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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book is not about my truth.

It’s about the quiet moments no one prepares you for, the choices we make when love changes shape.

I didn’t write this story to settle scores or rewrite history. I wrote it because there is a side of love we rarely speak about. The part that lives after promises are broken. The part that shows up when strength is mistaken for silence, and survival looks nothing like the fairytale we were taught to expect.

This is a story about becoming — not all at once, and not without cost.

It is about learning how to stand when the ground keeps shifting beneath your feet. About discovering that leaving can be an act of courage, that staying can be an act of fear, and that healing does not arrive neatly wrapped in time or forgiveness.

Some moments in these pages may feel familiar. Others may feel uncomfortable. That is intentional. Growth rarely happens in places that feel safe or polished.

What you will not find here is perfection. You will find contradiction, strength beside doubt, love beside disappointment, and faith tested, not abandoned. A woman learning — slowly, painfully — that she does not need to be chosen to be worthy.

If you are reading this because you have loved deeply, lost quietly, or rebuilt yourself in ways no one applauded, know this: you are not alone. And you are not broken for needing more than what you were given.

This book is simply an offering.

A mirror.

A reminder.

The other side of love exists — and sometimes, it’s where we finally meet ourselves.

— Anastasia Ruiters
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(Light Up the City)
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As the old bus groaned to a halt, steam hissing from the engine, Elena felt its brakes whispering secrets only she could hear—a weight far heavier than luggage. She slowly opened her eyes, at twenty-two, hovering on the edge between the innocence of youth and the inevitable trials that would sculpt her into someone unrecognizable.

For a split second, a memory flickered:

Warm sand.

Bare feet.

A tiny girl’s laugh echoes around her.

Then it vanished, swallowed by the bustle of Cape Town’s morning air.

She grabbed her suitcase and stepped onto the pavement, breathing in sea salt mixed with diesel fumes and faint bakery smells drifting from somewhere nearby. The city felt bright and sharp, like possibility wrapped in noise.

Her Uber arrived, and as the car merged into traffic, Elena pressed her forehead lightly against the window. Students hurried across crosswalks. Office workers clutched coffees. The mountain towered like a silent witness.

Another memory broke through — uninvited, unsoftened.

Small arms around her neck.

A trembling little voice whispering:

“Do you have to go? Will you come back for me?”

Four years old.

Big eyes.

A promise Elena wasn’t sure she had the right to make.

She blinked the memory away just as the Uber slowed.

“Forty bucks, miss,” the driver said gently.

She paid, stepped out, and lifted her bags from the boot. Before her stood the building she had seen online—a four-story student residence, new enough that it probably still carried the faint smell of paint inside, its clean windows catching the early morning light. Students moved in and out through the glass doors, chatting, laughing, living lives she hoped she could blend into. Elena adjusted the strap of her suitcase, drew a steady breath, and squared her shoulders before walking inside—into the life that would change everything.
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CHAPTER 2

(Her Second Beginning)
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The first week in Cape Town moved like a quiet storm—new faces, new sounds, new versions of herself tugging at the edges of who she used to be.

Elena found her rhythm quickly. Mornings began with the walk to film school, backpack slung over one shoulder, the ocean wind pushing her hair back, as if the city were introducing itself. The campus smelled like coffee, camera equipment, and ambition — a world she had only ever seen from a distance.
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