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Did You Know Lebo?
Short Story
by Wame Molefhe
Her best friend was dead and buried.  They said a short illness killed Lebo. 

Sethunya was relieved she had been spared having to bury Lebo.  She had been in England, far away enough from Botswana for Lebo's family and friends to understand she could not make it back in time for the funeral.  

Sethunya studied Lebo's funeral programme.  It was all Sethunya had left of her.  Lebo’s badly printed face stared out at her from the front page. 
Lebo Lefatshe

Born: December 2nd 1970
Died: January 9th 2005
Buried: January 15th 2005
Lebo must have been only 20 when the picture was taken but she already had that look.  Miss Kedumetse, their form two religious education teacher called it the Jezebel look.  She had stared at Lebo, over her thin glasses, pursed her lips disapprovingly and hissed, ‘Jezebel,’ with the accent on the second syllable.

The names of the speakers were typed on the inside pages.   Mr Nthobatsang, Lebo’s uncle, had spoken as Lebo's family representative. She knew Rre Nthobatsang well.  He must have worn his wedding-cum-funeral suit.  That charcoal, double-breasted suit had been pressed so often the white pinstripes seemed to have faded into the greyness.   She could almost hear his gravelly voice saying slowly, 'Ngwana wa rona o re tlogetse re solohetse go le gontsi mo go ene.  E ne e le ngwana yo o lorato, yo o utlwang.'  Like a benevolent uncle, he would have described Lebo as a kind, obedient and generous niece - taken before her time.

The programme had ‘friend’ written by hand.  The name of the friend had been tippexed out.  Her name must have been written there. She wondered who had spoken. She would have spoken as Lebo's friend.  After all, she and Lebo had shared so much. 

The mooki, (the person who nursed the deceased) was listed as third to speak. It was Lebo's aunt, MmaDomi. MmaDomi was a councillor, nursing aspirations of becoming a Member of Parliament at the next elections. At the last funeral Sethunya attended, people had squirmed in embarrassment as MmaDomi revealed intimate details of the deceased person's illness. When angry relatives confronted her afterwards, she explained that she was only trying to educate people. Sethunya hoped, this time, MmaDomi had chosen respect for the dead over sensationalism. Whichever way, the mooki always ended with:

‘This is how our child died.  May her soul rest in peace.'

We say we should not speak ill of the dead. But there are those who defy our mores. They dig deep to uncover skeletons, buried under skeletons. They weave tales of wickedness, laced with innuendo, tinged with conjecture. We shake our heads disapprovingly but listen attentively, afraid we might hear our names mentioned. Oh, yes, these tales titillate us. We take comfort in knowing we are not as bad as the Lebo’s of this world.  Such a duplicitous people we are.

Truth be told, Sethunya was not sad Lebo was dead. Sometimes, as she lay alone on her king-sized bed in the middle of the night, she wondered how life without Lebo would be. She wished for Lebo's prince to come and whisk her away to Lentswe la Baratani, ‘Lovers’ Hill,’ where folklore said lovers went and never returned. The truth was that she hated Lebo but she had not wanted Lebo's knight-in-shining armour to be a short illness without a name.

Sometimes, she got angry when she thought of Lebo.  Anger festered inside her like a sore that refused to heal despite repeated applications of gentian violet. Other times, thinking of Lebo frightened her. The fear chilled her fingers and toes on a 39-degree November afternoon. It made her forehead feel hot to the touch on a wintry June morning. It crept stealthily up on her as she slept and made her sit bolt upright in the middle of the night.  The fear used to come only at night.  But she could feel it closing in on her she sat in her office, dwarfed by her man-sized mahogany desk.

She felt the fear in her chest as her heart pounded against her ribs.  An arrhythmic, pulsating beat surged to her head and banged against her temples.  Voices joined in.  ‘Lebo is dead.  May her soul rest in peace,’ they sang.  Sethunya made the sign of the cross with her right hand.  She pressed her hands together in prayer. Her hands felt clammy.   Fear filled her bladder.  She strode to the ladies.

‘Dumela, mme.’ The tea-lady 's respectful greeting reminded her of who she was.  Women at her workplace thought she was invincible. Sethunya looked up, shortened her gait and swayed her hips from side to side as she walked down the corridor.  She entered the bathroom. Locked the door behind her and looked into the mirror. 

Hazel eyes, stared back at her. Tinted contacts did that.  During her last visit to the U.S. she finally found a shade of foundation that didn't make her skin look like day-old-cow-liver.   She applied her make up religiously, every morning; she touched it up at lunchtime. The result was a blemish-free skin and a nose with a homemade point.   This was not the face of a woman gripped by irrepressible fear.

She wiped a bead of sweat off the tip of her minimized nose.  Another appeared on her forehead, then another.  Rivulets of sweat ran down her back making her silk blouse cling to her skin.  Images, buried deep down where no one could see were resurrected. They danced behind her closed eyes.  Silhouettes of a man and woman. The woman’s dress billowed in the air and swirled high above her knees.  The man held out his hand to her.  He twirled her round and round.  Her dress flew off. The two came together. Their bare bodies twisted and turned.  They writhed and cried out in ecstasy and repeated the macabre dance.   Lebo.  Lebo and Ntsimane. There was a knock on the door. All at once the images disappeared. She was in control again.

