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    To anyone who has ever looked at a brown stain on the ceiling and felt like they were falling behind.
To those with mismatched socks, broken hearts, and heavy thoughts.
To the people who feel like everyone else was given a map for life, while they were left standing in the dark.
This story is for you. You are doing better than you think.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I spent the whole day pretending to be happy, and now my face hurts."— From the Notebook of a Stranger


    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter 1: The Ceiling Above My Bed
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The first thing I saw every morning was a brown water stain on my ceiling. It was shaped a little bit like a cloud, or maybe a very sad potato. It had been there for six months. Every morning, I looked at it and thought, Maya, a successful person would have fixed that by now.

A successful person would have called a plumber. They would have painted over the spot with fresh, white paint. They probably would have a ceiling that did not leak at all. But I was not that person. I was the person who looked at the potato-shaped stain and sighed. I was the person who pulled the blanket over my head and tried to sleep for five more minutes.

My name is Maya. I am thirty years old, but most days I feel like I am still waiting for my life to start. I live in a small apartment in a city that is always moving too fast. Outside my window, people are always running. They wear suits that fit them perfectly. They hold expensive coffee cups like they are holding the keys to the kingdom. They look like they know exactly where they are going.

I, on the other hand, spent ten minutes this morning looking for two socks that matched. I failed. I was currently wearing one dark blue sock and one black sock. I hoped that if I walked fast enough, no one would notice.

I sat at my small kitchen table. My kitchen was so small that if I stretched out my arms, I could touch the refrigerator and the stove at the same time. On the counter sat my toaster. It was a cheap, silver toaster that I had bought at a garage sale. It had one job: to toast bread. But lately, it had decided to stop doing that job. Instead, it either gave me bread that was still cold or bread that was as black as charcoal. There was no middle ground.

As I waited for my bread to burn, I did the worst thing a person like me can do. I picked up my phone.

The screen glowed, showing me the lives of people I knew. I scrolled through a social media app. There was Sofia. Sofia was a girl I went to university with. In her photo, she was standing on a white beach. The water behind her was a bright, clear blue. She was wearing a beautiful dress and smiling. The caption said: So blessed to find peace in this beautiful place. Life is a gift.

I looked at my burnt toast. I looked at the potato stain on my ceiling.

"Life is a gift," I whispered to the empty room. "But I think mine came with the wrong instructions."

Then there was Kenji. Kenji was a man I used to work with. He had just posted a picture of a new car. It was sleek and shiny. He was holding a trophy. He had been promoted again. He looked so confident. He looked like he never lost his socks. He looked like his toaster worked perfectly every single time.

I felt a familiar heavy feeling in my chest. It was not quite sadness. It was more like a quiet weight. It was the feeling of being left behind. It seemed like everyone I knew was crossing a finish line, while I was still trying to tie my shoelaces.

I finished my breakfast—mostly scraping the black parts off the bread into the sink. I got dressed for work. I worked as an assistant at a large office that sold insurance. It was not a dream job. It was a "pay the rent" job. I spent my days typing numbers into a computer and making sure the coffee machine did not explode.

As I walked to the train station, I watched the people around me. I saw a woman in a very sharp red coat. She was talking on her phone, laughing. She looked so happy. I wondered what it felt like to wake up and feel like the world was waiting for you. I wondered if she ever felt like she was pretending to be an adult.

The train was crowded. I was pressed against a man in a very expensive suit. He smelled like expensive soap and success. He was reading a newspaper about the economy. I felt very small. I tried to make myself take up less space. I looked down at my feet. My dark blue sock was peeking out from the top of my shoe. I quickly pulled my pant leg down.

When I arrived at the office, the air felt cold. My desk was in a corner, far away from the windows. On my desk sat a small plant. It was a cactus. I had bought it because people said cactuses were impossible to kill. Mine was currently turning a very sickly shade of yellow.

"Morning, Maya," a voice said.

I looked up. It was Clara. Clara was the office manager. She was always perfectly put together. Her hair was never messy. Her desk was always clean. She carried a leather planner that was filled with colorful notes and stickers.

"Good morning, Clara," I said, trying to sound cheerful.

"Did you see the news about the holiday party?" Clara asked. Her eyes were bright. "We are all going to that new restaurant on the roof. The one with the view of the whole city. It is very fancy. You should bring someone!"

I smiled, but inside, I felt a pinch of panic. A fancy restaurant. A view. Bringing someone. These were all things that required a life I did not have.

"I will see," I said.

"It will be fun!" Clara insisted. "Everyone is doing so well this year. We have so much to celebrate."

She walked away, her heels clicking perfectly on the floor. I sat down and turned on my computer. Everyone is doing so well. The words looped in my mind like a song I could not stop hearing.

Was I the only one who felt like I was drowning in shallow water? Was I the only one who felt like a child wearing her mother's clothes?

