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    To my Mother - Christina Rwasunda... The fire that never went out. We know that you are looking down on us, my family and I. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            _"From the ash of rejection rose the fire of a mother's love—an ember that no night could ever extinguish."_— Michael Rwasunda, _Rejected and Written Off_ (inspired by a true story)

      

    


*Rejected and Written Off –

_by Michael Rwasunda_
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Chapter 1 – The Birth (Tuesday, 15 December 1987)
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The sky over Hwedza was a bruised-purple canvas, the kind that makes the earth feel heavy with promise. My mother, a nineteen-year-old with a spine of steel, lay on a thatched-grass mat in the dim glow of a single oil lamp. The air was thick with the scent of damp soil and wild hibiscus. She felt the first pang of labour as the sun slipped behind the hills, a low thrum that echoed the distant rumble of a thunderstorm. There were no clinics, no paved roads – only the rick-rick of a donkey-pulled cart waiting a few kilometres away, its wooden wheels creaking like old bones. The village was a cluster of round huts, plastered with ochre and decorated with beads that rattled softly whenever the wind slipped through the cracks. Children chased each other around the central fire, their laughter mingling with the occasional bleat of a goat.

“Mama, it’s time,” whispered my grandfather, his voice cracked from years of shouting over wind and work. He had walked the dusty path from Matsika village, his feet caked in red mud, his eyes bright with fierce hope.

My mother clenched her teeth, the pain carving lines into her forehead.

“Hold on, little one,” she whispered to the unborn child, “we’ve already survived the drought; we’ll survive this.”

The donkey cart jolted over the uneven track, each bump a jolt of fire through her ribs. They rode in the dark to the midwife, Mbuya Mujuru, who lived forty five kilometres away. When they arrived she greeted them with a smile that was more a promise than a greeting.

“Welcome, my child. Let’s bring this little one into the world.”

Her hands, calloused from years of delivering life in the harshest of conditions, moved with practiced grace. She sang a low chant, the words ancient and soothing, as she pressed warm herbs to my mother’s forehead. After forty-eight hours of labour that seemed to stretch the very fabric of night, I finally slipped into the world. My first cry was a thin, ragged womb-song that mingled with the distant howl of a hyena. My mother’s eyes filled with tears that tasted of relief and terror.

“You are a miracle,” my grandfather said, his voice breaking. “You will be the one who lifts us out of this poverty.”

I was wrapped in a faded blanket, the rough wool scratching my newborn skin, and placed in my mother’s arms. The world outside was a landscape of cracked rivers and jagged mountains, but in that moment the only thing that mattered was the steady beat of her heart against my cheek.

Later, when I was old enough to understand, my mother would tell me that the night I was born the wind howled like a wounded animal, but inside our hut there was a warmth that no storm could touch._
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Chapter 2 – Early Controversy.
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Years passed and I was still a boy. The house was a crumble of mud and thatch, its walls blackened by countless fires. Inside, the air smelled of boiled maize and damp animal skins used as floor mats. My mother, still pale from labour, tried to smile at the six children who now called her “Mama.” Three sisters – twenty, eighteen and seventeen – had eyes sharp as thorns; three brothers – fifteen, twelve and I, a eight-year-old clutching my mother’s dress – completed the household. Their father, a man of fifty-five, had married my mother when she was barely a teenager.

“You think you can just walk in here and take what’s ours?” hissed the eldest sister, voice a whip. “Our father’s blood runs in these walls, not yours.”

My mother tightened her grip on the wooden spoon she was using to stir thin okra.

“I’m not here to take anything,” she said, low but steady. “I’m here to keep my marriage alive.”

The tension crackled like dry twigs. The sisters ripped the few documents that bore my name – birth certificates, school records – and scattered the fragments like ash. I watched, eyes wide, as my step-father staggered in, a clay jar of traditional beer clenched in his fist. The smell of stale alcohol mixed with the earthy scent of the fire, making my stomach churn.

“What’s this?” he bellowed, slamming the jar down. “You think you can come here and take everything I’ve worked for?”

He lunged at my mother, his fist landing hard against her cheek. The sound was a dull thud, like a stone hitting a drum. She stumbled, but the old door behind her gave way and she slipped outside.

“Mama!” I screamed, voice raw.

She turned, silhouette framed by moonlight.

“My son, don’t come after me. Stay with your brothers. Finish your exams.” She disappeared into thick dark.

I didn’t see my mother for days. When my father finally went after her to bring her back from Matsika, my grandfather’s home which was miles away. As I clenched to the piece of cloth she had given me at the field – a reminder that she was with me always.
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Chapter 3 – A Boy to Man
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The rooster’s crow split the pre-dawn darkness like a cracked bell. I was already up, the cold earth biting the soles of my feet as I slipped on the worn leather of my step-father’s old boots. The air smelled of damp maize stalks and the faint, metallic tang of dew-wet iron.

“Mama, the donkeys are ready,” I whispered, more to the night than to anyone else.

She was already at the fire, a thin plume of smoke curling around her face, her eyes still heavy with the night’s restless dreams. She turned, the firelight catching the lines of worry that had carved themselves into her cheeks.

“You’re late, my son. The sun will be up soon, and the fields won’t wait.”
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