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    To the people who feel like they are not enough.To the dreamers who have lost their way.To every heart that has ever been broken, and every soul that has dared to try again.This story is for you.
May you find beauty in your mess.May you find peace in your failures.And may you always remember that the light is strongest in the places where we are cracked.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A perfect bowl holds water.
But a cracked bowl is the only thing that can hold the light."
— Ancient Proverb

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: Morning In The Ruins
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The sun rose over the city like a slow, golden secret. It was the kind of light that made everything look better than it really was. It touched the cracked paint on the walls of the small kitchen. It made the dust dancing in the air look like tiny pieces of gold. Mateo stood by the stove and watched the blue flame. He was thirty years old, but some mornings he felt much older. He felt as if he carried a heavy bag of stones that no one else could see.

He was trying to make toast. It was a simple task. Anyone could make toast. But Mateo had a way of making simple things difficult. He was thinking about the letter he had received the day before. The letter said he was no longer needed at the office. It was a polite letter. It used kind words to say that he was a failure.

Suddenly, the smell of smoke filled the small room. Mateo jumped and pulled the bread out of the toaster. It was black and hard. It looked like a piece of coal. He looked at the burnt bread and felt a familiar tightness in his chest. This was how his life felt lately. He tried to do something right, and it turned into smoke.

Mateo sat down at the small wooden table. He did not throw the bread away. He did not have enough money to waste food. He put a little bit of butter on the black surface. The butter did not melt. It just sat there, looking sad.

He closed his eyes. This was the moment he started his ritual. Every morning, Mateo talked to the universe. He did not know if anyone was listening. He did not know if his words went anywhere. But he needed to say them.

"I burned the bread again," Mateo whispered. His voice was soft and a little shaky. "I lost my job yesterday. I forgot to call my sister on her birthday. I am not the man I wanted to be. I am messy. I am lost. I am a collection of mistakes."

He paused. He waited for a feeling of shame to wash over him, but instead, he felt a strange sense of relief. He was telling the truth. There was no reason to hide from the empty kitchen.

"But I am still here," he continued. "I am breathing. I am trying. Even if I fail at everything today, I will try to be kind. Amen."

The word felt heavy and sweet in his mouth. To Mateo, "Amen" did not mean that things were fixed. It did not mean he was happy. It meant he accepted the mess. It was his way of saying that the day could begin, even if the start was ruined.

He took a bite of the burnt toast. It tasted bitter. It crunched loudly in the quiet room. But as he chewed, he looked out the window. A small bird was sitting on the fire escape. It was a brown bird with a bright yellow patch on its wing. It was not singing a grand song. It was just chirping, a simple and steady sound. The bird did not care that Mateo was unemployed. The bird did not care about the burnt toast. It was just happy to be in the sun.

Mateo finished his breakfast. He washed his plate carefully. He used plenty of soap and wiped the table until it shone. He liked the feeling of clean water on his hands. It felt like a small bit of mercy.

He went to his bedroom and looked at his clothes. He did not have many nice things. He chose a blue shirt that was missing a button at the very bottom. He tucked it into his trousers so no one would see. He brushed his hair and looked in the mirror. His dark eyes looked tired. There were small lines at the corners of his mouth. He looked like a man who had traveled a long way without moving very far.

He needed to find a new job. That was the logical thing to do. He had a few coins in a jar on the shelf. It was not enough for rent. It was barely enough for milk and more bread. But as he stood there, he felt a pull in his heart. He did not want to go to another gray office. He did not want to sit in a room with bright lights and talk about numbers.

He grabbed his jacket and walked out the door. The hallway of the apartment building smelled like old wood and someone’s spicy cooking. He walked down the three flights of stairs. His knees made a little clicking sound.

When he stepped outside, the city hit him with its noise. Cars were honking. People were rushing to the train. A man was selling newspapers on the corner, shouting about the news of the world. Mateo felt small in the middle of it all. He felt like a single leaf in a very large forest.

He began to walk. He did not have a destination. He just wanted to see the world. He walked past the bakery where the smell of fresh sugar made his stomach growl. He walked past the flower shop where bright red roses stood in buckets of cold water.

He saw an old woman sitting on a bench. She was wearing a thick coat, even though the sun was warm. She was trying to open a small bag of peppermint candies. Her fingers were thin and curved. She was struggling. Her hands were shaking just a little bit.

