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PROLOGUE:

I Glow With Who I Am

This is me! In all my glory, in my happy place where all my worries disappear, and I am just me. There are no labels here, no doubts. I do not bear a mark on my forehead that says I am in- fertile. I am a complete woman enjoying her life to the fullest.

A big lesson that I have learnt and made part of my being is that it is important to share our stories to help ourselves heal while educating others. Too often, mistakenly indeed, I have stayed silent in my shame, perpetuating lies in my head, thinking that keeping quiet is a sign of strength. I have since realised that I was wrong.

Sharing my life story helps me to feel better. It teaches others my perspective and proves to me that I am not alone. There are others who will quietly whisper – “Me too” – and that is okay! It is a personal decision to choose who deserves to hear your story. You can choose to share, or not. It is your choice and no one else’s.

I decided to write this book based on my life story. I have decided to come out of the proverbial closet. It takes courage to remove one’s armour than to assemble it. I wanted to express myself and pour my heart out without interruption, hence my decision to write this book.

I believe that by doing this, I will be able to reach out to a lot of people going through the same reality as mine; women who bore the brunt from the same syndrome but are not ready to open up. I feel that opening up your wounds helps in healing. Living in a cocoon and covering up our wounds will not heal them.

In this book I will share my life story; what I went through until the day I made the bold decision to talk about my condition. I must say this journey of infertility is so draining at times, but I have learnt not to let my crown fall. I am also a woman. Infertility, according to MedlinePlus, means not being able to get pregnant after at least one year of trying (or six months if the woman is over the age of 35).

My infertility is a result of the rare condition – Mayer- Rokitansky-Kuster-Hauser Syndrome – which is a disorder that occurs in females and affects mainly the re-productive system.

The condition causes the vagina and uterus to be under- developed or absent, although the external genitalia are normal. It starts during foetal development and there is nothing the mother can do to prevent it from affecting the unborn child. It is no one’s fault.

It is unfortunate that many women only find out that they have the syndrome at a late stage of their lives. They discover the syndrome when they have reached puberty. This happens when they do not menstruate.

Research has at times recommended surgical reconstruction of the vagina using skin grafts, but there is a challenge. This could be helpful when the condition is detected in a child’s early stage of life, but nothing triggers the need for such a solution. By the time the condition is discovered, it is often already too late.

But there is still another problem: would surgical reconstruction mend the inner feeling of loss? Would it heal the emotional wounds of such a discovery?

I chose to share my story so that I encourage fellow women going through the same situation. Sharing our stories could help us overcome the insecurities and problems that life has cast upon us. I want women with the same condition to understand that they are not alone in this predicament. All that glitters is not gold but aren’t

diamonds made out of coal? We only live once and happiness abounds even for women who are deemed unfortunate and incomplete by an uninformed eye.

In life, everyone goes through their own battles. Everyone has a story to tell. I just hope my story will help women with the same condition as I have to heal. I want my sisters out there to know that they are not alone in this battle.

I have shed more tears than smiles over the past twenty years. I felt anger towards life. But as the old adage goes: 'What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger'. There are certain things in life that we cannot control. We just have to accept and move on, as hard as it can be.

I do understand how it is sometimes to feel abnormal, to feel as if you are not enough. We are all human. It is not bad to grieve when you feel like grieving. We just need to take one step at a time. As hard as it can be, life has to go on. We cannot change nature, unfortunately.

Infertility does not define you. It can be due to so many reasons beyond our control. You cannot control your infertility diagnosis.

There are people out there who are childless by choice. That is how they want to live their lives. We also have those like me who are childless not by choice. For me it is a condition, different from others, that has made me the woman I am today.

I was born without a womb but that does not define me. Womb or no womb, I am also a woman. Dealing with unintended childlessness makes me feel defeated at times. I feel lost, alone and would have a lot of questions that I do not have answers to. It feels depressing at times but I always tell myself that I am not alone. There are a lot of people out there who are going through what I have, and still, going through.

I was born with a rare condition. I am uniquely different. You can imagine being a girl child and being born without a womb. Strange! Very strange indeed!

A lot of people ask me questions out there; 'How so?' It is possible. It is a rare condition. You are treated differently the moment people hear about your condition. There are, however, others who do understand what you are going through, al-though they aren’t in the same situation.

I have gone through a lot in life. This is my journey. It’s a journey that I never signed up for. Each person’s journey is unique. I never imagined myself turning forty without kids of my own. Growing up, I always thought that it was up to me to decide on how many children I would have. Little did I know what God had in store for me.

This infertility journey may break you down, but still you are uniquely you. Do not let it pull you down. I am an MRKH warrior. Womb or no womb, I am complete. I Am Also A Woman.
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CHAPTER 1:
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Adolescence

I was born in a big family. Not so big that politicians started their campaign trials at my house in the hope that they would win elections. It was a family of seven; quite a big family by any standards. The web Page Core Aspect aptly describes family as the “single most important influence in a child’s life, with the child depending on parents and family to protect him. Family provides all members with security, identity and values, regard-less of age.”

When I felt insecure or unsafe, like it is described above, I always turned to my family for safety and help.

Growing up in Chegutu, Mashonaland West Province of Zimbabwe, I was this skinny and lanky girl, light in complexion with mere slits for probing brown eyes. I was nicknamed 'Tolly', because of my towering frame. When I was a teenager, some people used to say that I had an American height. I was told that my frame was made for the catwalk. They said that I should consider modelling as a career. I was quite shy and just could not imagine myself in a bikini walking down the runway. In a winter overcoat, maybe, but not a bikini.

I used to love wearing dresses and skirts. My favourite colour was green. One of my primary school teachers told us that “green means life", so I guess that is where my colour choices came from.

