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Preface

			For as long as I can remember, I have carried stories within me—stories of struggles, triumphs, and moments that have defined who I am. For five years, I toyed with the idea of putting these stories into a book, primarily for my grandchildren and great-grandchildren to come. I wanted them to know the journey that brought us here, the resilience it required, and the love that sustained me.

			I often shared this thought with my niece, Diana, who would always say, “Nini, write your book. You have so much to share—your life, your struggles, and your successes may inspire someone.”

			I would respond, “Where do I even begin?”

			And she would reply, “You are the beginning.”

			In August 2024, Diana visited my family in Canada, staying with us for seven unforgettable weeks. During her stay, she made a bold statement: “Nini, when I leave to go back to South Africa, you will have written your book.”

			Those words stayed with me, sparking the courage to begin. Authoring this book took me on a journey into the depths of my memories, where I revisited the pain of losing my parents, the joy of life’s little victories, and the quiet strength I discovered within myself. It also reminded me of the people who have shaped my life—my children, family, friends, neighbours, and colleagues—each leaving an indelible mark on my journey.

			This book is more than a collection of stories. It is a testament to resilience, faith, and the extraordinary beauty of an ordinary life. I walked this journey with God by my side, and now, I invite you to walk it with me.

			



	

Prologue

			I woke with my heart pounding, convinced it would burst from my chest. Sweat slicked my face, and my whole body trembled. Was it real or just a bittersweet dream?

			A woman stood at the foot of my bed, leaning toward me. Her face was serene, adorned with a gentle smile and large brown eyes that glowed with tender love. She wore a blue dress and a white headwrap. I glanced outside through my open window—I’ve always slept with it ajar, blinds half-drawn. The night was still, a large, round moon shone through the gap, casting a luminous reflection in the room.

			How had she entered? How could she have fit through the narrow opening? She was not a small woman.

			Who is this woman? I asked myself, my heart hammering against my ribs. Is this a ghost?

			“Who are you? What do you want? Why are you in my room?” 

			The woman didn’t answer, only smiled. 

			“Please leave! You’re scaring me.”

			“I am your mother,” the woman said softly.

			“No, I don’t have a mother. My mother is dead.”

			“It’s me, Fari. I am your mother.”

			I tried to get out of bed, to escape my room, but I felt rooted to the spot. My body was heavy, as if glued to the mattress.

			“How is your life, Fari?” the woman asked. “I see you have beautiful daughters and granddaughters. I always wanted you to do well in school, to go to college and have a career so that you would be self-reliant. How is your career? Are you happy?”

			“You do not deserve an answer. You left me and Kuda alone.”

			“I was there for you in the wind on your face, in the gentle rustle of the leaves as you sat under the musasa tree, your favourite place, the first time you held my first granddaughter in your arms. I was there.”

			I sat still as a stone. How could it be?

			“So, Fari, why did you leave Zimbabwe, where all your family, relatives, ancestors, your father, and I are resting? You left Kuda all alone. Why did you move to a country thousands of miles and vast oceans away from home?”

			“Stop, stop, please! It’s my life. You didn’t love me; you just left, with no goodbye. There was no one to tuck me in bed at night, to wipe my runny nose, to hug me or comfort me when I was afraid. Go away. Go away!” Deep sobs wracked my body, and it felt as though my heart would shatter.

			“I am going away now, but I will never truly leave you. I am always around, sitting beside you in the warmth of a lingering sun.”

			



	

Chapter One 
A Life Begins in a Community Cradled by the Sun 

			On a radiant Saturday morning, August 6, 1955, in the heart of Hwedza—where Zimbabwe’s Mashonaland East province kisses the vast African sky—the dawn seemed to pause, as if it knew that a new story was beginning. The musasa trees stood tall against the horizon, their shadows stretching across the sun-baked earth, while the scent of the fertile soil mingled with the distant lowing of cattle—I entered the world. 

			Hwedza, which translates from Shona to “the lighting of the sun” or “twilight,” in English, became the canvas of my earliest memories, painted in shades of resilience and limitless possibility. Life here moved with the rhythm of the earth: the planting and harvesting seasons, the early morning crow of the rooster, and the chatter of women drawing water from the well. It was a life that was simple but deeply connected to nature, family, and community.

