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    To the ones who find the world too loud,and the ones who can no longer hear the music.
You are not broken.You are just tuning.

      

    

A NOVEL

Davis Shyaka Musirikare

––––––––
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ACT I — THE SOUND SHE CAN TOLERATE
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CHAPTER 1: Lana’s Enemy: Sound
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The world was not just loud. To Lana Ishimwe, the world was a weapon.

It was 1:00 PM on a Tuesday. The university cafeteria was packed. To anyone else, it was just a lunch rush. Students were laughing, trays were clattering, and chairs were scraping against the tile floor.

But to Lana, it sounded like a war zone.

She sat in the corner, the farthest table from the entrance. Her shoulders were pulled up tight, almost touching her ears. She stared at her plate of rice, but she wasn’t eating. She was counting.

One. Two. Three.

CLANG.

Someone dropped a metal fork three tables away.

Lana flinched. The sound hit her like a physical slap to the face. A sharp spike of adrenaline shot through her chest. Her heart started to hammer against her ribs. Thump, thump, thump.

"Calm down," she whispered to herself. Her voice was barely a breath. "It’s just a fork. It’s just noise."

But her brain didn’t care. That was the curse of misophonia. It took ordinary, harmless sounds and turned them into panic. It turned them into rage.

She gripped the edge of the table. Her knuckles turned white.

To her left, a group of engineering students sat down. One of them, a tall boy with glasses, opened a bag of chips.

Crinkle. Snap. Crunch.

Lana closed her eyes. The sound of the plastic bag crinkling was like sandpaper rubbing directly on her brain. Then came the chewing.

Crunch. Smack. Swallow.

Lana felt a flash of hot anger. It wasn’t rational. She knew the boy wasn’t doing anything wrong. He was just eating lunch. But the wet, clicking sound of his chewing made her want to scream. It made her want to flip the table over and run.

She reached into her bag with shaking hands. She pulled out her large, noise-canceling headphones. They were her shield. They were the only reason she could survive outside her apartment.

She put them on.

Click.

The chaos dampened. The screams of the cafeteria became a dull, distant hum. She didn’t play music—music was often too unpredictable, too messy. Instead, she played white noise. A steady, flat, static sound.

Hiss...

Her shoulders dropped an inch. She could breathe again.

Lana Ishimwe was twenty-two years old, brilliant at coding, and top of her class in Software Engineering. She could understand complex algorithms. She could fix broken lines of code. But she couldn’t fix this. She couldn’t debug her own brain.

She opened her laptop, trying to focus on her assignment. The screen was safe. Code was silent.

A shadow fell over her table.

Lana looked up. A girl from her Project Management class was standing there. She was saying something. Lana couldn’t hear her through the white noise.

Lana hesitated. If she took the headphones off, the pain would come back. But if she didn’t, she would look rude. Everyone already thought she was cold. The Ice Queen, they called her. The girl who thinks she is better than us.

They didn't know she was just trying to survive.

Slowly, Lana slid the headphones down to her neck.

"—borrow your notes from the lecture?" the girl asked. She was chewing gum.

Smack. Pop.

Lana stared at the girl’s jaw moving. Up and down. Up and down. The wet sound of the gum echoed in Lana’s ears, louder than the girl’s voice.

Smack.

"Lana?" the girl asked, looking confused.

Lana felt the panic rising again. Her skin felt hot. The air in the cafeteria felt too thick. She couldn’t speak. If she opened her mouth, she might scream at this girl to stop chewing.

"I..." Lana choked out. "I have to go."

"What? But I just need—"

Pop. The girl blew a bubble with the gum.

That was it. The final trigger.

Lana grabbed her bag. She didn’t pack her laptop properly; she just shoved it under her arm. She stood up so fast her chair screeched against the floor—a terrible, high-pitched wail.

Lana winced at her own noise, tears pricking her eyes.

"Sorry," Lana whispered, though she wasn't sure if she said it out loud.

She turned and ran. She dodged a student carrying hot coffee. She pushed through the heavy glass doors and burst out into the sunlight.

The campus courtyard was better, but not safe. Cars honked on the nearby road. A construction crew was drilling into the pavement in the distance.

Drill. Drill. Drill.

Lana didn’t stop moving until she reached the old library building on the edge of campus. She ducked into the alleyway behind it. It was a narrow, shadowed space where the air conditioning vents hummed.

The hum was constant. Rhythmic. Tolerable.