I was very close to my brothers, who were the closest thing to true friends. In the area where I grew up, our houses were built far apart from the neighbours. It was a low density suburb. My brothers and I were not allowed to play outside the gate most of the time. We used to play various games in the yard just to keep ourselves occupied. I could join them when they played soccer, and they would join me whilst I played with my dolls. That drew us close.

I had one step-brother Amos and a step-sister Milly. They were both older than me. On my mother’s side I was the first born, trailed by three brothers Pezy, Shelton and Dismas, and the last born Loveness. Unfortunately, fate had it that we had to live separately when I moved to stay with my aunt Apokah, in another neighbourhood.

Aunty Apokah had started working as a teacher and she loved me a lot, more than anyone else in the family. She asked my parents for permission to take me to live with her in Kwekwe Midlands Province. She took care of my every need and want, including my tuition fees at the Kwekwe Technical College, as she was now working. Since then, she had always been there for me. She is my pillar of strength and my shoulder to cry on even now.

My new residence was a fair distance away from the whole family. I was attached, emotionally, to my family and living away from them turned me into a loner. I had no friends except a few girls I shared the same class with at school. It was a friend-ship that was confined to the school yard.

As I grew up, I developed this fascination with bras. I made sure that I saved my pocket money just for a pair. Even with a flat chest, I still wore them. The cups were sometimes big but I did not care, as long as it showed on my tops that I was wearing a bra. I guess it was normal. I was just trying to be like my peers.

During my first days of high school, we were taught about menstruation and how we had to deal with it. The teachers urged us to always have our sanitary pads in our bags in the event that an episode struck unexpectedly. The recommendation was louder for those who were yet to have their maiden periods.

"It could happen at any time,” they always said. We had to be prepared from that day onwards.

As soon as I got home, I asked my aunt to buy me a pack. She did not say much and just went ahead and bought me a pack the following morning.

"How time flies,” she said with a beaming smile on her face, as she handed me the pack. “Just yesterday you were a baby but now you are a teenager.”

That feeling of being grown up really excited me. I carried my pack of sanitary pads in my bag for a long time. I carried them everywhere I went - to school, to church and even when I went into town. I had been advised that menstruation was an event I should be properly prepared for. I used to see some of my peers with spoiled, blood-stained uniforms, so I never wanted that to happen to me.

The pack was a part of me for some time until I lost it. I honestly do not remember what had happened to it. I finished my high school education without having experienced menstruation. I enrolled for my tertiary education and, still, there was no sign of this episode that signified I had entered woman-hood.

I was a very reserved girl with a small group of friends, a recluse who did not share much with anyone I interacted with. It never bothered me to hear the other girls complaining about period pains and rushing to buy sanitary pads. Some even asked to borrow mine but I would tell them they were all finished. No one knew I was not having my periods - yet.

However, there were times when probing questions would pop up from the other girls:

"What do you use for your period pains?”

I would just tell them that I do not get period pains, a harmless fib. Strangely life went on as normal. Nothing bothered me at all. To me everything was normal. I had a firm belief that was I just a late bloomer, and that I was going to menstruate in due course. After all, I was a woman too.

Each school holiday I would go home. My mother would page through me like I was a book, her fingers probing me as if I had fleas, to see if there were any changes on my body, as any teenage girl my age should have. For years, I had a flat chest and nothing seemed to be developing. I still did not have breasts even though I was now an 18-year-old college student. But that did not worry me because, as far as I was concerned, everything seemed normal. I felt I was one of the girls whose bodies developed late.

I remember overhearing my mom confiding in my aunt Florence, as they were having a solemn discussion about Yours Truly. I tip-toed to the veranda and not only eavesdropped, but put peeping Tom to shame.

"Florence, I have something that has been eating me up and I want us to discuss it," she had said. "Maybe you can assist. It’s about your niece, Zerie. I feel like there is something seriously wrong with her and I am having sleepless nights about it. She is turning 19 soon and there is still no sign of any breasts developing on her. She hasn’t had her period yet.”

Her sigh was audible from the other room.

"Do you think it’s normal for a girl to reach 18 years with-out developing breasts? Let alone menstruation."

A moment of silence lapsed, Aunty Florence deep in thought, absent-mindedly continuing with her knitting.

"Does that make her sick?”

“No, not at all," mom replied.

Aunt Florence's forehead furrowed, and she pursed her lips, looking more worried than mom. I could see my mother had more questions. However, to my utter surprise, my aunt's facade relaxed and she gave a dismissive grunt. I was certain, for aunty Florence, everything about me was normal.

She believed some teenage girls’ bodies developed slower. I also had the same inkling. I was one of those flowers that were in no hurry to get plucked, whose petals bloomed when every-one paid scant attention to them. It really did not concern me at all. I believed it was normal.

As days passed and I was about to go back to school, I could tell something was eating up the very soul of my dear mother. Although she pretended that everything was fine, it was obvious that she was a worried woman. I always wondered what could have been on her mind for her to look so forlorn.

Was it because I had not had my period? I was not worried about it at all. After all, aunty Florence had assured her that I might probably be one of the late-blooming girls.

One day we left school early and the girls decided to go out for some shopping. One of them decided to buy herself some sanitary pads while another chose tampons. I did not want
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BASED ON A TRUE STORY

Iam also a woman...

Womb or no womb, I am enough.

I am wonderfully and fearfully made.
Fertile or infertile, I am also a woman.
Infertility does not define me.

I am much more than infertility.

I am a daughter
Iam a sister
Iam an aunt
Iam a mother too...

There's more to motherhood than
simply having children.
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