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I often catch myself staring at the calendar, tapping my fingertip against the glossy surface as if I can will time to move faster or slower. I question God’s timing like it’s a riddle I can solve, forgetting that every detour and delay is a stitch in a grand tapestry I cannot yet see. The days I labelled “too long” were really frames in a masterpiece, and the nights I called “unbearable” were the crucible forging my resolve.

I still feel the surge of adrenaline that washed over me when I stepped onto that stage-every light overhead spilling a golden warmth as if the sky itself had bent low to celebrate. My gown, heavy with embroidered crests and velvet folds, brushed against the gleaming wood, each fold whispering the story of countless lectures, late-night readings, and dreams scribbled in margins. The Dean’s stature looked colossal as I approached him, and when our hands met, time stuttered. A symphony of hushed gasps and shutter clicks rose from the crowd, and I felt a tingle at the base of my skull, as though the universe were applauding the culmination of my every sacrifice.

In that electric instant, tears rolled down my cheeks-first hesitant beads, then a torrent that threatened to steal my breath. I tasted salt and triumph all at once. Memories rushed through me like a waterfall: the cool sting of dawn on my face as I crammed formulas before sunrise, the bitter ache of uncertainty stirring in my chest during sleepless exam nights, the tiny spark of hope when a breakthrough finally clicked. The air smelled of polished wood and old pages, but beneath it all lingered the soft trace of my mother’s rose perfume-a fragrance more alive in my heart than the roses could ever be.

The auditorium erupted in applause, a living wave that lifted my spirit higher than any lofted mortar board. A distant hymn hummed through the speakers, and I closed my eyes to let its gentle chords anchor me. I remembered every promise I’d whispered in prayer, every battle I’d fought beneath fluorescent lights and under the moon’s silver gaze. There, suspended between flashbulbs and faith, I knew that life’s lemons were never meant to sour us permanently. They were zested into resilience, distilled into sweetness, and served back as triumph. So stand with me now as I unfold this tapestry-each thread a memory of struggle, each colour a burst of hope, all guided by a divine hand I continue to trust.

My narrative reaches back farther than that spotlighted stage. It began the very moment my mother’s eyes first met my father’s-a man whose promises stretched wider than the night sky, who vowed to give her both stars and soil. In the glow of that boundless affection, I was conceived. Doctors counted the days and predicted an April 3rd arrival, but I could hardly wait. At 00:05 on the crisp morning of March 30th-while most of the world still slept through the first quarter school holidays-I thrust my way into existence. The midnight air was electric on my new born skin, dew clung to the windowpanes, and I emerged hungry, wide-eyed, and ready to taste every hue, every whisper, every possibility that life might offer.

My mother, juggling textbooks and hormones, transformed the bustling corridors of her matric year into a proving ground. She sat through long lectures with her notebook balanced on her belly, scribbling English prose between pangs of nausea. Classmates exchanged amused glances when she arrived breathless but undeterred, her determination humming louder than any revolting morning. Night after night, she studied by candlelight, the pages glowing like beacons of hope beneath her fingertips.

My father, fresh from high school and ablaze with purpose, traded civilian comforts for the strict discipline of military life. I still hear the echo of his boots marching on parade ground stones, the crisp snap of his uniform, the firm yet tender tone in his letters home. He believed with every fibre of his being that providing a secure future for us meant embracing duty above all else. His sacrifice was my first lesson: love sometimes looks like service, and devotion can sound like a drill sergeant’s call.

Even as our little family faced undercurrents of tension, his kindness toward me was effortless. He lifted me high above his helmet during inspection days, made me laugh in barracks courtyards, and whispered gentle promises in a father’s lullaby. The one crack in our Armor came from his mother-her disapproval a cold wind that swept into our lives, insisting my mother was unworthy simply because she was young and carrying hope in her womb. Still, I hold onto the certainty that I was his firstborn treasure, that even now, across the distance of years and the weight of other obligations, I remain indelibly etched on the map of his heart.

Before I even knew the shape of the world, I was a whirlwind of curiosity and energy. I greeted each sunrise with a babble of sounds and a thump-thump of discovery. I reached for every new texture-cool river stones, rough bark, silken curtains-hungry for sensation, for story, for beauty in the mundane. My first laughter echoed against mud-brick walls and found its way through windows, carrying the promise of the resilient soul I was destined to become.

