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    For anyone who has ever used a joke to hide a tear.For those who are still looking for their real words.And for the friends who stay until the light comes back on.


    



  	
        
            
            "Sometimes we laugh because there is no more room left to cry."— Anonymous

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter One: Circle of Screens

[image: ]


The room was quiet, but it was not the kind of quiet that felt peaceful. It was the kind of quiet that felt like a held breath. Six people sat in a circle of plastic chairs. The floor was covered in a thin blue carpet that smelled like cleaning chemicals and old dust. Outside the window, the sun was setting over the city, turning the sky a soft shade of purple.

Sora sat in chair number four. She held her phone tightly in both hands. Her palms were slightly damp. She did not look at the people sitting to her left or her right. Instead, she looked at the bright screen of her phone. On the screen was a picture of a cat. The cat had very large, watery eyes and looked very sad. Under the picture, there were no words. There did not need to be words. Everyone in this room knew what the cat meant.

At the center of the circle sat Amara. She was a tall woman with dark skin and a very kind face. She did not have a phone in her hands. She had a notebook, but it was closed. She looked at each person in the room with eyes that seemed to see everything.

"Welcome back," Amara said. Her voice was soft and warm, like a blanket on a cold day. "It is Tuesday. This is our safe space. You know the rules. We are here to share how we feel. If words are too difficult today, you may show us. Who would like to start?"

For a long minute, nobody moved. The only sound was the hum of the air conditioner in the corner. Then, the man sitting across from Sora cleared his throat. His name was Luka. He was a large man with tired eyes and hair that always looked like he had just woken up. He tapped his phone screen a few times and then turned it around so the group could see it.

The image on Luka’s phone was a famous one. It showed a small dog sitting at a table in a room that was filled with orange and yellow flames. The dog was wearing a small hat and holding a cup of coffee. A speech bubble above the dog said, This is fine.

Luka did not say a word. He just held the phone up. His hand shook just a little bit.

Amara nodded slowly. "Thank you, Luka. The world feels like it is on fire today, does it not?"

Luka shrugged. He did not look up. He just put his phone back in his lap. He looked like he wanted to disappear into his oversized sweater.

Sora felt a pang of sympathy in her chest. She knew that feeling. She knew the feeling of everything burning around you while you tried to pretend that you were just drinking coffee. She looked at her own phone. The sad cat was still there, staring back at her. She felt like that cat every single morning when she woke up. She felt like that cat when she walked through the crowded streets of the city, surrounded by people but feeling completely alone.

"Sora?" Amara asked gently. "Would you like to share?"

Sora swallowed hard. She felt a lump in her throat. She wanted to say something real. She wanted to say, I cried for three hours last night because I forgot how to cook my mother’s favorite soup. She wanted to say, I am afraid that I will never feel happy again.

But the words felt too heavy. They felt like sharp stones in her mouth. If she tried to speak them, she was afraid she might choke.

Instead, she turned her phone toward the group. She showed them the sad cat.

"Sad cat energy," she whispered. Her voice was so quiet it was almost a ghost of a sound.

Zoya, a woman sitting to Sora’s right, let out a small, sharp laugh. It was not a mean laugh. It was the sound of someone who recognized the feeling. Zoya was wearing a bright yellow dress that did not match the sadness in her eyes. She quickly swiped on her own phone and held it up.

Her image was a picture of a person trying to keep a dozen leaking buckets full of water using only their fingers.

"Me trying to manage my life," Zoya said. Her tone was light and joking, but her fingers were gripping the edges of her phone so hard that her knuckles were white.

"It looks very exhausting, Zoya," Amara said. "To hold everything together all by yourself."

"It is a great workout for the hands," Zoya replied. She flashed a quick, bright smile that did not reach her eyes.

This was how it went. This was the language they spoke. They used pictures from the internet to hide the truth of their hearts. They used jokes and funny images because the real truth was too loud and too scary. If they used real words, the pain might become too real. If they laughed at the pain, maybe it would stay small. Maybe it would stay on the screen where they could turn it off whenever they wanted.

Sora looked around the circle. There was Marcus, a young man who always wore a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. He showed a picture of a giant, muscular dog next to a tiny, shivering dog. He pointed to the tiny dog.

"Me when I have to make a phone call," Marcus said.

A few people chuckled. It was a funny picture. But Sora saw the way Marcus’s leg was bouncing up and down. He was anxious. He was terrified. He was the tiny, shivering dog, and the world was a very big place.

