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    To all those who wander in search of a meaning. This story is for you. 
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Chapter One: The Spin of Small Joys
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THE ALARM BUZZED AT 6:03 a.m., sharp and unapologetic. Noor blinked into the soft gray light filtering through her Amsterdam apartment’s sheer curtains. Her studio was barely the size of a generous pantry, but it was hers—rented with her own money, cleaned with her own hands, and filled with the quiet hum of independence.

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, toes brushing the cool wooden floor. The kettle clicked on, and the scent of instant coffee began its slow bloom. No fancy beans today—just the kind that kept her upright and moving. She sipped while brushing her hair into a messy bun, the kind that looked accidental but took three tries to get right.

By 6:45, she was out the door, earbuds in, coat flapping behind her like a cape. The streets of Amsterdam were still stretching awake—bakers lifting shutters, cyclists zipping past with sleepy eyes and fresh loaves. Noor’s coffee shop, De Bittere Boon, sat tucked between a bookstore and a florist, its windows fogged with the promise of warmth.

Inside, she tied on her apron and greeted the espresso machine like an old friend. The morning rush was a ballet of steam, clinking cups, and rapid-fire Dutch. Noor moved with practiced grace—grinding beans, frothing milk, scribbling names on paper cups with a flourish. She didn’t mind the pace. It was like dancing, only with caffeine and croissants.
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