2 Letters from my cousin

Keletso Maribe Maribe explores the

individual tragedy that underlies HIV/AIDS
in sub-Saharan Africa

here was a bit of irritation on my hands from all the dust collecting

on top of the wardrobe. Who would have ever thought that one

would have to do as much dusting in England as I did back in the

little unpaved, dry, poverty stricken, sub-Saharan African village I

come from. At least that is the imagery even an African like myself
gets whenever “sub-Saharan” Africa is mentioned. I stood on my toes so as to
reach a bit further: “If I am going to pass the exam in two days then I really
have to find those x ray films,” I thought. Suddenly, a ray of hope as I felt a bit
of... Oh no. Not these. Not now. Please god, not the letters...
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Kobojango, Botswana
12 February 2002

I;kmow it has been o while since I howe written to-yow: How W@yowbeivvmzjfyﬁ?;m
W@yowa/r@ha/vmg/ﬂwt’wofyow life; especially W : that I I'\a/\/e;;/ e
such o long tume: How iy med, school? I betyowa/mevyoymg/),/owwlﬁ : y oo,
everybody iy alright, yowr nephew Kabo- is now talking. H@wdllc;tbaco:/é/bugxmmv

him. Wh&vva/@yowoowu’mg/howwamyway? We missy yow ov lot; .’

WH@/ cugs I know we have not talked i o while; MW@WW\@/&L;V%?O%%

il WBWWOMI P mﬁﬁm?m? forever to-heal and the
o 5

. Mf/ofally defﬁt’ med mjzpigjtfbettw at onepoint, after the doctor gave me the purple

Wy% wsed to-powr ovv oW’ wownds when we were kids: Remember when we would grage

fuwﬁkirmwhd@playwtngooﬂmuwmm neighbourhood kids? Yah, that stuff, yowwould know

the noune; I suppose: /

Gramdma’s purple sl dids cure my wounds: WWWWWWW@V Ia;)t;:tl;ojt
g@tﬁwxg/ﬂwwmagam , This tume they WW@WIW,WW&MWI th,vtow
that'sy not all I had: I got tired really easy and even breathing was vt &‘W:;«I e
hospital, aywbthatbazstard/ofwdaotordui/not@vmlookatmbefor@ha R
bzg/dueaw Is that how all doctorsy awe; cug? Is that what they t'eou;h/yowwvakwﬂww)g;’v b
school; or byﬂu’/yguijstyédoofhwjolr? I mw&ymwdbb@wmudvbette;abfw th{i@ e
promi/wm@yowwillxb@bettert}wvﬂuat Anyway, I wazxwvamdxautofhoypm i WM;W&
eachtume I was v refused, to-get tested for HIVJ’MWWWMMO/ Mmﬁmw
how that would help me get back at hiamy but I assure you, I dwbgetwmamt oo

Inthe end I agreed to-the test, and somehow I was at ease to-know ﬂxatmwtied/w (;z/
elxw’ympwéowwa/ycowm I aumHIV positive: Dowt worry, iz, I Wm ' w,wy
disease like any other. It was the woy L gott%ted/ﬁ'\atI o not happy Mreﬁmmw@bf
counselled, butﬂ\atjmtmadem&wwmwed/befomamdxafter the/t%t ’ e
the cownsellor noticed it at all. The lady asked me what I WO‘Mld/d/O’lf.;[ tested/poytfi:;fvwww
could I possibly do? Asfowr as I oun concerneds I anvonly a/yuwﬁLLtcrﬂwch:/rLd/m o
now, after all I a/wvovwofthe/tmitoryﬂﬂatyowha»e/alwayytalked/about ow 3
ﬂmtg@v&wlr-SaJ'WmAﬁfwwwbad/ noume? Sorry about that, Cug:

(Ntsalaka means cousin in Setswana, the main language spoken in Botswana.)
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Damn it, I could not find the rest of the letter. Nostalgic
and emotional as they made me, I never read just one of
these letters at a time. Perhaps it explains why I hated
reading them, especially when I had something as impor-

tant as an exam to prepare for.

