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    Dedication
To the ones I loved
when I did not yet understand love.
To the girl who chose truth over desire
and saved my life by breaking my heart.
To the women who held me
while I was still learning how to stay.
To the loves that arrived softly,
left suddenly,
or remained only in memory.
To the songs I sang in silence,
the letters I never sent,
the paintings no one saw.
To every heart that met mine
in sincerity, confusion, passion, or loss —
this book carries your shadow gently.
And to the reader:
If you have ever loved deeply
and survived it,
this story is for you.
— Muganga Ibra

      

    



  	
        
            
            I gave my heart without counting the cost.It returned to me in pieces—and somehow, I survived.
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To the ones I loved

when I did not yet understand love.

To the girl who chose truth over desire

and saved my life by breaking my heart.

To the women who held me

while I was still learning how to stay.

To the loves that arrived softly,

left suddenly,

or remained only in memory.

To the songs I sang in silence,

the letters I never sent,

the paintings no one saw.

To every heart that met mine

in sincerity, confusion, passion, or loss —

this book carries your shadow gently.

And to the reader:

If you have ever loved deeply

and survived it,

this story is for you.

— Muganga Ibra
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The First Glance 

The first day of school felt ordinary—until I saw her.

Ai.

She was leaning against the fountain in the courtyard, sunlight threading through her hair in soft, careless waves. When her brown eyes met mine—only for a second—it felt as though time misstepped, as if the world had inhaled and forgotten to breathe.

Then she laughed. Light. Unforced. A sound so gentle it seemed almost private. My chest answered before my mind could.

“Hi,” she said.

Her voice was warm, musical, carrying the faintest tremor, as if courage had been summoned for that single word. My mouth went dry. I nodded—uselessly—and she smiled.

It was not a loud smile.

It was the kind that invites you in and dares you to stay.

Days passed, quietly rearranging themselves around her. We studied together—sometimes by chance, sometimes by choice we pretended not to recognize. The library became our refuge, a hushed world where everything unnecessary fell away. I noticed everything: the slight tilt of her head when she read, the way her fingers brushed mine when we reached for the same notebook, the soft laugh she released when I said something awkward and meant none of it.

Every gesture pulled me closer.

Every glance made retreat feel impossible.

And then it happened.

A quiet afternoon. An empty study room. Warm air lingering between us like something alive. The world outside faded until there was only her, only us, only the space that had grown unbearably small.

I leaned toward her.

Not hurried.

Not reckless.

Just certain.

Her eyes widened. A shadow crossed her face, swift but unmistakable.

“I... need to tell you something,” she whispered.

I stopped instantly. My heart raced, pulse thudding in my ears.

“What is it?” I asked.

She swallowed, biting her lip. I saw the struggle in her eyes—the desire to stay, the fear of losing me, the unbearable weight of choosing honesty over comfort. She shifted closer instead of away, placing her hands over mine. They were warm. They trembled.

“I have HIV,” she said.

Softly. Quickly. As if saying it fast might dull the pain.

The words struck like cold water. I stepped back—not from her, but from the reality pressing in. My mind scrambled for denial, for logic, for escape. But everything I knew about life, about fragility, about truth, told me she was not lying.

“I... I don’t understand,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

Her gaze dropped. Shame and love wrestled across her face.

“I didn’t want to scare you,” she said. “I almost didn’t say anything. I almost let us cross that line.” Her voice faltered. “But I couldn’t. I love you. And I couldn’t risk hurting you. I couldn’t live with that.”

Her grip tightened. I felt the fear in her body—the terror that honesty might cost her everything.

I stood frozen, torn between desire, disbelief, fear, and awe. Every
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