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What Lerato Knows About Silence

There are two kinds of silence in Jouberton. The first is the silence of the veld at dusk, when the mine dumps on the western horizon turn amber and the last of the day-shift workers trail home along Flamingo Street with the particular exhaustion that only gold-country labour can produce. The second kind of silence is the one Lerato Seretsi has worn around herself since she was fourteen years old — a silence tailored precisely to her shape, cinched at every vulnerable place.

She is twenty-six now, and she runs.

Not away from things, she would insist, if anyone thought to ask. She runs toward the ball, toward the net, toward the narrow corridor of space between two defenders where most women her age would hesitate. On the dusty synthetic pitch behind the Jouberton Community Centre — the one the municipality repaired twice and then forgot — Lerato Seretsi is not silent at all. On that pitch she is entirely, dangerously loud.

It is a Tuesday when everything changes. The NWD Tigers have just beaten Stilfontein Ladies 3-1, and Lerato has scored two of those goals, the second with her left foot from a difficult angle that caused old Bra Simon, who sells vetkoek from a blue cooler box near the touchline, to tip his hat and say nothing, which from Bra Simon is the highest possible praise.

She does not yet know that a woman named Candice Louw has been watching from the far side of the fence. She does not know that Candice works for the newly established Women's Football Development Programme, that Candice has driven four hours from George, that Candice has a clipboard and a phone full of footage and a particular intensity of attention that most people mistake for aggression. She does not know any of this. She is still feeling the sweet mechanical click of that left-footed strike moving up through her boot and into her whole body, that perfect, brief, animal joy.

— ◆ —

Candice Louw is thirty-two, white, and Afrikaans in the complicated way that post-apartheid South Africa produces — fluent in apology and defensiveness in equal measure, carrying the country's history in her posture like a woman who has been told too many times that she is standing wrong. She played college football in Stellenbosch. She is good at her job and she knows it and she tries not to let this knowledge become arrogance, with mixed results.

She watches Lerato collect her sports bag from the sideline. She watches the easy confidence in Lerato's shoulders, the way she accepts her teammates' congratulations without disappearing into them, maintaining always some subtle separateness. Candice has watched perhaps three hundred players in two years of scouting for the Programme. She recognises something now that she has only seen four or five times: the specific quality of a person for whom the game is not something they do but something they simply, unavoidably are.

She approaches. She introduces herself. Lerato's handshake is firm and her eyes are direct and reveal exactly nothing beyond polite wariness.

"I represent the NFA Women's Development Programme," Candice says. "We have a national selection camp in three months. In George. I'd like to put your name forward."

Lerato says: "I'll think about it."

She means: I want this so badly my hands are shaking inside my gloves. She means: nobody in Jouberton has ever said anything like this to me before. She means: I do not trust you yet but I am beginning to, and that terrifies me.

What she says is: "I'll think about it."

— ◆ —
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Chapter 2
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Three Versions of Lerato

There is the Lerato her mother knows: a responsible daughter who helps with the younger children, who sends money home from her job at the Checkers in Klerksdorp town centre, who attends church at the Zion Christian Church on Sundays and wears the appropriate colours and says the appropriate things and does not, absolutely does not, bring shame upon the family of the late Reverend Gift Seretsi, who died when Lerato was nine and who has since been elevated in family memory to something just below sainthood.

There is the Lerato her teammates know: fierce, funny, with a tongue sharp enough to cut glass when provoked, generous with skills-tips and brutal in training, the person you want on your side in a tight match and an equally tight argument.

And then there is the Lerato that only Lerato knows. The one who has loved both Thapelo from the hardware shop and Nandi from the accounting office at the municipality, not sequentially, not in confusion, but with a fullness that she has learned is impossible to explain to anyone raised with a single vocabulary for love.

She does not use any word for herself. The words available are all either clinical or foreign or the kind that end conversations rather than begin them. She has decided, some years ago, to simply be what she is without naming it, the way the veld does not name itself and is no less real for that.

But silence has a cost. She knows this too.
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