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‘Where is the Rain?’
[Short Story]
By Wame Molefhe
It has not rained in fifteen months and two days.  I know, for I have counted each day since the police took my only child. I have scoured the Botswana sky for a sign that things would get better.

‘These things did not happen in our time,’ my father always laments, ‘I wooed your mother for three years. Only then did our parents approve our engagement.  These days, children bump into strangers in the street, then one-two, one-two, they are in love.’
I believe him when he said all these killings are chasing away the rain.  
*

Every day for the past week I have replayed Tsietsi’s trial in my mind. The High Court.  My family filed into the biggest courtroom, solemn-faced, women in Sunday two-pieces, men in suits.  We looked as though we were going to church. 
We shone the wooden bench with our clothes as we slid across it.  My mother and I were sandwiched between my father and brother.  My family had grown tighter since Tsietsi’s dastardly deed, reined together by shock and disbelief. 

I was scrutinised by strangers wanting to inspect the accused’s mother, up close. They screwed up their faces at me and searched for the boy’s father out loud.  When they did not find him, they nodded. This is how boys without fathers turned out.

I had studied the judge throughout the trial. He sat leaning slightly forward, as though to distil the truth from the words that tumbled out of the mouths of the lawyers.   In his red finery, with a few grey hairs straying from under his white wig, he reminded me of Father Simon.  I did not think someone with so kind a face could be capable of sentencing anyone to die, but when he announced he would deliver his sentence his words wrung my heart.  

‘The sentence of the court is therefore that from here the accused will be returned to prison custody where on a date, time and place to be appointed by the President of the Republic of Botswana, you will be hanged by the neck until you are dead.’

I looked at Tsietsi as the judge spoke. I had chosen the clothes he was wearing, his favourite Levi’s jeans, Soviet shirt and Nike sneakers, hardly worn. His lean face gave nothing away. I recognised that look for it mirrored mine. He was struggling not to cry, but to the court he must have seemed a defiant criminal. 

The silence that followed the judge’s sentence was like that between lightning and thunder.  I heard my voice in the collective gasp that filled the courtroom. Applause rippled through the court and boomed where Mmalebopo’s family and friends sat.  I suppose they felt vindicated.  

I stared at my Louis Vuitton bag, pictured the life I had carved out for my son. I had insulated Tsietsi from bad influences, educated him in private English-medium schools.  We lived in a double-storey house with a swimming pool bordered by manicured lawns. I had given my son everything, everything, and it had all been for nothing.

Outside the courtroom, lightbulbs flashed in front Mmalebopo’s mother. ‘Justice has been done,’ she spat the words out, ‘but it will never bring back my daughter.’ Her words wrapped a noose around my throat.  I felt as though I was suffocating but pride propped me up.  I was a Christian Motswana woman with God for my crutch. He worked in mysterious ways. God never gave you more than you could carry. But sometimes I wondered why he tested me so.  He had snatched my husband away when Tsietsi was just thirteen, when he needed a father most.

Desperation tempted me to try other things, to erase Tsietsi’s accident. ‘Accident, or mishap – that is what I called it. ‘Murder’ or ‘passion killing’ did not sit well in my mouth. So when my brother offered a solution, I listened. 

He had never been keen on church, my brother. He said he had seen too many Christians with black hearts. So he chose his ancestors over a white God.  ‘Ma sista, I have a doctor who specialises in these matters who will deal with these people.  Make the docket disappear, or burn the court down if he has to. Motlogolo wame o tla tswa discharge,’ he promised. I was swayed like a blade of grass in a warm summer breeze. Yes! My son would go free. 

He handed me a two-litre Coke bottle wrapped in newspaper. ‘My sista, this medicine is like antibiotics – use it every day, same time.  Finish it. That is language you understand.’ 

After he left, I unscrewed the lid and sprinkled the black mixture around Tsietsi’s bed. Halfway through, I stopped, put the bottle down and sank to my knees. My Lord, what could I have been thinking?  

So, I would never know if the remedy would have wrought a miracle.  My son had taken a life. That he was my son and I loved him dearly would not absolve him. He had committed a heinous crime and in the society in which I lived, there was one penalty for killers like Tsietsi.

And I believed in the rules of my society. There were two kinds of girls. Good and bad. Good girls kept their names out of men’s mouths. They did not lounge in dark street corners with boys, which is where I first had occasion to see Mmalebopo. I had rolled down the window of my Merc and admonished her. ‘Young lady, it is late. Go home.’  She had looked at me with her brown owl-like eyes and slunk away. 

Four years later, she reappeared on my front doorstep. Red underwear peeped out from above her tattered jeans, her midriff was exposed and she wore a cap turned backwards on her ebony face.  She was just up to Tsietsi’s shoulders – about 1.6m, reed-thin. His hand clutched hers.  I understood exactly what the older generation of Batswana meant when they said ‘these are the things that cause it not to rain.’  Girls like Mmalebopo brought nothing but trouble.