I looked at the yellow cactus. I touched one of its needles. It didn't even hurt. Even my cactus had given up on being sharp.

I spent the next few hours typing. I answered emails. I filed papers. I tried not to think about Sofia on her beach or Kenji in his new car. But the internet is a loud place. Every time I took a break, my phone whispered to me. It showed me pictures of engagements. It showed me pictures of babies in clean white rooms. It showed me people who had just finished running marathons.

By noon, I felt exhausted. I had not done anything physical, but my mind felt like it had run a race. I went to the break room to get some water.

In the break room, I saw Mateo. Mateo was a quiet man who worked in the accounting department. He was usually very serious. Today, he was standing by the window, looking out at the street below.

"The city looks busy today," I said, trying to be friendly.

Mateo did not turn around immediately. When he did, he looked surprised. "Oh. Yes. It does."

"Are you okay?" I asked. There was something in his eyes that looked familiar.

"I am fine," he said quickly. He gave a small, stiff smile. "I am just... thinking about the holiday party. Clara is very excited."

"She is," I agreed. "Are you going?"

Mateo looked back at the window. "I suppose so. It is important to look like you are part of the team, isn't it?"

His words stayed with me. To look like you are part of the team. He didn't say he wanted to go. He said it was important to look like he wanted to go.

I went back to my desk. For a moment, I wondered if Mateo also had a potato stain on his ceiling. But then I shook my head. No. Mateo was an accountant. He was good with numbers. He probably had a very organized life. He was probably just tired.

The afternoon moved slowly. The sun began to set, turning the sky a dusty orange color between the tall buildings. I finished my work and packed my bag.

As I left the building, the cold air hit my face. It felt good. It felt real.

I decided not to take the train. I wanted to walk. I wanted to see the city. I wanted to see if I could find anyone else who looked like they were wearing mismatched socks.

I walked past a big store with glass windows. Inside, there were mannequins wearing beautiful winter coats. They looked perfect. They didn't have any worries. I looked at my own reflection in the glass. I looked tired. My coat was a bit old. My hair was messy from the wind.

I stopped at a small park. There was a bench under a tree that had lost most of its leaves. I sat down and watched a group of friends walking by. They were laughing loudly. One of them was telling a story about a promotion. Another was talking about a new apartment she had just bought.

"It is so easy," she said, her voice carrying through the air. "You just have to want it enough. Everything just falls into place."

I felt that weight in my chest again. Everything just falls into place.

Why wasn't anything falling into place for me? I wanted things. I worked hard. I tried to be a good person. But my life felt like a puzzle where the pieces were from five different boxes. Nothing fit.

I stood up to leave, but as I did, I saw something on the ground. It was a small, leather-bound book. It must have fallen out of someone’s bag.

I picked it up. The leather was soft and dark brown. There was no name on the outside. I knew I should probably leave it there, or take it to a lost and found, but curiosity got the better of me.

I opened the first page.

There was no name, only a date. And under the date, a single sentence was written in very neat, very small handwriting:

I spent the whole day pretending to be happy, and now my face hurts.

I blinked. I read it again.

I spent the whole day pretending to be happy, and now my face hurts.

I looked around the park. The group of laughing friends was gone. The woman in the red coat was nowhere to be seen. The city was full of thousands of people, all moving, all smiling, all succeeding.

But someone—someone who owned this beautiful, expensive-looking book—was hurting. Someone was pretending.

I held the book close to my chest. For the first time all day, the weight in my heart felt a little bit lighter. I wasn't sure why. Maybe it was because, for a second, the world didn't feel so perfect.

I began to walk home. I passed a bakery, a flower shop, and a busy restaurant. I looked at the faces in the windows. I looked at the smiles and the gold watches and the perfect hair.

I wondered how many of those faces were hurting. I wondered how many of them were looking at me and thinking that I had my life figured out.

The thought made me laugh a little. If only they knew about my dark blue sock and my charcoal toast.

When I got back to my apartment, the potato stain was still there. But as I turned on the light, I didn't look at it. I looked at the small brown book in my hands.

Who did this belong to? And what else was hidden behind their perfect pictures?
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Chapter 2: Coffee With The Winners
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I spent a long time looking at the small brown book that night. I sat on my sofa, which had a spring that poked me in the hip if I sat in the wrong spot. I held the book in my lap. I felt like I was holding a secret. It felt heavy, but it also felt like a gift.

I knew I should stop. I knew that reading someone else’s thoughts was like listening at a closed door. But I was so tired of feeling alone in my mess. I opened the book again. I turned to the second page.

March 12th, it said. I bought a new suit today. It cost more than my rent. Everyone at the office told me I looked powerful. I went into the bathroom and cried for twenty minutes. I do not know how to do the job they hired me for. I am waiting for them to find out I am a fake.

