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​THE JAR ON THE SHELF

​A Diary of Hope, Ordinary People, and the Small Things That Keep Us Going



By Victor Musembi



"I once thought hope was something you found.

Now I think hope is something you collect—

one ordinary day at a time."
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For everyone who has ever struggled to see a reason to keep going.

May you find one more reason in these pages.
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​Preface
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Hope is a curious thing.

Most of us spend our lives searching for it. We look for it during difficult seasons, after disappointment, in moments of uncertainty, and whenever life refuses to follow the plans we carefully made. Sometimes hope feels close enough to touch. Other times it seems distant, hidden behind grief, fear, or unanswered questions.

This book began with a simple idea: What if hope is not found in extraordinary moments, but in ordinary ones?

The pages that follow are written as diary entries from a narrator trying to make sense of life, friendship, loss, change, and the future. Along the way, he meets people who carry their own stories, struggles, and wisdom. There is Theo, the quiet repairman who says little but feels deeply. Jonah, whose humor often hides unexpected insight. Miriam, whose compassion reminds others they are not alone. Mr. Odhiambo, whose life experience offers perspective when hope feels difficult to find. And Lena, whose presence—and absence—teaches that distance does not always diminish connection.

Although these characters are fictional, the emotions they experience are real. Their conversations are drawn from questions many of us have asked ourselves: How do we keep going after loss? What gives life meaning? Why do small acts of kindness matter so much? And where can hope be found when the world feels uncertain?

You will not find perfect people in these pages. You will find ordinary people learning, failing, growing, laughing, grieving, and trying again.

Most of all, you will find reminders that hope rarely arrives all at once. More often, it appears quietly—in conversations, friendships, memories, second chances, and small moments that seem insignificant until we look back and realize they changed us.

Thank you for opening this diary.

I hope that somewhere within these pages, you find a few reasons of your own not to give up.

—Victor Musembi
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​The Man Who Watered Dead Plants
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I did not plan to start writing to a notebook like a confused poet with unpaid bills and emotional damage.

Yet here we are.

The notebook itself is terrible, by the way.

Blue cover.
Bent corners.
Smells vaguely like dust and old mathematics.
I bought it from a shop where the cashier looked at me as if purchasing a diary meant I had recently gone through a breakup, joined a cult, or both.
To be fair, life lately has looked suspiciously like both.

Anyway, I am writing because something feels wrong with people.
Not just me.
People.
Something underneath us all.

Like everyone is walking around carrying invisible exhaustion.

At first I thought it was just adulthood.
You know, bills, responsibilities, existential dread, weak Wi-Fi.
The normal stuff.
But recently I started noticing things.

Small things.

A cashier staring blankly at a customer asking for change as if he had asked her to explain quantum physics.

A man laughing too hard at a joke that was honestly not worth that level of commitment.

My neighbor, Mr. Odhiambo, watering dead plants every morning with the optimism of a man refusing to accept reality.

That one disturbed me.

The plants were not “struggling.”
Those plants had crossed over.
Spiritually.
Emotionally.
Botanically.
Yet every morning there he was:
bucket in hand,
hope in heart,
pouring water onto what looked like seasoned firewood.
One day I asked him,
“Mbona bado unamwagilia?”
He looked at me very seriously and said,
“Hope is stubborn.”
Then he walked away like some mysterious movie character whose only purpose was to drop philosophical one-liners.

I laughed at the time.

But now I think about that sentence more than I should.

Hope is stubborn.

Maybe that is why people survive things they logically should not survive.

I started thinking about all this after visiting my friend Jonah at the hospital three weeks ago.

Jonah is thirty-two years old, dramatic beyond reason, and somehow allergic to silence.

If silence enters a room, Jonah immediately attacks it with conversation.

The doctors had admitted him because of stress-related chest pains, though according to him he was “moments away from death.”

This was exaggerated.

Jonah once convinced himself he had a rare tropical disease because WebMD said headaches could indicate “serious conditions.”

He was dehydrated.

Still, that day in the hospital he looked different.
Quieter.
We sat near the window while rain hit the glass softly.

After a while he asked me:
“Do you think people can run out of hope the same way phones run out of battery?”
I laughed.
He didn’t.
That was when I realized he was genuinely afraid.

Not of death exactly.
Of emptiness.
Of becoming one of those people who wake up every morning without expecting anything good from life anymore.

I did not know what to tell him.