I thought that maybe, with time, I would grow to accept her.  For three years she was in and out of my house as she ‘dated’ my son. God knows I tried to like her but she rankled me, like a mosquito on a summer night. I wished that one day she would just disappear out his life – and mine too, but I had never wished it to be by Tsietsi’s hand. He was just turned twenty-two, completely enamoured of her. I heard the smile in his voice as he told me about her.  But Mmalebopo was not right for Tsietsi.  I wanted him to see it too.

‘Tsietsi, where in heaven’s name did you meet her?’ 

‘Does is matter, mma?’

‘Of course it matters!  Whose child is she?’ 

‘Mma I don’t know.’  His eyes added, ‘and I couldn’t care less’.  He stood up, slid his hands in his pockets and continued, ‘Mama, I love you. I know how hard it’s been for you since Dad died but I am a man now and Mama no one, not even you, will ever come between me and Mmalebopo. We will be together till death do us part.’ 


I know now that I should have accepted Mmalebopo. When Tsietsi was with her his laugh started in the pit of his stomach. For two years he escaped the mire of sadness that had engulfed him since his father died. Then things started to change. The mournful Tsietsi returned. I yearned to ask him what was wrong – why Mmalebopo no longer visited but his eyes locked me out and so I waited – for the right time.

*

Apart from the fact that it was the last day of the year, the morning was ordinary. I hoped that when the clock struck twelve Tsietsi would be home, without Mmalebopo. As I left church, I remember looking up at the sky and hoping it would rain. The heavens were grey with fine white clouds, which seemed in a rush to be somewhere else.  

When I got home, there was an unfamiliar car parked along the street. As I parked my week-old Jaguar in the garage the doorbell rang.  I pressed the intercom, praying it wasn’t the evangelists who preached every Sunday.  

‘Police.’  

‘Rra?’ I was not sure I had heard right.  I looked into the video screen. A hand held up a badge up to the camera.  I pressed the grey intercom button to open the gate.  Two men. A tall one with a gaunt face; a shorter one with sunken eyes. 

‘Boo rra. What can I do for you?’ I asked with a smile that did not show my teeth.

‘Your son is in custody. He is helping us with our investigations.’  

‘What investigations?’ 

‘For the murder of Mmalebopo Kentse.’ 

His words swatted away my arrogance. I became a subservient soul. All they wanted was to look in Tsietsi’s room. 

‘Yes, of course…sir,’ added as an afterthought.

‘Fetch the suspect,’ the tall one ordered.

Tsietsi was hauled out of the police van.  He wore an unfamiliar t-shirt. It fitted too snugly

around his chest. There was a circle of sweat under his arms. His hands were handcuffed. 

I unlocked the bedroom and led them in. The white sheets on the bed were turned down, as though awaiting their owner.   The short detective opened the wardrobe and pulled out a black plastic bag. The white shirt I had given Tsietsi for Christmas fell out. Brown specks covered the front. Gloved hands held it up to the window.  
‘Blood.’  He shook his head from side to side.

‘The gun?’ He was asking me.

‘We have a rifle. We only use it when we go to the cattle post.’

‘Where do you keep it?’

‘Under his bed.’  The detective sank to his knees and shone a torch under the futon.  No rifle. He emerged instead with a scrunched up paper. He stood up and ironed the paper out on the desk. I peered over his shoulder to read the small letters.

Tsietsi,

I have told you before that you and I have no future. I love you but I can’t fight your mother.  She hates me because my family is poor.  You don’t have it in you to tell her you love me and I love you – for you. Not for her money.

M
The prosecutor would later brandish that note as though it were the murder weapon itself and declare, ‘Motive! This heart-rending letter establishes motive.’  

*

Once a month for fifteen months, I navigated the pot-holed drive to Gaborone Maximum Security Prison.  Tsietsi wore the faded brown, pyjama-like uniform of convicted prisoners. On this day he did not speak much, as though contemplating a trip for which he was not ready.  

‘They measured me for my coffin this morning.’ Heavy words, spoken lightly.

I had no words of comfort so instead I sang for my son in my slightly off-key, soprano. My shrill tune masked the pain that pierced my heart. 

I heard hammering as I left the prison.

*

I was at Broadhurst cemetery to lay St Joseph’s lilies on RraTsietsi’s grave. Who would close my eyes when I died?  It should have been my son.  But Tsietsi was hanged seven days ago. I did not know where his bones lay for I was not allowed to bury him. 

When my husband died, I wept as though I would never stop.  But no tears flowed down my face for Tsietsi.  They streamed into an invisible reservoir deep in my soul capped by regret and guilt. I had not cried for Mmalebopo for I had thought she was not worth my tears.  But I cried for them now and what I had caused.
As I stood up to leave, I looked up at the sky. Tiny raindrops were falling, mingling with my tears.  

Rain at last.
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