycling 

to the restaurant. He had been conscious for three days, in excruciating pain. Pelvis smashed, ribs 

broken. One of them punctured his right lung and that was it. Noah delivered this news so 

mechanically, and yet still somehow courteously; he could have been discussing a furniture 

delivery.  

“He was talking about Pollux and Castor,” Noah said. “I haven’t thought about them for 

years. He kept saying thank you to me for looking after him, that we would never be separated, 

that we are united in death. He told me about you.” I felt a lump in my throat as Noah 

continued. “He was delirious, but he asked me to phone you because he wanted to talk to you 

but couldn’t. He might have lost a lung doing it. He was laughing when he said that. I was angry 

that he could laugh when it could kill him, and I told him so.” 

I found I could say nothing. 

“Anyway, Noam told me to tell you the rest of the story. While he wasn’t laughing he 

said to tell you that the love of the two brothers was so legendary that at the point of Castor’s 

impending death, Pollux asked his father Zeus for permission to die, too. Instead, Pollux was 
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given the choice by Zeus of spending all his time on Mount Olympus or giving half his 

immortality to his mortal brother. He opted for the latter, and the two brothers forever 

alternate between light and dark, Olympus and Hades.” 

Still I could say nothing. 

“Noam was happy when he asked this of me. He also said he will report back to me like 

a foreign correspondent from hell if I tell you that he used to check out your ass at the 

restaurant.” 

“I don’t know where to laugh or cry right now.” 

“I know what you mean. I always felt like we took turns being happy or sad, so I never 

felt both feelings at once. I thank you, habiti. You made my brother crack a few jokes on his 

deathbed.”  

“Habiti?” 

“Darling. Arabic. It was Noam’s first word, my father’s default name for my mother. 

Apparently Noam called everyone habiti for nearly a year.”  

My heart started racing, just like it had at the Spar so many weeks ago.  

“I must go now,” said the voice on the other end of the line. The voice cracked and 

before I could say anything else he had hung up. 

I never saw him again. 


