
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE UNBROKEN SOIL

Prologue: The Scars That Speak

My body is a ledger of survival. Every mark, every ridge, every knot of flesh is an entry—a transaction between me and the world that has tried, in turns, to swallow me, shape me, or spit me out.

The two pockmarks on my neck—finger-width apart, like bullet holes that never sealed properly—whisper of the Limpopo River’s hunger. They are my first memory, though I remember nothing of the crash itself. Only the aftermath: the copper taste of blood and diesel thick on my tongue, the way the sunlight fractured through the shattered windshield, throwing knife-edged shadows across the screaming. The doctors called it a miracle that I lived. But miracles, I’ve learned, are just tragedies that haven’t finished happening yet.

The three metal pins in my right leg click like abacus beads when I walk too fast, tallying the debts of my childhood. One for the father who vanished before I drew breath, leaving nothing but a name I wouldn’t inherit. One for the mother taken too soon, her laughter swallowed by a fever that didn’t care how much I needed her. One for the years spent herding cattle that weren’t mine, in fields that would never bear my name, under a sun that scorched my back but never warmed my bones.

In Mozambique, we say "a árvore cresce conforme o vento"—the tree grows as the wind bends it. But what happens when the wind never stops blowing? When it comes not in seasons, but in ceaseless, howling gusts that tear at your roots? When the storm isn’t weather, but war? When the drought isn’t lack of rain, but lack of mercy?

This is not a story of straight growth. No proud baobab stretching undisturbed toward the sun. This is the story of a tree that grew sideways—twisted by war, gnarled by loss, split by lightning strikes of betrayal, but refusing nonetheless to break. My scars are not just wounds. They are a language.

The puckered skin at my neck speaks of water that wanted me dead, of currents that clutched at my ankles like greedy hands. The ridges along my leg murmur of earth that demanded payment for every step, of paths that cut me for daring to walk them. The calluses on my palms shout of clay molded into toys—little horses, tiny cars—that I sold by the roadside to buy my first notebook, my first pen, my first chance.

And the invisible scars—the ones that don’t show on brown skin—those are the loudest of all. The ones carved by the "where is your father?" hissed at me in schoolyards. The ones etched by the "you eat like a beggar" tossed at me by cousins whose tables I cleared. The ones branded deep by the silence of a country that didn’t miss me when I was gone.

This is how a boy becomes a ledger. How he learns to read himself in the braille of old wounds. How he discovers that the most important growth doesn’t happen toward the sky, but inward, downward, into the hidden places where roots find purchase even in barren soil.

I used to think survival was the end of the story. That if I just lived long enough, the wind would tire, the ground would soften, and I could finally stand straight. But the wind doesn’t stop. It changes direction.

Now, when it howls, I bend—not in surrender, but in strategy. A tree that grows sideways learns to measure its strength differently. It learns that scars are not just reminders of what was taken, but proof of what was kept.

The wind is still blowing.

But now, I know how to listen.
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CHAPTER 1: THE NAME THAT WASN’T MINE
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(Birth - Age 3)

Gaza Province, 1980s – The War's Children

The first air I breathed was laced with gunpowder.

I was born in the belly of a military refugee camp, where the walls were made of tattered UN tarps and the ceiling was a sky heavy with unshed rain. My mother, her skin glistening with sweat and kitchen steam, squatted in the dirt to bring me into the world while distant artillery fire played a lullaby. Around us, women stirred pots of xima and millet, their tired hands moving in rhythm with the gunfire beyond the fences. The midwife—a woman missing two fingers on her left hand—cut my umbilical cord with the same knife she used to peel cassava.

This is how I entered the world: not with a cry, but with a silence so deep the women exchanged glances. They thought I was dead until my mother slapped my backside, not gently, and I gasped in my first taste of that acrid, metallic air. "This one," the midwife muttered, "has already learned to hold his breath."

The Ledger Begins

My body is a ledger of survival. Every mark, every ridge, every knot of flesh is an entry—a transaction between me and the world that has tried, in turns, to swallow me, shape me, or spit me out.

The two pockmarks on my neck—finger-width apart, like bullet holes that never sealed properly—whisper of the Limpopo River's hunger five years later. They are my first memory, though I remember nothing of the crash itself. Only the aftermath: the copper taste of blood and diesel thick on my tongue, the way the sunlight fractured through the shattered windshield, throwing knife-edged shadows across the screaming. The doctors in Maputo called it a miracle that I lived. But miracles, I've learned, are just tragedies that haven't finished happening yet.
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