[image: image1.jpg]@@ BRITISH
®® COUNCIL



[image: image2.png]



[image: image1.jpg]
[image: image3]

‘Reversed Roles’
[Short Story]
By Stephen Mugambi
When Tito, my friend from college, told me he had signed up for an online chat group-cum-dating service, my initial reaction was that of amusement, then intrigue. Why would someone in his mid-twenties, good-looking and with what I considered more than a fair share of decent girls, want to join a dating service?
‘It’s such fun getting intimate with a stranger,’ he told me. ‘People don’t use their real names in these things, you know.’  
And that’s how I got hooked on the plan. Not only did I sign up under an assumed name, I changed my sex too. I was no longer Said Mwatate, but Aida Mwatate, twenty-six, programme assistant with a local branch of an international NGO. 
Nothing could have prepared Aida Mwatate, my new cyberself, for the kind of response she attracted. I was keen to link up only with someone who, to the best of my judgement, had signed up for reasons similar to mine: the fun of it. I did not wish to waste the time of someone genuinely looking to meet a soul mate online. You can therefore imagine my shock when the first ten profiles I received were from men ten or more years my senior, most of whom were interested in ‘a relationship that could lead to marriage’. I hastily added ‘keen to chat/link up with men younger than self’ to my cyber brief. My mailbox literally went silent. 
When three months went by without any ‘younger man’ showing any interest in Aida Mwatate, I was convinced my idea of fun was not that popular after all. Then Jirani Mbela came along. 

He was twenty, fun-loving and keen to meet interesting people his own age or older. He had just finished school, was outgoing and had an interest in theatre. The theatre bit, and the fact that he had ‘fun-loving’ and ‘interesting’ in the same sentence, made him fair game to me. 

The first thing that hit me when I got chatting with Mbela was how easy it was for one to assume a character of the opposite sex online. Except for the obvious biological differences, the life of a man and a woman were not that different. A female name was almost enough to give me a believable opposite-sex identity. All I had to do was put a little more ‘substance’ into my emotions (and remember to share them with friends) and I was home and dry. Things were, of course, helped by the fact that Aida Mwatate was single and without a baby. I’m sure my cover would have been blown soon enough had I ventured into what or what not to do with a baby.

Anyway, I need to tell you how things went with my Mbela. I first confirmed what I had guessed from his name: he was from my home area. We then got to know each other’s historical background, physical appearance (by description), likes and dislikes and so on. 

I was stuck with a rather short guy (5 feet 4 inches) but I did not mind too much. His sense of humour more than made up for any challenges in the height department. And if he was intimidated by my size, Mbela did not show it. I only remember him mentioning my size once, maybe because he assumed that, at five-eight, I must have been sensitive about it. Which made sense. Five-eight is definitely on the tall side for a girl. Aida Mwatate did not, of course, mention anything about her mate’s size. (Doing so would have been the height of insensitivity!)

Maybe our relationship would not have gone as far as it did had football not been kind to us. Like a good liar, I had used as much truth as possible with Mbela. That way, I did not have to worry about contradicting myself later on. Basing my lies on the truth also made the task itself much easier. I did not have to invent any new facts in my life. If I attended ABC Boys Secondary School, it simply became ABC Girls…. I did not lie about football either, which I don’t have much interest in. As it turned out, Mbela did not care much about soccer himself. I found this very interesting; it did not conform to the crazy-about-football male stereotype. It was also the first time that I felt guilty about fooling a boy six years my junior. We had been in touch for six months. 

My feelings of guilt subsided when Mbela informed me his exam results were out. He had qualified to go to university, which made him fair game all over again. Then what this meant hit me. Mbela was coming to Nairobi!  What if he suggested that we meet?

Although neither of us had expressed any wish to meet, there was a real possibility it would happen once Mbela came to Nairobi. For the second time since we linked up, I seriously considered calling it quits with him. 

I don’t know why Mbela took his time to bring up the subject of our meeting, but it’s probably because he got quite busy in the theatre soon after he came to Nairobi. He had joined a Nairobi-based theatre group after successfully auditioning for an acting role.

The Nairobi Live Act, as the little-known but rather professional theatre outfit was called, had several activities lined up for their tenth anniversary celebrations and preparations for the event took up a lot of Mbela’s time. 

My moment of reckoning came when Mbela invited me to one of the theatre group’s anniversary functions. It was ironical: his love for theatre had led me to link up with him; a theatre event was now all set to bring the affair to an end. 