I leaned back against the lumpy sofa. A fake. This person, who could afford a suit that cost more than rent, felt like a fake. I looked at my own hands. I felt like a fake every single day. I felt like I was wearing a "grown-up" costume that was three sizes too big.

Who was this person? The handwriting was elegant. It looked like the writing of someone who had their life under control. But the words were full of fear.

I didn't sleep well that night. I kept thinking about the person in the park. Was it the man in the suit? Was it the woman in the red coat? Was it someone I had walked past without even looking?

The next morning, I had a plan. I was meeting my friend Elena for coffee. Elena was the definition of a winner. We had been friends since we were children, but our lives had gone in very different directions. Elena was a lawyer. She worked in a tall building made of glass. She traveled to different countries for meetings. She had a husband who looked like he belonged on a billboard for expensive watches.

Whenever I met Elena, I made sure to wear my best clothes. I spent extra time on my hair. I wanted to look like I was doing well, too. I didn't want her to see the potato stain on my ceiling or the yellow cactus on my desk.

We met at a cafe called The Golden Bean. It was a place where the floor was made of white marble and a small cup of coffee cost as much as my lunch.

Elena was already there when I arrived. She was wearing a cream-colored coat. She was typing quickly on her phone. When she saw me, she stood up and gave me a warm hug. She smelled like expensive perfume—the kind that lingers in the air after the person has left.

"Maya! You look wonderful," she said. Her smile was bright and perfect.

"Thank you," I said, sitting down. "So do you. How is the new case going?"

Elena sighed, but it was a "busy and successful" sigh. "Oh, it is a lot of work. I am barely sleeping. But we are winning. The partners are very happy with me. We might go to Paris next month to finish the deal."

"Paris," I repeated. I thought about my weekend plans, which involved laundry and trying to fix my toaster with a butter knife. "That sounds amazing, Elena. You must be so excited."

"I am," she said. She took a sip of her black coffee. "But enough about me. How are you? How is the office?"

I felt the familiar urge to make my life sound better than it was. "It is good! Very busy. We are planning the holiday party. It is at that new rooftop restaurant."

"Oh, I have heard of that place," Elena said. "It is very exclusive. You will have a great time."

We talked for an hour. Elena told me about her new house. She told me about her husband’s promotion. She told me about her yoga classes and her organic garden. As she talked, I felt smaller and smaller. It was like she was building a mountain of success, and I was standing at the very bottom, looking up through the clouds.

But then, something happened.

Elena was reaching for her bag when her phone rang. She looked at the screen and her face changed. For a split second, the bright smile disappeared. Her shoulders dropped. She looked... tired. No, she looked more than tired. She looked exhausted.

"I have to take this," she whispered.

She stepped away from the table. I watched her through the glass window of the cafe. She was standing on the sidewalk, talking into the phone. She wasn't smiling anymore. She was rubbing her forehead. Her hand was shaking just a little bit. She looked like she was arguing with someone, but she was trying to keep her voice low.

I looked down at the table. Elena had left her leather planner open. It was a beautiful book, full of dates and appointments. But in the corner of one page, I saw a small drawing. It was a picture of a tiny bird inside a very small cage. Underneath it, in tiny letters, were the words: Let me out.

My heart skipped a beat.

I thought about the brown book in my bag. I spent the whole day pretending to be happy, and now my face hurts.

Was Elena pretending too?

She came back to the table a few minutes later. The bright smile was back, but now it looked different to me. It looked like a mask.

"Sorry about that," she said. "Just work stuff. Now, where were we?"

"Elena," I said. I hesitated. I wasn't sure if I should ask. "Are you... are you happy?"

Elena froze. The smile stayed on her face, but her eyes didn't match it. She laughed, a short, sharp sound. "What a funny question, Maya! Of course I am happy. I have a great job, a great home, a great life. Why wouldn't I be happy?"

"I don't know," I said softly. "I just thought you looked a bit stressed."

"We are all stressed," she said quickly. She began to pack her things. "That is just part of being successful, right? Anyway, I have to get back to the office. I have a meeting at two."

She stood up and put on her cream-colored coat. She looked perfect again. She looked like a winner.

"Let’s do this again soon," she said. She leaned in and kissed my cheek.

As she walked away, I watched her go. She walked with her head high. She looked like she knew exactly where she was going. But I couldn't stop thinking about the tiny bird in the cage.

I stayed in the cafe for a long time after she left. I finished my expensive coffee. I watched the other people in the room.

There was a man in the corner with a laptop. He was wearing a very nice watch. He looked busy. But every few minutes, he would stare at the wall with a look of pure sadness on his face.

There was a young woman at the next table. She was taking pictures of her cake. She spent five minutes moving the plate around to get the perfect light. She took ten photos. Then, when
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