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To the quiet boys who mistake a spark for a sermon, and to the unanswered prayers that ultimately set us free.
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"A memory, like a house, is full of ghosts. But sometimes, the most beautiful ghost is the one you never touched."
— Isaac, from a letter never sent.
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PART I – THE FACE THAT STARTED A PRAYER (Ch. 1–9)
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Chapter 1: Last Bell of Primary Six
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The sound of the final bell that year did not just signal the end of a school day; it was the sharp, metallic shriek that severed my childhood in two. It was a premature goodbye to the safe, chalk-dusted cage of Primary Six, a rite of passage marked not by a celebration, but by a sudden, terrifying emptiness. The air outside was thick with the scent of red dust and the sharp, young sweat of freedom, a scent that promised both adventure and confusion. I remember standing by the mango tree, the school bag feeling heavier than it ever had, watching the other children scatter like startled pigeons, their small, uncomplicated concerns dissolving into the hazy afternoon sun. For nine years, my life had been a neat ledger: math, reading, hymn practice, and the simple rhythm of my mother's guidance. I was Isaac, the quiet boy whose ambition was the top mark and whose greatest fear was forgetting a Bible verse during Sunday school. But as I watched the dust settle on the departing bus, a strange, electric sense of foreboding settled in my stomach—the kind of feeling you get just before a great storm, or perhaps, just before an overwhelming, divine encounter.

I walked home slowly, dragging my feet over the laterite road. The world had an unsettling glow. Even the familiar sight of our neighbour’s chickens pecking at the dry earth felt symbolic—they were scavenging for crumbs of yesterday, and I was about to embark on a quest for something I didn't yet know I needed. Childhood was a river I had just stepped out of, and now, standing on the bank, I was painfully aware of the new, exposed skin of my soul. I was leaving the territory of innocence, utterly unaware that the true gate of my maturity was not the secondary school gate, but the wrought-iron entrance to a church conference, and that my first heartbreak was not an event but a person, patiently waiting in the holy silence. The weight in my chest was not the anticipation of exams, but the quiet, spiritual gravity of a love that would, for years, feel more like a calling than a crush. The innocence of Primary Six was over, and the era of the ghost was about to begin. This was the silent, profound turning point, the moment before my world of black and white faith would be washed over by the vibrant, confusing colour of a single, unforgettable smile.
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Chapter 2: Packing for the Youth Conference
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My mother’s voice, a steady, low current of faith, filled the small room as I packed. The upcoming Youth Conference was not a vacation; it was a pilgrimage. For weeks, she had been preparing me, not with snacks or new shoes, but with an arsenal of scripture and solemn warnings about the temptations that lurked beneath the guise of holiness. “Isaac, my son,” she said, her hands gently smoothing the wrinkles from my best Sunday shirt, “You are crossing a bridge. Protect your spirit. Guard your eyes from the vanities of the world. Remember why you are going.”

I meticulously laid out my clothes in the old, slightly torn suitcase, but the true preparations were on the small wooden table beside my bed. There lay my new Bible, the cover smelling of fresh leather and the pages still stiff. It was the colour of midnight, and I felt a nervous joy just touching it. This Bible was meant to be my companion, my shield, the absolute center of my focus for the week on the hill. I packed notebooks, not for frivolous notes, but for transcribing sermons—I was going to be the ideal attendee, the boy consecrated to study and prayer.

My mother knelt, her head bowed against the suitcase, and the air immediately thickened with the sacred. Her prayer for me was a powerful, rhythmic invocation—a petition for the Holy Spirit to be my protector, my unseen bodyguard against every spiritual foe, every distraction. She prayed against confusion, against poor company, against anything that would dare to steal my attention from the Word. It was a beautiful, fierce prayer, and it wrapped around me like an invisible suit of armor. In her mind, the dangers were abstract: the devil, doubt, worldliness. She could not possibly have known that the most potent distraction, the force that would derail my spiritual intentions for a decade, would be wrapped not in darkness, but in a simple white dress and an angelic, earthbound smile. I carried her prayer with me like a fragile, precious thing, unaware that it would soon be pitted against the sheer, overwhelming power of a crush I would mistake for divine revelation. The nervous joy I felt was not just for the hymns and the sermons, but for the unknown that waited on the Hilltop.
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Chapter 3: Arrival at the Hilltop Church
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The ancient, overworked bus groaned its final protest as it hauled us to the summit of the Hilltop Church. The air dramatically changed here. It was lighter, cleaner, scented with eucalyptus and the faint, sweet smoke of a distant bonfire. When I stepped off, the first thing that assaulted my senses was the red soil. It was a deep, vibrant, almost painful shade of terracotta, and it stained everything it touched—the soles of our sandals, the hem of my trousers, even the distant, shimmering heat haze. This red earth felt like the very heart of Africa, a powerful, grounding texture that instantly made the church grounds feel less like a temporary location and more like hallowed, ancestral ground.

