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    For everyone who has ever looked for a lost hand to hold.
For those who know that love does not stop when the heart stops.
And for the memories that wait in the silence to be found.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Love is not a secret to be kept.It is a bridge to be walked.Even when the path is built of nothing but paper and ghosts."

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: Empty Rooms and Heavy Hearts
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The silence in the house was not a normal silence. It was heavy. It felt like a thick blanket that covered everything from the wooden floors to the high ceilings. Sana stood in the middle of the living room. She held a cold cup of tea in her hands. The steam had stopped rising long ago.

It had been exactly one month since Mateo died.

The world outside the window continued to move. People in the coastal town of Lagos, Portugal, walked their dogs. They laughed at the small cafes. They watched the blue waves of the Atlantic Ocean hit the golden cliffs. But inside the house, time had stopped.

Sana looked at the chair where Mateo used to sit. He was a man of quiet strength. He had dark hair that always looked a little messy. He had eyes that seemed to see everything with kindness. To Sana, Mateo was the man who always made sure there was fresh bread on the table. He was the person who fixed the leaky faucet without being asked. He was her husband, and she loved him.

But as she looked around the room, she felt a strange, cold thought. Did she really know him?

They were married for seven years. They shared meals. They shared a bed. They talked about the weather and their plans for the weekend. Yet, as she stood in the stillness, she realized how little they talked about their inner worlds. Mateo was a private man. He never complained. He never spoke much about his childhood in Brazil. He never talked about his dreams before he met her.

Sana walked to the window. She saw a small bird sitting on the fence.

"I miss you," she whispered. The words felt small in the big room.

She put the tea cup on the table. She needed to do something. The lawyers had finished their work. The funeral was over. Her friends had stopped calling every hour. Now, she was alone with his things. She had to decide what to keep and what to give away.

She started in the hallway. There was a small closet where they kept coats and shoes. She opened the door. The smell of his cologne hit her. It was a scent of cedar wood and orange peel. It made her eyes fill with tears. She touched his favorite blue jacket. It was soft and worn out at the elbows.

"I cannot do this today," she said to herself.

She closed the closet door. She walked toward his small office at the back of the house. Mateo was a freelance translator. He worked with many languages. He was always surrounded by books. Usually, Sana did not go into this room. It was his space. It was where he went to be alone with his thoughts.

The door creaked as she pushed it open. The room was dark. She pulled the curtains back. Dust danced in the sunlight. The desk was clean. His computer was off. There were stacks of paper neatly piled on the side.

Sana sat in his chair. It was too big for her. She felt like a child sitting at a giant’s desk. She ran her hand over the smooth wood. She noticed a small drawer at the bottom of the desk. It was a drawer she had never seen him open.

She pulled the handle. It was locked.

Sana frowned. Mateo never locked anything. They did not have secrets in their home. She looked around the room for a key. She checked the top of the desk. She checked the pencil holder. Nothing. Then, she remembered something. Mateo always kept a spare key inside an old hollowed-out book on the bookshelf.

She stood up and scanned the titles. Most were dictionaries or grammar books. Then she saw it. A thick, old book with no title on the spine. She pulled it out. It was heavy. She opened the cover. Inside, the pages were cut away to create a small square hole.

There was a silver key and a small, black USB drive.

Sana took the key and went back to the drawer. Her heart was beating fast. She felt like she was doing something wrong, but her curiosity was stronger than her guilt. She put the key into the lock. It turned with a soft click.

The drawer slid open.

Inside, there was not much. There was a stack of old letters tied with a yellow ribbon. There was a small, blue notebook. And there was a photograph that Sana had never seen before.

She picked up the photograph first. It was a picture of a young Mateo. He looked to be about twenty years old. He was standing on a busy street in a city that did not look like Portugal. He was smiling, but it was a different kind of smile than the one Sana knew. In this picture, his smile was bright and wild. He looked like he was about to run toward something exciting. He was holding the hand of a woman.

The woman was not Sana.

The woman had long, dark hair and silver earrings. She was looking at Mateo with so much love that it made Sana’s chest ache. They were in front of a sign that said "Rio de Janeiro."

Sana felt a sharp pain of jealousy. But then, she felt something else. She felt a deep sense of mystery. Who was this woman? Why had Mateo never told her about his life in Rio? He always said he lived a boring life before he moved to Europe.

She set the photo down. Her hands were shaking slightly. She picked up the blue notebook. The cover was made of soft leather. On the first page, there was a date from ten years ago.

The handwriting was definitely Mateo’s. It was slanted and elegant.