She flushed the toilet, unlocked the door and strode back to her office.  She sank into her soft leather, high-back, executive swivel chair and swung it round. She opened the window to Gaborone city. Blaring taxi horns. A wedding procession.  A black hearse crawling through the traffic. She banged the window shut and turned her chair to her desk. Her in-tray was overflowing. She plunged in and worked steadily.  Right through lunch…6:00 pm. The building was deserted.  Most people fled the office at 4:30 pm precisely. 

It was 7:00 pm when she reached home.   She turned on the TV. 'Petrol prices will go up at midnight. The AIDS conference was officially opened by….' She switched off the T.V. and went into the kitchen.  The fridge was empty. She got back into the car again and drove to Riverwalk Mall to get something to eat.   Lebo had always teased her about her appetite.  She always ate. Healthily. Heartily. A subconscious attempt to build up her reserves, perhaps? 

'What can I get you?' asked the waiter.

'T – bone, papa and steamed vegetables… and malva pudding.' she ordered.

'How done?'

'Excuse me?' Sethunya looked up at the waiter. 

'I'm asking how done? The steak, Madame.'

'Oh. Well done, please.'  Sethunya struggled to suppress a smile. It was wiped off her face by a familiar voice.

'Hi Sethunya! I didn’t see you at the funeral.' 

'I wasn’t there.'
Sethunya looked at the speaker.  Botshelo - with a nubile young thing clinging onto his arm.  As they walked away she wondered absentmindedly if they used condoms.  Botshelo had been best man at her wedding. Lebo, her maid of honour. 

Now Lebo had died of ‘a short illness.’  Botswana's colloquialism for AIDS. Whilst youngsters gyrate to the sounds of ‘Make an impression. Use Lover’s Plus condoms every time,' on the local TV station their parents speak of AIDS in hushed tones.  You recognise its symptoms in others - they bear the shame.  People swear they do not have it but have never taken the test.  Those who know they have it are made to stand in special lines to collect their special medicine. It is to destigmatise the disease they are told. It is a disease that binds guilty and innocent alike, inextricably.  It bound Sethunya to Ntsimane to Lebo.

Lebo, beautiful Lebo.   Her skin was brown. Coffee - with lots of milk - brown.   Her gazelle eyes held mystery.  Her mouth was small, the lips full. She wore her pure-black hair in thick, shoulder length twists, way before having dreads was ‘making a statement.’  Her hips were wide, made for childbearing.  An ample, firm behind balanced below a tiny waist. It was rumoured that a blend of European and African blood flowed in her veins.   

When Lebo sashayed into a room she cast a shadow on all other women. You pulled your man closer when Lebo was near. Lebo was not marriageable the men said.  She was far too beautiful-too much work. But they desired her, for she lit a blazing inferno in their loins. She stoked that fire with a half-formed smile that promised passion. They chased her, unaware they were prey, pursuing predator. When she discarded them, they returned home, bedraggled, worn-out and weary. They asked for forgiveness from their real women and spoke of Lebo disparagingly – said she was cheap. And the real women smiled contentedly.

Lebo seemed unwell the last time Sethunya saw her.  Her skin had a greyish pallor to it. Tiny lines created a fine grid on her dry cheeks. Her lips were shocking fuchsia pink. Her curves had been whittled away leaving boyish hips.  The magnificent dreads had been lopped off. In their place was a short, wispy fine, brush cut. She had greeted Lebo. Lebo had started to say ‘Dumela’ back but had coughed before she got to the second syllable.  It was a wracking, body shuddering cough.  It was the type of cough that extricates even the most stubborn phlegm from its sanctuary and draws blood in the process.  Sethunya had wanted to make Lebo feel less embarrassed so she too had coughed.  She remembered thinking, coughing must be contagious, like yawning. Since that day, four years ago, she lived in fear.  But she pressed that fear deep down into places no one could see.

Whenever Lebo's name was mentioned the fear would rise a little.  When she heard that a gentleman friend of Lebo's had died, the fear changed to dejection.  Then Ntsimane started to get sick.  AIDS. Neither Sethunya nor Ntsimane said it out loud out loud.  It was enough to know he knew she knew and she knew he knew. 
Her Ntsimane - hers and Lebo. He had left her for Lebo then returned when Lebo tired of him.  Sethunya loved Ntsimane so much; she knew her love would expunge Lebo forever from his heart.  She had survived seven years of marriage by looking the other way when Ntsimane gazed too long at a pretty face. She chose not to hear Ntsimane whispering into unknown ears on his phone. All she heard was the rustle of Ntsimane’s trousers and shirt falling into a crumpled heap on the carpet as she opened her arms and legs to him. 

When Ntsimane said he wasn’t feeling too good, her fear bubbled over, like homemade beer did when you added yeast to the brew.   His health became a barometer of hers.  Sethunya would go to church on Wednesdays and Sundays and beseech God to forgive him. But one day he whispered ‘Baby, I’m so tired. I need to rest.’ His last words to her were, ‘Baby I’m sorry. Forgive me.’ 
News of his death spread like an autumn veldt fire fanned by August trade winds. ‘The virus’ or ‘Four-letters,’ they whispered. Sethunya told whoever asked that her loving husband died of cancer. Sethunya and Ntsimane were a ‘we holiday in Phuket'  kind of couple.  Their kin died of exotic diseases caused by a too refined diet. Not AIDS.
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