Mateo stopped. Usually, he was too shy to speak to strangers. He was afraid of saying the wrong thing. But today, he felt different. He felt as if he had already lost everything, so there was nothing left to fear.

"Would you like some help with that?" Mateo asked. He stood a few feet away so he would not scare her.

The woman looked up. Her face was a map of wrinkles. Her eyes were a very light blue, almost like the sky before a storm. She smiled, and Mateo saw that she was missing a tooth.

"My hands do not work like they used to," she said. Her voice was like dry leaves rubbing together. "They have grown stubborn in my old age."

Mateo took the bag from her. He tore the plastic easily. The smell of peppermint was sharp and clean. He handed the bag back to her.

"Thank you, young man," she said. She took a candy and popped it into her mouth. "You have kind eyes. Are you going somewhere important?"

Mateo looked down at his shoes. They were a bit dusty. "I am not sure," he admitted. "I lost my job yesterday. I am just walking."

The woman nodded slowly. She patted the spot on the bench next to her. "Sit for a minute. The walking will still be there when you are done sitting."

Mateo sat. He felt the warmth of the wood beneath him. For a few minutes, they did not say anything. They just watched the people go by. It was nice to be with someone and not have to explain himself.

"I lost my husband twenty years ago," the woman said suddenly. "I thought the world would end. I thought I would never have a reason to buy peppermint candies again. But the sun kept coming up. I learned that life is just a series of small things. A good candy. A warm bench. A kind stranger."

Mateo felt a lump in his throat. He thought about his prayers. He thought about how he always focused on his failures. He never focused on the warm bench.

"Does it ever get easier?" Mateo asked. "The feeling of being lost?"

The woman turned to look at him. She reached out and touched his hand. Her skin was as thin as paper. "You are not lost, Mateo," she said.

Mateo froze. He had not told her his name. He looked at her, his heart beating a little faster. "How do you know my name?"

The woman chuckled. She pointed to his jacket. Mateo looked down. He was wearing his old work jacket from the community center. His name was stitched in small white letters on the pocket. He had forgotten it was there.

He laughed. It was a short, surprised sound. It felt good to laugh at himself.

"I am not a ghost or a magic woman," she said, still smiling. "I am just Maria. And I know that when one door closes, we usually stand in front of it for a long time, staring at the wood. We forget to look at the hallway behind us."

Mateo looked at the street. He saw the way the light hit the windows of the shops. He saw a child running after a dog. He saw the beauty in the movement.

"I should go," Mateo said. He stood up. "I need to find a way to pay my rent."

"Wait," Maria said. She reached into her large bag and pulled out a small, silver object. She placed it in his hand. It was a key. It was old and heavy. "There is a small shop three blocks from here. It is a bookshop, but it is very messy. The owner is my brother. He is tired. He needs someone who understands what it is like to be a little bit broken. Go there. Tell him Maria sent you."

Mateo looked at the key. It felt cold and solid. He looked back at Maria, but she was already looking away, watching a bird on the sidewalk.

"Why me?" Mateo asked.

Maria did not look back. "Because you said 'Amen' to a piece of burnt toast this morning. The world needs people who can find peace in a mess."

Mateo felt a chill run down his spine. He had not said the word out loud when he was eating. Or had he? He could not remember. He felt a strange tingle of mystery. He felt a spark of something he had not felt in a long time. It was hope. It was a very small spark, like a match in a dark cave, but it was there.

He thanked her and began to walk. He walked three blocks. He found the shop. It was squeezed between a tall building and a coffee shop. The sign above the door was faded. It said: Words and Wonders.

The windows were covered in dust. Inside, he could see piles and piles of books. They were stacked on the floor. They were leaning against the walls. It looked like a disaster. It looked like a ruin.

Mateo looked at the key in his hand. He looked at the door. He wondered if this was another mistake. He wondered if he was about to fail at something new.

He reached for the door handle. His hand shook. He thought about the black toast. He thought about his sister. He thought about the long walk he had taken.

He took a deep breath. He closed his eyes for a second.

"I am scared," he whispered. "I do not know what I am doing. I am probably going to mess this up. Amen."

He turned the handle and stepped inside. A bell chimed above his head. The air inside smelled like old paper, vanilla, and damp earth. It was a heavy smell, but it felt safe.