Yet our joy was brittle. My grandmother-in-law, stern and immovable, pronounced my mother “ruined” the moment she revealed my existence. Her sharp condemnation struck us like hailstone hail on a fragile roof. The laughter in our home thinned, the air turned stagnant with unspoken grievances, and like a house propped on shaky stilts, and our family began to fracture. By the time I turned three, the tender melody of my parents’ love had faded into solemn silence, and they parted ways-each step away echoing through my small heart.

My mother bore the brunt of that separation with fierce grace. She hunted down job after job, faced rejection so often it became routine, and still clung to her textbooks as lifelines. In a final act of hopeful sacrifice, she placed me into the tender care of her grandmother-my great-grandmother-who filled our modest village home with lullabies older than memory, with pots of steaming porridge and the scent of ripe guavas, and with the steady pulse of unwavering love. I believed she was my mother and wore that belief like a shield against the world’s cruelties, while my biological mother visited in soft sidelong ways-whispering encouragements, offering the outline of dreams I was too small to grasp.

Then the unimaginable happened: my great-grandmother fell gravely ill. Overnight, the world I knew-the red dust roads scented with rain-kissed earth, the cicadas’ twilight chorus, the warmth of her arms-slipped away. I landed in my mother’s new home: the kitchen smelled of foreign spices, the walls bore unfamiliar pictures, and voices I’d never heard hovered like ghosts. I spotted a quiet man in the corner-my future stepfather-his eyes kind and curious, as though he were reading the question marks written all over my small face.

When he knelt to introduce himself, his shadowed smile offered a promise I didn’t know I craved. Despite the sting of separation from my great-grandmother’s world, a spark of hope ignited inside me that night-a hope that love could be rebuilt, even from pieces strewn across time and distance.

They welcomed me with a patience I hadn’t thought possible. They guided me through the maze of their home, introduced me to neighbours whose greetings felt both warm and cautious, and walked every bustling street corner alongside me so I wouldn’t feel lost. The school holidays stretched before me like a safety net, sparing me the immediate terror of uniforms and new classrooms, friends formed or fractured by first impressions.

But city life roared in-taxis screamed past, horns blared like angry beasts, and every corner seemed to pulse with restless energy. Children darted between traffic, vendors hollered deals, and the air tasted of exhaust and ambition. The pace felt like a carnival ride never meant to slow, and in that whirlwind I yearned for the gentle rhythms of my village-where a day began with birdsong, not sirens.

The customs here were as foreign as another planet’s. People drank openly on street corners, their laughter turning to shouts beneath lampposts. Young women walked by in outfits that revealed more skin than fabric, as though daring the world to look away. My cheeks burned with equal parts fascination and alarm-had I stumbled into some extravagant dream or a version of hell I’d never imagined?

Every morning I tiptoed behind my mother, watching her wrestle with dawn. She moved with quiet determination: lighting a stove at 5 a.m., coaxing muffins and eggs into life, washing dishes before the sun had even woken. Then she slipped into her worn retail uniform and vanished into the city’s tide, returning at night to scrub plates until her arms trembled. Meanwhile, her partner sprawled on the couch, remote in hand, intoxicated by the flicker of a soccer match. How could he lounge so contentedly while she carried the weight of three lives on her shoulders?

I clutched my pillow in silent fury, too terrified to speak but raging inside. My voice wanted to ring out, to demand fairness and respect, but fear clipped my wings. And so I learned one of life’s bitterest lessons: sometimes the most devastating battles are fought in silence, and the greatest courage is found in owning the anger you refuse to let consume you.

After weeks of watching my mother move from room to room-scrubbing floors until her knuckles were raw, hauling laundry up the stairs with aching shoulders, and washing dishes until the suds stung her eyes-I realized I couldn’t stand by any longer. One Saturday afternoon, I slipped into the kitchen just as the late sun painted the tiles gold. Determined, I grabbed a rag and reached for the faucet, our small radio playing faintly in the corner.

Before I could wet the rag, my stepfather’s heavy footsteps thundered down the hallway. He stopped in the doorway, arms crossed. “What do you think you’re doing?” he barked. My heart slammed against my ribs, but I straightened my spine. “I am helping,” I said, voice trembling. He sneered. “Keep your nose out of grown-up matters. If you want to stay in this house, you’ll leave all the chores to your mother. She’ll sort it out when she gets home.”
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