So instead, like the intellectual giant I am, I said:
“You need less internet.”
He stared at me.

“You came to a hospital to bully me?”

“Yes,” I said.
“It’s part of the healing process.”
He laughed eventually.
A weak laugh.
But real.
Still, the question stayed with me afterward.

Can a person run out of hope?

And if they can...
what happens next?
Because honestly, some people already look like they have.

Take Theo, for example.

Theo works at a small electronics repair shop downtown and speaks about humanity the way disappointed parents speak about children who eat glue.

According to Theo:


●  love is chemical manipulation,

●  motivation is temporary insanity,

●  and happiness is “just the brain rewarding survival behaviors.”


He says these things while fixing broken radios with terrifying concentration.

One afternoon I asked him if he believed life had meaning.

Without looking up he said:
“Meaning is a human invention created to distract ourselves from mortality.”
Then he sneezed directly into a screwdriver tray.

Which, in my opinion, weakened the philosophical impact slightly.

But Theo fascinates me because he is intelligent.
Very intelligent.
Yet constantly exhausted.
He speaks like a man who has intellectually outsmarted himself into misery.

And the strange thing is:
I think many people secretly live like that.
Not openly hopeless.
Just internally disconnected from expectation.
Like they no longer believe tomorrow carries anything worth emotionally investing in.

I understand that feeling more than I admit.

Especially after losing my job last year.

That season changed something in me.

At first I stayed optimistic.
I wore my best clothes to interviews.
Practiced confident handshakes.
Smiled professionally.
Then the rejections started piling up.

“Unfortunately...”

That word became my enemy.

“Unfortunately, we have selected another candidate.”

“Unfortunately...”

“Unfortunately...”

“Unfortunately...”

At some point rejection stops feeling like an event and starts feeling like an identity.

I remember sitting on my bed one evening staring at the wall while eating bread so dry it felt personally offensive.

And I actually thought:
“What if life simply does not work for some people?”
That scared me.

Not because it sounded dramatic—
but because for a moment it sounded reasonable.
I think that is how hopelessness begins.

Quietly.

Not with emotional explosions.
Not with movie-style breakdowns.
Just small surrendering thoughts repeated over time until they begin sounding like truth.

Maybe that is why hopeless people stop trying.

Not because they are lazy.
Not because they are weak.
Because somewhere along the way they became convinced effort no longer matters.

That idea terrifies me.

More than failure itself.

Because I have seen people survive pain.
I have seen people survive poverty.
Illness.
Loss.
Embarrassment.
Heartbreak.
But when people lose hope?

Something deeper shuts down.

It is like watching the soul slowly sit down inside itself and whisper:
“There’s no point anymore.”
I wonder how many people around me are secretly fighting that feeling right now.

The woman smiling at the bus stop.
The tired father buying groceries.
The student pretending not to panic about the future.
The old man watering dead plants.
Maybe all of us are holding onto small invisible reasons to continue.

Tiny anchors.

Tiny helmets.

Tiny stubborn hopes.

And maybe that is why I started writing this diary.

Because lately I have begun suspecting something important:

People do not survive only because of food, money, or oxygen.

Sometimes we survive because we believe tomorrow might still contain something good.
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​Hospital Tea and Existential Crises
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Today I learned two important things.

First:
hospital tea should be classified as a human rights violation.
Second:
people become philosophers immediately after almost dying.
Jonah proved both.

I visited him again this afternoon because apparently friendship means repeatedly entering buildings that smell like disinfectant and emotional fatigue.

He was sitting upright in bed looking unusually serious, which alarmed me immediately.

Jonah serious is like seeing a goat do accounting.
Something is wrong.
When I arrived, he pointed dramatically at the plastic cup beside him.

“Taste this,” he said.

I refused.

“I care about my future.”

“It’s tea.”

“No,” I said carefully, “tea remembers being leaves. This has forgotten its entire identity.”

He laughed so hard he started coughing, which attracted a nurse who looked at me as if I personally caused his medical condition.

Her name is Miriam.

I know this because Jonah is incapable of suffering quietly and has already developed what he calls “a medically respectful emotional connection” with her.

This is simply flirting with extra vocabulary.

Miriam, however, does not seem impressed.

She has the calm energy of someone who has spent years watching people panic over things they googled at 2 a.m.

While checking Jonah’s chart she asked,
“How are you feeling today?”
Jonah sighed dramatically and stared out the window.