They were all hiding. They were all behind their screens, using the humor of the internet as a shield. It was a beautiful shield, filled with bright colors and clever jokes, but it was still a shield. It kept the world out. It kept the light out, too.

Amara watched them all with a patient smile. She never forced them to speak. She knew that for some of them, these pictures were the only way they could communicate at all. She knew that before they came to this group, many of them had spent weeks or months in total silence.

"I am glad you are all here," Amara said. "I am glad you are sharing. Even if it is through the eyes of a cat or a dog in a fire. It is a start."

Sora looked down at her phone. The battery was at forty percent. She wondered what would happen if the battery died. Would she still be able to tell them how she felt? Or would she become invisible?

The meeting continued for another hour. They shared more images. They shared "memes" about being tired, about being lonely, and about the strange ways their brains worked. It felt good to laugh. It felt like they were a team. They were the "Sad Cat Club," as Zoya once called them.

But as the clock on the wall ticked toward eight o'clock, the laughter began to fade. The reality of the walk home began to settle over them. Soon, they would have to leave this blue-carpeted room. They would have to go back to their quiet apartments. They would have to face the dark without the group.

"Before we go," Amara said, standing up. "I want to give you a small challenge for next week."

Luka looked up from his shoes. Marcus tilted his cap back a little bit.

"Next week," Amara continued, "I want you to think of one word. Just one word. A word that describes how you feel without using a picture. You do not have to say it out loud if you are not ready. But I want you to find that word."

Sora felt a sudden wave of heat in her chest. One word. It sounded so simple, but it felt impossible. A word was a commitment. A word was a piece of herself that she would have to give away.

"You can do it," Amara said, as if she could read Sora's mind. "There is no rush."

The group began to pack up their things. The sound of shuffling feet and zipping bags filled the room. Usually, people left quickly. They did not want to linger. They did not want to risk having a real conversation in the hallway.

Sora stood up and put her phone in her pocket. She felt the weight of it against her leg. It was her lifeline.

As she walked toward the door, she saw Luka standing by the window. He was looking out at the city lights. He looked very small against the vastness of the skyline.

"Luka?" Sora said.

Luka turned. He looked surprised that someone had spoken his name. "Yes?"

"I liked the dog," Sora said, trying to be kind. "The one in the fire."

Luka gave a small, genuine smile. It was the first one she had seen all night. "Thanks. It is my favorite. It feels very... accurate."

"I know," Sora said.

They stood there for a second, a strange silence between them. It was not the silence of the group. It was a new silence. It was the silence of two people who wanted to say more but did not know how.

"See you next week," Luka said.

"See you next week," Sora replied.

She walked out of the building and into the cool night air. The city was loud. Cars honked, and people shouted to each other. Sora pulled her coat tighter around her. She thought about Amara’s challenge.

One word.

She walked toward the train station, her mind racing. What word would she choose? Sad? No, that was too simple. Broken? That felt too heavy. Waiting? Perhaps.

She reached into her pocket and touched her phone. She felt the smooth glass. She thought about the cat with the big eyes. She realized that she had been using that cat to speak for her for a long time. She had forgotten what her own voice sounded like.

As she waited for the train, she watched her reflection in the dark window of a closed shop. She looked like a normal young woman. She had long dark hair and a plain gray coat. She looked like someone who had everything under control. But she knew the truth.

She was a person who was hiding in a circle of screens.

She wondered if the others were doing the same thing. Was Zoya laughing right now? Was Marcus hiding under his hat? Was Luka watching the fire?

The train arrived with a loud screech of metal. Sora stepped inside and found a seat. She took out her phone. She opened her gallery of saved pictures. She had hundreds of them. Funny pictures, sad pictures, angry pictures. They were her vocabulary.

She scrolled through them, but for the first time, they did not make her feel better. They felt like static. They felt like noise.

She closed the app. She looked at the blank, black screen of her phone. She saw her own eyes reflected in the glass.

"One word," she whispered to herself.

The train sped through the dark tunnels, carrying her home. She felt a strange mix of fear and excitement. The "Sad Cat Club" was a place of comfort, but Amara was asking them to step outside. She was asking them to turn off the screens and look at each other.

Sora did not know if she was brave enough to do that. She did not know if any of them were.

But as she watched the station lights flash past, she realized something. The fire in Luka’s picture was not real, but the heat of his sadness was. The leaking buckets in Zoya’s picture were not real, but her exhaustion was.