From the back of the room, a voice called out. "Is that you, Maria? Did you finally bring me my tea?"

Mateo stepped over a pile of books about stars. "No," he said. "Maria sent me. My name is Mateo."

A man appeared from behind a tall stack of encyclopedias. He was short and had a very large white beard. He looked like a cloud with a face. He looked at Mateo. He looked at the blue shirt with the missing button. He looked at the silver key in Mateo's hand.

The man sighed. It was a long, tired sound. "You look like you have had a very long morning, Mateo."

"I have," Mateo said.

"Good," the man said. "I do not trust people who have easy mornings. They do not know how to handle a book that is falling apart. Come here. Help me with these boxes."

Mateo walked deeper into the shop. He felt the weight of the stones in his bag get a little lighter. He did not know if this would lead to a job. He did not know if he could pay his rent. But he was no longer standing in front of the closed door. He was in the hallway.

As he lifted the first box, he felt something small and hard in his pocket. He reached in and pulled out a small peppermint candy. He did not remember Maria putting it there.

He unwrapped the candy and put it in his mouth. It was sweet and sharp. It felt like a tiny miracle.

Mateo looked at the man with the white beard. "Where do we start?"

The man pointed to the mountain of books. "We start at the beginning. Or the end. It does not matter. In this shop, every ending is just a reason to turn the page."

Mateo smiled. He felt a warmth in his chest that had nothing to do with the sun. He felt as if he was exactly where he was supposed to be. But then, he saw something at the very back of the shop. It was a door painted bright red. It was locked with three heavy chains.

The man saw him looking. His smile faded just a little bit.

"Do not look at that door, Mateo," the man said. His voice was no longer warm. It was sharp. "Some ruins are meant to stay buried."

Mateo felt a shiver. He looked at the red door. He looked at the chains. He wondered what kind of secrets a bookshop could hold. He wondered why Maria had really sent him here.

Was this a place of peace, or was it something else?
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Chapter 2: Falling Upward
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The man with the white beard was named Silas. He did not ask for Mateo’s last name. He did not ask for a resume. He simply handed Mateo a yellow cloth and a bucket of warm water mixed with lemon oil.

"The books are breathing," Silas said, patting a stack of thick volumes. "But they are breathing dust. If you want to stay, you must help them breathe air again. Start with the poetry section. It is the most neglected part of the shop. People these days prefer facts over feelings. It is a great tragedy."

Mateo took the cloth. He felt a bit overwhelmed. The poetry section was a mountain of leather, paper, and faded ink. Some books were so old their spines were cracked like dry earth. He knelt on the floor and began to wipe the covers.

As he worked, he found himself looking at the titles. Songs of the Moon. Heart Whispers. The Way the Wind Moves. The words were soft and inviting. He opened a small, green book. On the first page, someone had written a note in blue ink: To Elena, so you never forget the sound of the sea.

Mateo felt a pang of sadness. Who was Elena? Where was she now? Was she still listening to the sea? He realized that every book in this shop was a piece of someone’s life. They were not just objects. They were memories that had been left behind.

"I am sorry, Elena," Mateo whispered. "I am sorry your book is in a dusty corner. I am sorry I do not know your story."

He realized he was doing it again. He was apologizing for things he could not control. He was collecting the sadness of the world and keeping it in his own pockets.

He stood up to reach a higher shelf, but his foot caught on a loose floorboard. He stumbled, his arms waving wildly. He tried to grab the shelf for balance, but instead, he knocked over a tall stack of books.

The sound was like a clap of thunder. Books flew everywhere. Some landed in his bucket of water. The lemon oil splashed across the floor. Mateo fell hard on his hands and knees.

Silence followed the crash. Mateo stared at the wet books. His heart felt like it was shrinking. The water was soaking into the pages of a book from the eighteen hundreds. He could see the ink starting to blur.

"Oh no," he breathed. "No, no, no."

He scrambled to pick them up, but his hands were shaking. He felt the familiar heat of shame rising in his neck. He had been here for less than an hour, and he had already destroyed something beautiful. He was a disaster. He was exactly what the letter from his old job had said he was.

Silas walked over. His heavy boots made a slow thump-thump sound on the wood. Mateo did not look up. He kept trying to dry
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