"I am writing this because I am afraid," the first line read.

Sana gasped. Mateo was never afraid. He was the rock she leaned on. He was the person who stayed calm when the car broke down or when they lost their way in a foreign city.

She read the next line. "I am leaving everything behind. I am starting a new life in a place where no one knows my name. I hope I can be a better man there. I hope I can find peace."

Sana sat back in the chair. The room felt even colder now. She looked at the notebook in her lap. It felt heavy, as if it held more than just words. It held a version of her husband that she did not know.

She looked at the USB drive that was still sitting on the desk. She wondered what was on it. Were there more photos? Were there recordings?

She felt a strange mix of emotions. She was sad, of course. She was also a little bit angry. Why did he keep these things hidden? But mostly, she was curious. She realized that she was looking at a door. If she opened it, her memory of Mateo would change forever.

She could close the drawer. She could lock it and throw the key into the ocean. She could keep the memory of her quiet, simple husband exactly as it was.

But Sana knew she could not do that. She loved him too much to leave him in the dark.

She stood up and walked to the kitchen. She made a new cup of tea. This time, she put honey in it for strength. She went back to the office and sat down.

"Who were you, Mateo?" she whispered.

She opened the blue notebook to the second page.

The story was just beginning. Sana realized that even though Mateo was gone, she was about to start a new journey with him. She was going to find the man behind the silence. She was going to see the parts of him he was too scared to show.

She took a deep breath. She began to read.

The words on the page spoke of a night in Brazil. They spoke of a mistake and a sacrifice. As she read, Sana felt the walls of her house disappear. She was no longer in a quiet town in Portugal. She was being pulled into a world of heat, music, and secrets.

Outside, the sun began to set. The sky turned a soft shade of pink and orange. Sana did not notice. She was lost in the pages. She was lost in the life of a stranger who happened to be the man she loved.

She realized that falling in love is not something that only happens once. It can happen again and again, even when the person is no longer there to hold your hand.

But was she ready for what she might find? Was she ready to learn that her perfect life was built on a foundation of secrets?

She turned the page.
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Chapter 2: Blue Book on a High Shelf
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Sana held the blue notebook with both hands. It felt like she was holding a piece of Mateo’s heart. She opened the window in the office to let in the cool evening air. The smell of the ocean was strong. It reminded her of the many walks they took along the cliffs of Lagos. Back then, everything seemed so simple. Now, every memory felt like a puzzle piece that did not fit.

She turned to the second page of the notebook. The date was from many years ago, before he moved to Portugal.

July 14th. Paraty, Brazil.

The rain does not stop today, Mateo had written. The streets are like rivers of silver. I sat by the window of the cafe for three hours. I did not draw anything. My hands are too shaky. My father says that a man should work with his back, not with a pencil. He says art is a dream for people who do not have to worry about hunger. But when I look at the mountains, I do not see wood for fire. I see colors that I do not have names for yet.

Sana paused. She felt a lump in her throat. Mateo was a translator. He worked with words and grammar. He never mentioned drawing. He never mentioned wanting to be an artist. In their seven years together, he never even picked up a pencil to doodle while he was on the phone.

"Why did you stop?" she whispered to the empty room.

She read further. Mateo wrote about his mother. He described her as a woman with a voice like honey and hands that always smelled of cilantro and lime. He wrote about the small house they lived in, where the roof leaked during the summer storms. He wrote about a girl named Beatriz.

Beatriz tells me I must go, the notebook said. She says there is a world across the ocean where people value the things I see. She sold her silver earrings to help me buy my first set of real oil paints. I felt like a thief taking them. But she looked at me and said, "Mateo, if you stay here, your soul will go gray. Go and find the light."

Sana looked at the photo she found earlier. The woman with the silver earrings. That was Beatriz. She was not just a girlfriend from the past. She was the person who believed in his soul when no one else did. Sana felt a strange pang of gratitude toward this woman she had never met. But she also felt a deep sadness. Mateo had carried this story inside him for decades.

She turned the page again. The writing became more hurried.

I failed her. I failed everyone. The light in Europe is different. It is cold. I tried to paint the sun in Paris, but it looked like a dying candle. I ran out of money. I sold my brushes to pay for a bed in a room with six other men. I told Beatriz I was doing well. I lied to her in every letter. I told her my paintings were in a gallery. The guilt is a heavy stone in my chest.

Sana wiped a tear from her cheek. She could almost see the young Mateo, lonely and cold in a foreign city. She wanted to reach through time and hold him. She wanted to tell him that it was okay to fail.