Maybe the words were the only way to make the feelings real enough to heal.

Sora closed her eyes and tried to listen to the silence in her own heart. It was a long journey home, and she had a lot of thinking to do.
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Chapter Two: Looking for the Right Picture
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The hallway of Sora’s apartment building was painted a pale, sickly yellow. The light overhead flickered with a rhythmic hum that always made her feel like she was inside a giant, buzzing insect. She reached her door, number 304, and fumbled with her keys. Her fingers felt heavy, as if the air itself had become thick like honey.

When she finally stepped inside, she did not turn on the lights. She did not need to. The moonlight from the single window in the living room was enough to show her the outlines of her life. There was the small sofa she had bought because it was on sale. There was the television that she rarely watched. There was the kitchen table, where a single bowl sat in the sink, waiting to be washed.

Sora dropped her bag on the floor and walked straight to the sofa. She sat down and leaned her head back against the cushion. She closed her eyes.

In the darkness, the images from the group meeting began to dance behind her eyelids. She saw Luka’s dog in the fire. She saw Zoya’s leaking buckets. She saw her own sad cat. For months, these images had been her only friends. They were the only things that understood how she felt without demanding anything in return. They were easy. They were safe.

"One word," she whispered into the empty room.

The sound of her own voice startled her. It felt out of place. It was too sharp, too distinct. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. The screen lit up, casting a cold, blue glow over her face. She felt an instant sense of relief. As long as she had the screen, she was not really alone. She was connected to a billion other people who were also hiding behind glass.

She opened a social media application and began to scroll. She saw pictures of food that looked too perfect to eat. She saw people smiling on beaches in countries she would never visit. She saw more memes. There was one of a turtle hiding in its shell with the caption: Me when someone asks about my future.

Sora felt a small, familiar tug of a smile. She saved the image to her phone. It was perfect. She could use it next week. It would be her backup plan if she could not find the word Amara wanted.

She stood up and went to the kitchen. She was hungry, but the idea of making a meal felt like a mountain she could not climb. She opened the cupboard and looked at the boxes of noodles and cans of soup. Her eyes fell on a small, handwritten recipe card tucked into the corner of a shelf.

The handwriting was elegant and loopy. It was her mother’s writing.

Sora’s favorite spicy soup, the card said.

Sora reached out and touched the paper. It felt dry and fragile, like a fallen leaf. She remembered the smell of the kitchen when her mother was alive. It smelled like ginger, garlic, and home. It was a warm smell. It was a smell that made you feel like nothing bad could ever happen to you.

She had tried to make the soup once, shortly after the funeral. She had followed every instruction. She had bought the exact same ingredients. But when she tasted it, it was wrong. It was just hot water and salt. The magic was gone because the hands that made it were gone.

She had cried for three hours that night. She had sat on the floor of this kitchen and felt like she was disappearing. That was the night she had found the sad cat picture for the first time. She had posted it online, and five people had "liked" it. It was the first time she had felt seen in weeks.

Sora put the recipe card back in its place. She did not want to look at it anymore. It reminded her of a world where words were real. It reminded her of a world where people said "I love you" and "I am hurting" instead of sending a picture of a cartoon character.

She grabbed a plain cracker from a box and went back to the living room. She sat at her small desk and opened her laptop. She worked as a digital archivist for a large library. Her job was to look at old photographs and tag them with keywords. It was a job that required no talking. It was just her, the computer, and the past.

She opened a file of photos from the 1920s. They were black and white pictures of people standing on a street corner in a city far away. The people were dressed in heavy coats and hats. They were looking at the camera with serious expressions.

Sora stared at the face of a young woman in one of the photos. The woman was holding a small bouquet of flowers. She looked like she was waiting for someone. Sora wondered what the woman was thinking. Did she have a "word" for how she felt? Or did she just feel it, deep in her bones, without needing to label it?

Sora began to type keywords: Woman. Flowers. Street. Hat. Waiting.

Waiting.

She stopped. Was that her word? Was she just waiting?

She shook her head. No, that was not it. Waiting implied that something was going to happen. It implied that a train was coming or a person was arriving. Sora did not feel like she was waiting for anything. She felt like she was stuck in a room with no doors.

She closed the laptop and rubbed her eyes. The blue light was making her head ache. She looked at the clock. It was nearly midnight. She needed to sleep, but her mind was restless. It kept circling back to the group.

She thought about Marcus, the boy with the baseball cap. He had seemed
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