Kobojango, Botswana
8 June 2002

have said so-when I tested positive? Yow know
: know I could hawve braced, C
, myself for it; cusg,
how WI uketoprepwaﬁrrﬂuwwuke/ﬂmt! Ohwelly such g life, T suppose: el
It':yvery pitutﬁ,tl/; & aches all over. Ithu‘tyeve/wwwr@whmﬂw take my bloods and when
M, sample” my lumps. Oh, believe me; T awwtottal]qw\gxabmthepmﬁfowvtheneedl%amd/

;Ztleli/ %mngmalthoug}uﬂw drow my blood and cut pieces off me T will not get
: " ever, wMWMW&WWﬁoWWMtaWIkWW@

I dwutmeowvtob@md@, cug; but I need to-rest now. I Zookxﬁ)ﬂuard/toyowf next letter; it
makes me happy to-know thatymar@dowxg/muohbetterﬁwd am. Remember, yow J livi
v dreaum that mouny would kill for. Keep well. i

Yowr cousin
Kokobele
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life

I like to believe that one of the toughest questions
anybody can ever ask a medical student is why they
chose medicine as a career. For me, it has always been
the easiest. A simple answer about how I want to go
back home and help the “situation”—works every time,
and it usually also elicits showers of praise for my nobil-
ity and loyalty to my needy homeland.

However, this question coming from my own patient-
cousin meant a completely different thing. It was more
about whether I am going to cope with the harsh reality
that is health in Africa, especially having trained in the

comparative comfort of England. How far will the princi-
ples of good doctor-patient relations that have been
drilled so hard into my head for the past few years take
me in a system where the doctors are so frustrated and
tired of trying? To be doctors in Africa, they surely must
have started with very honourable reasons much similar
to the ones I have now.

They are right you know, sometimes ignorance is bliss.
Damn these letters.

By now I had decided that it was too late to stop, I went
on to the next letter”

Kobojango, Botswana
19 November 2002

Ntsalako

The end is near, I canfeel it. I feel no-pain anymore: I do- not want to- see v doctor of anvy sort
anymore; forgive me; cug, but it is true. Last month, Uncle Banki suggested we go-and see v
traditional doctor up novthvthat a friend of his from works recomumended. I know yow awe
against this but I had no-choice, MMPWMWWMWMVMMWMW
the greatest sense. What else was 1 to-do: it iy obvious that evervyour rational type of medicine
connot come up with av rational cure for a disease they claim to- so-rationally understand.

Anyway, the black cow nmy dad selected for the offering must have not been black enough to-
cure me:. I wish' I had refused to-go; at least my Wg&wovdd/hamwmwwthmqleftfwthmto
eat after I pass ovv. Now that I think about it, all healersy are the saume; they lavawtt’wxg/: They
take o sample of some sort and they try to-do-with it something only they understand. EW
they min it with stufFand add it to-their statistics; or mir & with stuff ond add it to-their
ancestral offerings: And then inthe end yow all want ws to-drink concoctions that taste so
hovrible and yet not make us everv a bit better.

If I had the strengtivI would take my oww life yow know, I bet it would not hurt that much.
After alll I v just o pile of bones now; maybe that iy why I dowt feel much painv any move: Ly
that why, cug? Do bones feel painv oy much as flesh does? Who-aun I fooling, what use would that
sovt of knowledge be to-me?

T%&pré%tooww/ytohold/pmyeryavaday now, blessy that old mauwn. He does not care for the
rotten smell of my dzmperyﬂmtrwdtyweryom—wwsdfwxdudedx Yow showld have become av
priest, cug; they do- move healing with words thaw doctors do-with their needles and scalpels.
They bring peace to-the soul: I regret not hawving faithv during my move active days. I would not
be writing yowthiy letter today. Anyway, be good, cugs and study hawd: I told yow before; yow
e going to-be my family doctor some day.

Youry
Kokobele

To this day he still gives me a piece of his mind when-
ever I remember to look on top of my wardrobe.

Two days after I received this one my mother called.
Kokobele was gone. S]

Keletso Maribe Maribe medical student, Leeds University Medical School
ugm3kmm@Ileeds.ac.uk
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