Then, she saw a note written in the margin of the page. It was written in a different pen, with fresher ink. It looked like it had been added recently, perhaps only a year ago.

The portfolio is still there. On the high shelf, behind the books on ancient history. I cannot look at it. It hurts too much. But I cannot throw it away. It is the only part of me that is still honest.

Sana stood up immediately. She looked at the wall of books. The office had shelves that reached all the way to the ceiling. Mateo had hundreds of books. She looked for the section on ancient history. It was at the very top, near the corner of the room.

She went to the kitchen and brought back a small wooden step-ladder. She placed it carefully on the floor. Her legs felt a little weak as she climbed. She reached the top step and stretched her arm toward the high shelf.

Her fingers brushed against thick, dusty books. She moved a heavy volume about the Roman Empire. Behind it, in the dark corner, she felt something flat and smooth. It was a leather portfolio. It was covered in a thick layer of grey dust.

She pulled it out slowly. It was heavier than she expected. She climbed down the ladder, holding the portfolio against her chest like a shield. She sat back down at the desk and blew the dust off the cover. She coughed as a cloud of grey powder filled the air.

With trembling fingers, she opened the leather ties.

Inside were dozens of sketches. They were not paintings, but drawings made with charcoal and lead. The first few were of the sea. They were beautiful. The waves looked like they were actually moving on the paper. There were drawings of old men sitting on benches and children playing with hoops.

Then, she reached the middle of the stack. Her breath caught in her throat.

The drawings changed. They were all of her.

There was a sketch of Sana sleeping. The artist had captured the way her hair fell across her cheek. There was a sketch of her reading a book by the fireplace. There was even a sketch of her laughing at something in the kitchen, her head tilted back.

These were not just drawings. They were love letters. Mateo had been watching her. He had been seeing her with the eyes of an artist for years. He had captured the tiny details that she thought no one noticed—the way she bit her lip when she was thinking, the way her eyes crinkled when she was happy.

Underneath the sketches of Sana, there was a single sheet of paper with a map drawn on it. It was a map of a small village in the south of France. There was a red circle around a small house near a river.

Next to the circle, Mateo had written: The place where the light is right. One day, I will take her there. One day, I will be brave enough to pick up a brush again.

Sana began to sob. They had lived together for seven years. They had talked about the future. They had talked about retirement and where they might go when they were old. But he had never mentioned this house. He had never mentioned this dream.

He was waiting to be "brave enough." He was waiting for a "someday" that never came.

She realized then that Mateo did not just have secrets. He had a whole world inside him that he felt he did not deserve to share. He felt like a failure because he had stopped being an artist, and that shame had kept him silent.

Sana looked at the sketches of herself. In these drawings, she looked beautiful. She looked cherished. Through his eyes, she saw a woman who was deeply loved. Why could he not tell her? Why did he have to hide his talent in a dusty portfolio on a high shelf?

She looked back at the map of the village in France. It was called Vallon-Pont-d'Arc. She had never heard of it.

She felt a spark of something new inside her. It was not just grief anymore. It was a mission. She looked at the blue notebook, the photograph of Beatriz, and the leather portfolio.

"I am going to find out who you were, Mateo," she said firmly. "I am going to see the things you saw."

She knew what she had to do. She could stay in this house and let the silence swallow her. Or she could follow the map. She could follow the words in the notebook. She could go to the places where Mateo’s heart had lived before he met her.

She looked at the small, black USB drive still sitting on the desk. She wondered if she should open it now. Her heart was already so full of new information. Part of her was afraid of what else might be hidden in the digital world.

But she also knew she could not stop now. Every discovery made her feel closer to him. It was a strange feeling. She was losing the man she thought she knew, but she was finding the man he actually was.

She picked up the USB drive. She moved to the computer and plugged it in. The screen flickered to life. A single folder appeared on the desktop. It was labeled with a single word: Listen.

Sana clicked on the folder. Inside, there were dozens of audio files. They were dated over the last three years.

She clicked on the most recent one. It was dated only two days before the accident that took his life.

A soft sound came from the speakers. It was the sound of a chair moving. Then, a deep breath. And then, Mateo’s voice filled the room. It was so clear and so warm that Sana jumped. It felt like he was standing right behind her.

"Sana," the voice said. "If you are hearing this, it means I did not find the right moment to tell you the truth. I am a coward, my love. But I want you to know why I stayed quiet."

Sana’s heart stopped. She stared at the screen, her eyes wide.

What was the truth that was so hard to say? What was he hiding in those final days?
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