“I have seen the fragility of existence.”

She nodded politely.

“That’s good,” she said.

Then she left.

Jonah looked offended.

“That’s all? I reveal emotional depth and she responds like I told her the weather.”

“That’s because you say dramatic things every six minutes,” I told him.

Honestly, though, after she left, Jonah became quieter.

For a while we just listened to the sound of rain tapping against the window.

Then he said something unexpected.

“You know what scared me most?”

“The hospital tea?”

“I’m serious.”

That surprised me because Jonah usually avoids seriousness the way cats avoid water.

He stared at his hands before continuing.

“For a moment I thought... if I died today, nothing inside me was ready for it.”

I did not answer immediately.

Not because I was being deep.
Because I genuinely did not know what to say.
Death is strange that way.

People joke about it constantly until it suddenly feels possible.

Then humor quietly leaves the room.

Jonah leaned back against the pillow.

“I always thought fear of death was about pain,” he said softly.
“But I think it’s actually about unfinished things.”
That sentence stayed with me all evening.

Unfinished things.

Dreams.
Conversations.
Forgiveness.
Plans.
Love.
Faith.
Purpose.
Maybe hopelessness feels so dangerous because it convinces people there is no future worth preparing for.

And once someone stops emotionally investing in tomorrow, something inside them begins shutting down.

I have seen it happen slowly.

Especially with my uncle Peter.

Uncle Peter used to be one of those loud joyful men who laughed with his entire body.

The kind of man who slapped your shoulder so hard during conversations that surviving the interaction felt like an achievement.

When I was younger he owned a tiny repair kiosk near the market.
Business was never amazing, but he worked hard.
Then one year everything collapsed at once.

His wife left.
His business failed.
Debt swallowed him whole.
After that, he changed.

Not suddenly.
Gradually.
Like a radio losing signal.

At first he stopped joking.
Then he stopped visiting people.
Then he stopped trying new things.
The scariest part was not sadness.

It was indifference.

One evening my mother asked him,
“Peter, what happened to you?”
And he answered with a tired smile:
“Life happened faster than hope.”
I was too young then to understand that sentence.

Now I think I do.

Some people do not lose hope because they are weak.

Sometimes disappointment simply arrives too many times without interruption.

Rejection.
Failure.
Loss.
Delay.
Grief.
Loneliness.
Eventually the human mind starts protecting itself by expecting less from life.

That way future pain hurts less.

At least that is the theory.

But I wonder if hopelessness creates another kind of pain instead.

A quieter one.

The pain of emotional numbness.

The pain of no longer looking forward to anything.

I think modern life hides this better than people realize.

Everyone looks functional.

People go to work.
Post photos.
Reply “I’m good.”
Laugh at memes.
Continue breathing professionally.
Meanwhile some are internally exhausted beyond words.

Theo once told me something disturbingly accurate while repairing my headphones.

“You can tell how broken someone is by how little they expect from good news.”

I remember laughing when he said it.

Then later realizing I had done exactly that myself.

Nowadays whenever something good almost happens, part of me immediately prepares for disappointment.

As if hope itself has become risky.

Maybe that is why people become cynical.

Not because cynicism is intelligent—
but because disappointment is tiring.
Cynicism feels emotionally safer.

If you expect nothing,
nothing can crush you.
At least that is what hopelessness promises.

But I am starting to suspect hopelessness lies.

Because people without hope do not become free.

They become smaller.

Smaller dreams.
Smaller effort.
Smaller courage.
Smaller lives.
And the strange thing is:
sometimes all it takes to keep someone alive emotionally is one reason to continue.
One person believing in them.
One future possibility.
One prayer.
One goal.
One meaningful conversation.
One tiny light refusing to die.
Maybe that is why Mr. Odhiambo still waters dead plants.

Not because he is foolish.

Because human beings are not built to survive without expectation.

Tonight, while walking home, I passed a small boy trying to fly a torn kite beside the road.

The thing could barely stay in the air.

It spun violently like it was fighting spiritual warfare.

Yet the boy kept running,
laughing,
trying again and again.
At one point the kite crashed directly into a puddle.

The boy stared at it silently for a few seconds.

Then he picked it up and tried again.

I stood there watching longer than necessary.

And suddenly I realized something strange.

Hope is irrational sometimes.

Illogical.
Stubborn.
Embarrassingly persistent.
And maybe that is exactly what makes it powerful.
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