The sound was the second, equally powerful shock. It was not a quiet, contemplative silence, but a living, breathing singing choir—hundreds of young voices rising in perfect harmony, a wall of sound that vibrated in my chest. They were rehearsing in the main open-air tabernacle, and the music poured over the compound walls, a glorious, intoxicating current. This sound confirmed my mother's faith: this was truly a place where God dwelled, not in silence, but in transcendent, youthful song.

I found my assigned bunk in a long, utilitarian dormitory, the metal springs squeaking a welcome. The activity was frantic—unpacking, hurried greetings, the rustle of new conference T-shirts. Yet, beneath the controlled chaos, there was a palpable sense of new beginnings. Everyone here had left their routine behind, coming to this elevated space to be changed, to be closer to something bigger than themselves. For me, Isaac, this was the place where my spiritual ambition was to be ignited. I saw the solemn, serious faces of the other boys, equally burdened by the weighty expectations of their faith, and felt a kinship. We were soldiers of the cross, here to renew our vows. I was ready for the divine intervention, the profound sermon, the powerful moment of spiritual conviction that would define my week. I was ready for anything, except the gentle, utterly human intervention that was about to walk into my line of sight and redefine my concept of the sacred forever.
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Chapter 4: The Girl in the White Dress
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The sighting was not dramatic. There was no thunder, no celestial choir, only the quiet, unforgiving logic of the moment. I was standing near the water tap, trying to scrape the red earth off my sandals, when the world, with agonizing slowness, seemed to tilt on its axis. And then, there she was.

She was walking across the sun-drenched courtyard, a single, radiant figure that stood in stark contrast to the dust and the rough-hewn surroundings. She wore a simple white dress, a pure, unblemished beacon against the violent red of the soil and the deep green of the surrounding foliage. The white was so intense, so absolute, it felt almost sacrilegious—like she had walked straight out of a prophetic vision. I watched the golden light of the late afternoon catch the slight curve of her jaw, the way she carried a Bible pressed to her chest, and the easy, unconscious grace in her step.

Her face, framed by dark, beautiful hair, was the most perfect convergence of features I had ever seen. The word I searched for was not beautiful; it was divine. In my young mind, accustomed to seeing beauty as a concept relegated only to the pages of the Bible, I saw her and immediately felt a profound, religious awe. It was not a lustful gaze; it was a form of silent worship. My hands stopped scraping the sandals. My breath caught, not because of fear, but because the air suddenly felt too thin to breathe.

Her name, I would later overhear, was Nelly. The name settled over the moment like a soft, unforgettable melody.

The world softened into music. The loud, joyful noise of the conference—the shouts, the choir practice, the distant kitchen clang—all faded into a muffled, distant hum. All that remained was the internal soundtrack of my own heart—a dizzying, unfamiliar rhythm that was neither the beat of fear nor the peace of the Holy Spirit. It was an arrival. This was not a girl; this was the catalyst for the next decade of my life. This was the face that had walked directly out of my subconscious and into the Hilltop light. I had come searching for God’s presence, and instead, I had found God’s most captivating sculpture. Time did not just stop; it fractured, splitting my life into a Before Nelly and an After Nelly. And I knew, with the terrifying certainty of a twelve-year-old boy, that I was irrevocably, beautifully lost.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
HEAVEN

The boy who
couldn’t forget.

—~ — - — —

Heaven in her

SMILE.

DAVIS SHYAKA MUSIKARIKE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