			It was also a time of significant political and social transformation in the region, then known as Southern Rhodesia. The 1950s saw the rise of African nationalism; Black opposition to colonial rule began to grow significantly. Many organized political movements advocating for African rights and self-determination emerged during this time, including the Southern Rhodesia African National Congress (SRANC). Led by figures such as Joshua Nkomo, the SRANC became a prominent force in mobilizing African resistance, initially through non-violent campaigns. The colonial government responded to this rising nationalism with repression, including the banning of political organizations and the arrest of activists. Hostility toward the idea of a federation with Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) and Nyasaland (Malawi) grew among Africans. It was seen as a means of perpetuating white dominance.

			By the end of the 1950s, the momentum for national liberation had grown, setting the stage for the more militant and organized resistance movements of the 1960s, including the formation of the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU) and, later, the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU). This period laid the groundwork for the intense struggles for independence that would dominate the following decades in Zimbabwe. Such was the political context I was born into. 

			My arrival into this world also marked the start of a journey deeply intertwined with the rhythm of nature—the rustling of leaves, the rooster’s piercing crowing, and the soft murmur of voices carrying the wisdom of generations. I was born into a family where the earth and its seasons shaped our lives, and where hard work, education, and community were held in the highest regard.

			I was the second daughter of Rachel and Amos Muchenje. My father, Baba, was an agriculture extension officer of medium height, his frame solid, his belly just beginning to round, and his hairline receding, the top of his head catching the sun. For work, he wore khaki pants and shirts, his wide-brimmed hat shielding him from the relentless African sun. But on weekends, especially for church or special events like Farmers’ Day, he became a man transformed. His grey or cream-beige suit, crisp white shirt, and vest were immaculate, his black or brown shoes polished to a shine. I often watched as he sat under the shade of the musasa tree on a three-legged wooden stool, meticulously applying black shoe polish. He would brush each shoe with slow, deliberate strokes, then finish with a soft cloth, lifting each one to the sunlight and smiling, as if to say, “Good job, Amos.”

			Amai, my mother and headmistress of Chemhanza primary school in Hwedza, was elegance in motion. She stood at a modest height, her dark brown skin glowing in the morning light, her a slim waist giving way to wide hips. Her round face was framed by round glasses, the lenses catching the light as she moved. Each morning, she would sit at her small dressing table, small hand mirror in one palm, and gently apply Pond’s Vanishing Cream to her cheeks and forehead. She massaged it in with careful, circular motions, studying her reflection as the cream disappeared into her skin, leaving it smooth and matte—a quiet ritual that readied her for the day ahead. She had brown eyes that sparkled with warmth and full lips that mirrored my own.

			On Sundays, Amai also transformed. She would put on floral dresses that swayed with her every step, a beret perched playfully on the right side of her head, and black low-heeled pumps that clicked softly on the church floor. At home, she preferred the cool touch of bare feet on her gleaming cement floors, but outside, it was always flip-flops (mapatapata) or tennis shoes, never risking a speck of dirt inside. When she worked in the garden, she slipped into black gumboots, her legs protected as she tended to her vegetable garden.

			As an agricultural extension officer, Baba loved the land and its people. He worked tirelessly with the land and farmers, helping them to improve their livelihoods, always with a deep connection to the soil beneath his feet. Every morning, Baba would rise before the sun had fully stretched its arms across the sky and stand in the doorway, eyes scanning the horizon, his face set in quiet contemplation as he searched the sky for answers only the clouds could provide.

			“Do you think it will rain today?” Amai would ask gently, appearing at his side with a cup of steaming Tanganda Tea in her hand.

			Baba would sigh, his gaze still fixed on the dark, brooding clouds above. “I don’t know, Rachel. These clouds…” He would then shake his head. “They look heavy, but I’ve seen them drift by without a drop. The soil is thirsty. The farmers are hopeful, but without the rain, it is going to be a difficult season.”

			Amai would hand him the cup. “Whether it rains or not, the land knows you’ll be out there helping. So will the farmers.” Amai would place a hand on his shoulder, her voice soft but steady. “Hope and hard work, Amos. That is what you always tell them, isn’t it?”

			Baba would nod, his smile growing wider. “Yes. It is what I believe. And what I’ll keep believing.”

			After finishing the last of his tea and a breakfast of boiled sweet potatoes, Baba would reach for his worn, brown leather briefcase bulging with notes and pamphlets. “I’ll be back before dark—hopefully with some good news from the fields.”

