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    To those whose sentences were cut short.And to those of us who stay behind, leaning in to hear the echo.


    



  	
        
            
            "We are the space between the notes, and the song is eternal."


    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: Life in a Coffee Cup
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The sun was warm on the back of my neck. It was the kind of Tuesday afternoon that felt like it would go on forever. In this part of the city, the streets are narrow and paved with old stones. People walk slowly. There is no reason to rush when the air smells like roasted coffee and fresh bread.

I sat at my usual table outside the Small Bird Café. I had my notebook open, but I was not writing. I was watching the people. That is what I do. I am a collector of moments. I watch how a mother tucks her daughter’s hair behind her ear. I watch how an old man counts his coins. I watch how the world moves when it thinks no one is looking.

"You are staring again, Nia," a voice said.

I looked up and smiled. Kofi was pulling out the chair across from me. Kofi had been my friend for ten years. We met in a university library when we both reached for the same book about stars. He was a man who loved logic. He loved maps. He loved knowing exactly where he was going.

"I am not staring," I said. "I am observing. There is a difference."

Kofi laughed. It was a deep, honest sound that made the people at the next table look over and smile. He sat down and placed his phone on the table. He was wearing a bright blue shirt that made his dark skin look polished. He looked healthy. He looked like a man who had a thousand Tuesdays ahead of him.

"Observation is just staring with a notebook," Kofi joked. He signaled to the waiter for his usual espresso. "Anyway, I have news. I finally booked the trip. We are going to the mountains in July. I have the whole itinerary printed out. I even checked the weather patterns for the last five years."

"July is six months away, Kofi," I said, leaning back in my chair. "A lot can happen in six months."

Kofi shook his head. He leaned forward, his eyes bright with excitement. He was a man who lived for the future. He spent his days planning for a life that was always just around the corner.

"Life is simple, Nia," he said. "People make it complicated because they are messy. But if you plan carefully, if you look at the map and follow the lines, you can avoid the storms. You just have to be smart."

The waiter arrived and placed the small white cup in front of Kofi. Steam rose in a thin, dancing line. Kofi picked up the tiny spoon and stirred. The metal clicked against the ceramic. Clink. Clink. Clink.

"You think you can plan for everything?" I asked.

"I know I can," Kofi replied. He took a sip of the coffee and closed his eyes for a second, enjoying the heat. "Tomorrow, I am going to buy the hiking boots. On Thursday, I will call the guide. By the end of the week, the entire future will be organized. No surprises."

I watched him. He looked so certain. He looked like a man who had reached an agreement with the universe. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe that life was a series of neat boxes that we could fill with our dreams.

"What about today?" I asked.

"Today is just the bridge to tomorrow," Kofi said. He smiled at me, and for a moment, the world felt very safe. "Do not worry so much, Nia. The map is clear."

Those were his last words.

Kofi reached for his coffee cup again. His hand stopped halfway. His fingers did not close around the handle. Instead, they trembled. His face changed. The brightness in his eyes did not dim; it simply vanished, as if someone had flipped a switch in a room.

He did not scream. He did not say my name. He simply leaned forward, his forehead touching the edge of the table.

"Kofi?" I said. My voice was small.

He did not answer.

The espresso cup tipped over. The dark liquid spilled across the white tablecloth. It moved slowly, soaking into the fabric, reaching toward the edge. It looked like a map of a country that did not exist.

"Kofi, stop joking," I said. I felt a cold shiver run down my spine, even though the sun was still hot.

I reached across the table and touched his shoulder. He felt heavy. He felt like a person who was no longer there. When I pulled him back, his eyes were open, but they were looking at something I could not see.

"Help!" I shouted. "Please, someone help!"

The café exploded into motion. The waiter ran over. A woman at the next table stood up so quickly her chair fell backward. People crowded around. Someone was shouting into a phone. Someone was pushing on Kofi’s chest.

I stood there, frozen. I looked at the table.

The espresso was still dripping onto the stones of the street. Kofi’s phone lay there, the screen glowing. A notification popped up. It was a reminder for a meeting he had tomorrow morning at nine o'clock.

The mountain trip was still six months away. The hiking boots were still in the store. The itinerary was still in his bag.

The paramedics arrived with their bright lights and their heavy bags. They worked with fast, practiced hands. They spoke in short, sharp sentences. They tried to bring him back from wherever he had gone. But I already knew.

I could feel the silence. It was not the silence of a quiet afternoon. It was the silence of a conversation that had been cut in half.

An hour later, the café was empty. The manager had closed the doors. The police had asked their questions and left. I was the only one still sitting on the sidewalk.

I looked at the chair where Kofi had been sitting. It looked the same as it had ten minutes before he fell. The sun was still shining. A bird landed on the table and pecked at a crumb. The world did not stop. It did not pause to acknowledge that a man who had planned for everything was gone.

I picked up my notebook. I looked at the blank page.

Kofi had told me that life was a map. He thought that if he followed the lines, he would be safe. But he was wrong. Life is not a map. Life is the ink that spills. It is the breath we are taking right now.

I realized then that we spend so much time preparing for the big things. We prepare for weddings. We prepare for careers. We prepare for retirement. But we do not prepare for the middle of a sentence. We do not prepare for the moment when the cup tips over.

I thought about all the things we had not said. I had not told him that I appreciated his friendship. I had not told him that his laugh made my bad days better. I thought those words could wait until July. I thought we had six months of mountains to talk about the things that mattered.

But the mountain was gone. All that remained was the spilled coffee and the empty chair.

I walked home through the city. I saw people everywhere. They were talking on their phones. They were arguing about dinner. They were making plans for the weekend. I wanted to stop them. I wanted to take them by the shoulders and tell them to look at each other.

I wanted to tell them: Finish your sentences. Hug your friends. Do not wait for July.

When I got to my small apartment, I sat at my desk. I looked at the telephone. I wanted to call my mother. I wanted to call anyone. But my throat felt tight.

I opened my notebook and wrote the first line of what would become this book.

Some sentences never reach the end.

I thought about Kofi’s face when he said life was simple. He was right, in a way. Life is simple until it is not. It is fragile. It is a gift that we hold in our hands without realizing how easily it can shatter.

I looked out the window at the stars Kofi loved so much. They were millions of miles away. Some of them had already died, but their light was still reaching me. They were still talking to the earth, even though they were gone.

I decided that night that I would collect these stories. I would find the people who had been left behind in the middle of a conversation. I would listen to the words that were never spoken.

I would learn what it means to live in a world without guarantees.
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