Lana leaned her back against the brick wall and slid down until she was sitting on the ground. She pulled her knees to her chest. She jammed her headphones back over her ears and turned the volume up.

Static.

Just static. No chewing. No laughing. No forks dropping.

She closed her eyes, letting a single tear slip down her cheek. She was twenty-two, and she was afraid of the world. She was trapped inside a glass box of silence, and every time she tried to step out, the world tried to shatter her.

I can’t do this, she thought. I can’t be normal.

She sat there for ten minutes, waiting for her heart to slow down. Waiting for the rage to fade into the familiar, heavy sadness.

She didn't know that around the corner, on the street she usually avoided, someone was tuning a guitar. She didn't know that the frequency was about to change.
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CHAPTER 2: The Street Corner
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Lana stayed in the alley until the sun began to dip low. The sky turned a bruised purple color, signaling the end of the rush hour.

She checked her watch. 5:30 PM.

Most of the students had gone home. The construction crew would be packing up their drills. It was the safest time to move.

She stood up, brushing the dust off her jeans. She adjusted her headphones, making sure they covered her ears completely, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. Her destination was her apartment, six blocks away.

Usually, Lana walked fast. She walked like she was being chased, eyes down, focusing only on the pavement cracks. If she looked up, she might see someone laughing, and her brain would automatically imagine the sound, triggering a phantom ache in her temples.

She walked past the bakery. Safe.
She walked past the bus stop. Risky. A bus hissed as it kneeled to let passengers off. Lana winced, pressing her hands over her headphones. The vibration traveled through the soles of her shoes, shaking her bones.
Just four more blocks, she told herself.

She turned the corner onto Fourth Street. This was a busy spot. Usually, street vendors sold roasted corn here, and people shouted across the road. Lana tightened her grip on her bag, bracing herself for the sensory assault.

But then, something strange happened.

A sound cut through her white noise.

It wasn't a sharp sound. It wasn’t a scratching, popping, or banging sound.

It was... clean.

Lana stopped walking. Her brain, usually a guard dog ready to attack any incoming noise, didn't growl. It stayed quiet.

She frowned. She reached up and hesitated. Her instinct screamed at her: Don't do it. Don't take the headphones off.

But the sound was pulling at her. It was a melody, drifting through the heavy city air like a ribbon of smoke. It was an electric guitar, but it wasn't loud or aggressive. It was gentle. Fluid.

Slowly, carefully, Lana slid one side of her headphones back.

The world rushed in—the distant traffic, the wind—but floating above it all was the music.

She looked across the street.

There was a boy.

He was sitting on a battered black equipment case near the subway entrance. He looked to be about her age, maybe a year or two older. He wore a loose flannel shirt unbuttoned over a white tee, and his jeans had rips at the knees that looked accidental, not fashionable.

He was holding a sunburst electric guitar.

He wasn't playing for money. There was no hat on the ground, no open guitar case for coins. He was just playing.

His eyes were closed. His head bobbed slightly to a rhythm only he could feel. His fingers danced over the fretboard, but they didn't just hit the notes—they slid into them.

Lana took a step closer. Then another. She forgot that she was on a public street. She forgot to be afraid.

Usually, music felt cluttered to her. Drums clashed with bass; vocals fought with keys. It was too much information for her sensitive brain to process. It felt like violence.

But this boy wasn't playing a song. He was playing a feeling.

It sounded like rain falling on a tin roof. It sounded like the color blue.

Lana stood ten feet away from him, frozen. A car honked loudly behind her.

HONK!

Normally, Lana would have jumped out of her skin. She would have felt the spike of rage. But this time, the guitar notes seemed to wrap around the honk, softening its edges, absorbing the sharpness.

The boy played a high, sustaining note that shimmered in the air.

Lana took a deep breath. For the first time all day—maybe the first time all month—her chest didn't feel tight. The knot in her stomach uncoiled.

It was a physical sensation. The relief washed over her like cool water on a burn.

Why doesn't this hurt? she wondered. Why is this the only sound that doesn't hurt?

She stared at his hands. They were calloused and quick. He had a leather bracelet on his right wrist that tapped against the body of the guitar, adding a tiny, rhythmic thud-thud that should have annoyed her. But it didn't. It felt like a heartbeat.

She stood there for a long time. The sun fully set, casting long shadows across the street. The streetlights flickered on, bathing the boy in an artificial orange glow.

Lana realized she was standing in
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