Alive Again

Written by Rhoda Kawinga

As I lay in my bed I realise that I haven’t always been like this -slowly disintegrating and riddled with a life eating disease. I remember that growing up I had a very modest life. I grew up in what is now a low income neighbourhood with my sister, brother and both my parents. Our home was very small my siblings and I shared a room and when my brother was a teenager the sitting room also served as his bedroom. My mother sold vegetables at the local market and my father was a bricklayer. We had a good life and I remember my home being filled with love. My parents ensured that we all got a decent education. When I finished my secondary school education my parents conflicted on whether I should pursue a college education or not. My father thought I should wait until a man comes along to marry me and my mother thought I should pursue further education. I applied for hotel management at a local college. My mother gave me money for the registration without my father’s consent. 

When my uncle came to visit one day he told my father that it was a good idea for me to further my education because if I had a college education my father could charge more for my Lobola so my father agreed to pay for my tuition.

I enjoyed the course so much that I never missed a lesson. I finished the course and went on to do my internship at a local motel called The Brown Motel. This is where I met Aaron, he was the front office manager and he was always nice to me. He taught me how to deal with customers effectively and he even taught me how to use the computer system at the motel, I had never used a computer before. He would offer to pay for my bus fare and he would get off at my stop and walk me home. I felt very comfortable with him and I trusted him, he was really nice.

After I finished my internship I found work at another local hotel nearer to home. After dating for some time Aaron got promoted to managing director of the motel and a few days later he came to my parent’s house to ask for permission to marry me. My father was so pleased and my mother was very proud. 

Aaron and I were due to have a wedding in 8 months time everything was going well until a few months later my father died in accident at the construction site, one of the structures had collapsed on him. I was so devastated. 
My mother urged me to continue with the marriage plans so six months after my father’s passing we had a kitchen party then we had the wedding a month later. I was now Mrs. Ruth Nyangu and I was very proud of my new name and title.  Nine months later we were blessed with a baby boy whom we named Luka, he looked exactly like his father. 
From the time he was born Luka was always crying so my mother suggested we take him to see a doctor. We went to the hospital and the doctor asked us to come back on Thursday for blood tests so we went back on Thursday and we were told to come back the next day for the test results. When we arrived in the morning the doctor called us into his office and he asked if either of us have had an AIDS test. Aaron was furious at the Doctor’s question I had never seen him like that. He shouted at the Doctor and called him incompetent. He grabbed Luka from me, pulled my hand and dragged me out of the doctor’s office. In the car on the way home it was silent. I tried to break the silence by telling Aaron that I actually didn’t mind getting tested and he screamed at me saying that I shouldn’t even think about it. At that moment I decided I would take the AIDS test without him knowing. 

As the AIDS counsellor spoke about how we should take care of ourselves and how we should be aware of the dangers that may expose us to the virus, I found myself drifting in and out of a trance because I couldn’t help but wonder what the results of our tests were. I also wondered why I had ignored the midwife when she urged me to get an AIDS test when I was pregnant.  After giving us all the information she unfolded a piece of paper and from the look on her face I knew. We were decent people, we did everything perfectly, we were not the type of people to have AIDS, and we prayed and went to church every Sunday so why was it happening to us. The disease was already in critical stage for both of us and the chance of our son surviving was very thin.
The next few months were very taxing on our relationship because I took the tests without his consent and I asked him to do so but he chose not to. Aaron started getting very sick and Luka’s condition was deteriorating.
We had been helping my young brother with his school fees but that became very difficult because Luka and Aaron’s sickness were costing us more than we could afford. So my brother had to stop school and look for a job. My sister had finished her secondary education so she got herself a job at a local restaurant however the restaurant closed down and she was now jobless. She then started spending a lot of time with her friend from the restaurant who always got gifts from rich men. My sister started to have things that she couldn’t afford to buy for herself and she was always out of the house. 
Aaron stopped going to work because his health became very bad so our income was reduced. I used to leave Luka with my mother so he would rest until I got back from work. As his condition deteriorated he needed more attention and Aaron resented that I could still work. His resent grow stronger and he started to verbally abuse me which made it very difficult to care for him. Looking after a sick child and an angry husband took its toll on me. 
One day at work I collapsed and I was taken to hospital but I couldn’t stay there long because I had to go back home to care for my family.  After taking in insults, cleaning an adult, cooking, giving medication and still trying to be strong for six long months Aaron died and I am sad to say he left us when we were not in good terms because I felt resent towards him. I was so full of resent that at his funeral I could not stop crying because I resented him for having the disease, giving it to me and my child and I hated him for dying because a big part of me still loved him. It was a very difficult time for me because soon after Aaron’s death my child’s health deteriorated so much that I had to move back to my mother’s house. I couldn’t bear to see my child suffer like that so I could not eat or sleep. 
The medication seemed to do nothing for him he died a few days after his father. Even if I still had my mother, my sister and my brother I felt very alone and the pain would not leave me. The pain of not thinking I would ever have the disease, the pain of not thinking that my ignorance would cost me the life of my child, the life of my husband and the life I had always dreamed of. I couldn’t bear to live with the pain so I refused to take any medicine I just wanted God to take me and make the pain disappear. 

God decided to keep me for much longer than I anticipated and I didn’t have the strength to kill myself. My health deteriorated and I had to leave work. My mother became my nurse feeding me, bathing me and even talking to me to help sooth my pain.  I hated that I was weak. My mother urged me to take the medicine but I refused for I didn’t have any reason to leave anymore I felt I had reached my end. She pleaded with me until I could no longer bear to hear her voice so I just agreed knowing too well that I would not take the pills. I had made up my mind that I didn’t want to live the life without my Aaron and my Luka so I pleaded with God to take me. 

I started looking forward to the physical pain because it was more tangible than the pain that lingered inside me.  I would purposefully hit myself in the door to feel some physical pain so it can numb the unbearable pain inside. I would verbally abuse my mother so she can be angry and hit me or do something to me so I can feel pain. 
Eventually I lost control of my bowels, my limbs became too weak to carry my weight and my once flawless skin became full with sores. My dignity was battered and I could no longer think of myself as a confident independent person who could stand on her own but as a worthless creature.
Yesterday my sister came to my room and told me she knew about the disease I have because she has the same disease and she got it from the many men she had unprotected sex with. She was taking new medicine called ARVs which are being provided at local clinics. Her nonchalance shocked me. She said that with the new drugs she could do all the things she wanted to do with her life. 
As I sit in my bed I ask myself what I would do with my life if I take the miracle medicine would I became strong again. I have all sorts of ideas coming to me and I can feel a sensation I haven’t felt in a long time, excitement. Excitement at the thought of being able to do all things I was able to do and maybe just maybe live again. 