			Baba would mount his motorbike and set off for another long day, travelling from village to village. He loved working with the farmers, organizing Farmers’ Days and demonstrations, often held under the cool, sprawling shade of a big musasa tree. His passion for the land and the people it sustained was as unwavering as the sun that beat down upon the soil.

			Amai was the heart of the family. As a headmistress, she commanded respect not just through her title but through her presence. Her voice, firm yet loving, could bring a room to order with a single word. I watched as she juggled the demands of school and home, her energy never waning. 

			We lived in the headmistress’s house, a modest, small two-bedroom home with a living room and kitchen. Outside, the bathroom was little more than a room with no windows, and the toilet was a pit latrine. That toilet terrified me as a child. The gaping hole seemed like a dark mouth ready to swallow me whole. Often, I would sneak behind the structure to relieve myself under the open sky, giggling at my small rebellion.

			I was still too young to attend school, but my sister, Kuda, was old enough to start elementary school. Each morning, I would hear Amai’s firm yet loving voice pulling Kuda from sleep.

			“Kuda, it’s time to wake up,” she would say, shaking her gently.

			Kuda would groan, trying to burrow back under the blankets beside me.

			“No, no, no,” Amai would insist, “a teacher’s child cannot be late for school. Up now!” she would say with that unyielding tone, pulling Kuda from the bed.

			Kuda would let out a sigh but obediently rise, trudging off to wash her face with the warm water Amai had prepared. And then, it was my turn.

			“Fari, get up,” she would say.

			I would blink at her, still half asleep. “Why? I am not going to school.”

			“Because” she would reply, her tone leaving no room for argument, “there is no one to look after you here at home. You are coming with me, as usual. And as usual, you will sit quietly in the corner.”

			And so, every day, I was escorted to class, much to my dismay. Amai would hand me a pencil and a scrap of paper to doodle on, trying to keep me occupied. For a four-year-old, it was slow torture. My restless legs would start fidgeting, my little hands itching for something more exciting to do. I longed for the freedom of outdoors. The chickens, musasa trees, and the warmth of the sun-soaked earth were my true companions.

			But one glance at Amai’s stern stink eye would stop me in my tracks. That look—it was like she could see right through me, knowing exactly what I was daydreaming about before I even moved. The second her eyes met mine, I knew it was time to behave or, often, to fall asleep. I had mastered the art of falling asleep anywhere, anytime, as if my young body understood it was the safest way to avoid trouble.

			Sometimes I would see mothers with children tied on their back with wrap material (chitenges) speaking with my mother. My mother would listen attentively, and I wondered what they were talking about. 

			One day, I asked, “Amai what do you talk about with those women with children on their backs?” 

			Amai answered, “They come to me concerned about their children who are not doing well in school, and I explain to them how to help their children. You see, Fari, it is important for parents to see that their children are practicing how to read and write at home, like I always do with Kuda.”

			Kuda, older by four years, was my first and closest friend. She was my protector, always ready to guide me through the adventures of childhood. When the school day ended, Kuda and I would return home and sit under the shade of the musasa trees, and the red earth underfoot became our canvas. We drew imaginary people in the dirt and laughed at our crude creations. Together, we turned our yard into a playground of endless possibilities, and the chickens that roamed freely were our unwilling playmates. I loved to chase those chickens, their frantic squawking and flapping wings filling the air with chaos and joy. No matter how fast I ran, those chickens were always faster, and I am sure I terrorized them more than I realized. But in my childlike mind, it was pure joy. 

			“Fari, Kuda, stop terrorizing the chickens!” Amai would shout from the kitchen, her voice tinged with both exasperation and amusement. When Amai caught us in the act, the punishment was swift—a cold bath in a huge metal basin. She would pour the water over me while I squalled, her laughter mixing with mine until she could not stay mad with me for long. 

			Yes, life in Hwedza was simple and beautiful in its own way.

			*     *     *

			Our home was more than a shelter; it was a place of love, learning, and the aroma of freshly baked bread. Amai was a woman of many talents. When she was not in the classroom, she was a seamstress and a baker, her hands always busy creating something of value. Watching her knead dough was like witnessing magic. She would place the dough in a three-legged iron pot and light a fire outside. When the dough had risen, she would carefully
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