Mbela wanted me to attend the last of their planned anniversary events, a ‘thank you’ party that the expatriate-dominated theatre outfit was to host for its staff and ‘well-wishers’. And he made it almost impossible for me to turn down the invitation. We did not have to meet in person on the day, if I was not ready for such a meeting, he explained. What was more, he had a major role in one of two shows to be put up on the day. He would appreciate it very much if I attended because, he said, I could then give him a critique of his performance. (He would reveal his role at a later date.) 

I grudgingly accepted the invitation. The stage for our first and last meeting was set. Mbela’s ‘thank you’ note came with his mobile phone number – just in case I decided to contact him at the party, he said.

Thinking about it later, I realised meeting Mbela at the party would not be such a bad idea. What better time to shock the lad than when he was high on whatever he would be taking.Then I learnt that the event would be a ‘costume party’, one of those American-style affairs where you go to a party dressed like a witch, a beggar, a clown or whatever catches your fancy. It was a godsend; I could attend the party as my real self – a tall African male – and pretend it was a disguise. The poor boy would be shocked, no doubt. He would also seriously question my sexual orientation. But I was not worried about any threat of physical violence from him. His physical details ruled out such possibility.

I attended the party in a mountain climber’s outfit (the only ‘costume’ I could get, thanks to a friendly mountain-climbing colleague from work). I sat through the two shows, which were very captivating, I must admit, but completely failed to spot Mbela. (The task was compounded by the fact that several actors fitted his physical description.) 

Two hours into some great food and drinks, I stepped out of the party and dialled Mbela’s number. He was on the dance floor, judging from the level of music coming through his phone. He had to shout for me to hear him. His voice was much softer than I had expected from an actor. I had no way of telling whether anything in mine bothered him. 

We agreed to meet at a corner table in ten minutes. I allowed myself a few minutes in the cool air and then walked back in.

‘Hi,’ I said to a lone lady that I found seated at our appointed table. ‘Can I join you?’ 

‘Please,’ she said.

‘Enjoying yourself?’ I asked, already wishing I hadn’t made the appointment with Mbela; a dance with this beauty would be a more welcome engagement. Her slim fingers played with a glass of wine.

‘Sure, very much,’ she said. The sparkle from her eyes was visible even in the dim light. 

‘Mwatate’s the name,’ I said. Time was of the essence. Maybe I could hit it off with her before Mbela came. ‘I agreed to meet an actor here, a guy, that is, but I would gladly keep him waiting for a dance with a beauty… with a beautiful girl like you.’  Why was I stammering now?

‘You need not keep him waiting,’ the lady said with clear hints of a smile – a good sign in any language. ‘You’re talking to him.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ I was lost. Then I remembered: this was a costume party. ‘You’re Mbela?!’ I exclaimed. ‘You’re not serious!’

‘Neither are you!’ Mbela said and laughed. He – or she, I didn’t know which – had a beautiful, throaty laugh. He or she continued, ‘Please, tell me you are not pretending to be a man.’

‘And if I do?’ I asked.

‘Then I’ll tell you I’m not pretending to be a woman myself.’

‘But are you?’ I said.

‘You go first, are you?’

‘I’m not.’

‘Neither am I,’ Mbela said. I was shocked and delighted at the same time. I excused myself to fetch a drink. There was quite some explaining to be done, from either side.

‘So, why did you do it; I mean, why did you pretend to be a boy?’ I asked, placing my double vodka on the table.

‘I don’t know,’ Mbela said. ‘Maybe for the fun of it, or maybe to improve my acting skills, I don’t know.’  She was using too many ‘I don’t know’s, but I loved the sound of it. ‘Why did you do it yourself?’ she asked.

‘Well, may I first suggest that we stop acting from now on?  Shall we?’

‘Sure, why not.’  

‘May I also propose a toast to our happy meeting?’ I said.

‘And an end to the acting?’ she added.

‘That too, but you know what, there’s a new beginning to every ending.’

‘Sorry?’ 

‘I want to propose a new beginning to our relationship, Mbela,’ I said. ‘Is that your real name?’

‘It’s my father’s name, but you can use it. I’m Irene Mbela.’

‘And is everything else you told me about yourself true?’

‘Yap, except, of course, about my… sex or gender, whichever is which.’

‘Good to hear,’ I said with much relief. ‘The name’s Said, Said Mwatate. Now, Irene, what would you say if I told you I’m falling in love with you?’

‘I don’t know; it depends on whether it’s for real.’

‘We stopped acting, remember?’

Today, not many people believe me when I tell them I met my wife by pretending to be a woman. Not before they have heard the whole story anyway, which I guess explains why I’ve had to tell my ‘how I met my wife’ story so many times over the years.
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