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Chapter One: The Long Way Around


[image: ]




Berlin does not care about you.

That is the first thing I learned. Not from a guidebook, not from Cassie's cheerful warnings, but from the city itself — from the way it moved around me without adjusting its pace, the way the trams arrived and departed with mechanical indifference, the way strangers walked with their eyes already fixed on destinations I would never know.

It was the most honest place I had ever been.

I had taken to wandering on days when the apartment felt too still. Not exploring — I was careful not to romanticize it into something it wasn't. Wandering. The kind with no destination, no planned route, no expectation of arrival. I would leave when the walls grew familiar and return only when my feet grew tired of asking where we were going.

I got lost every time.

I had promised myself I would learn the city properly — its street names, its landmarks, the logic of its tram lines. I made that promise in my diary the first week, wrote it with intention and underlined it once. And then I kept getting lost, kept standing at corners I didn't recognize, kept choosing directions based on something as unreliable as instinct.

And instinct had never served me well.

But I kept trusting it anyway.

This afternoon was no different.

I had left the apartment after lunch, telling Cassie I needed air, which was true the way most things I said were true — partially, conveniently, leaving out the part that mattered. The part that mattered was that I had sat down to read and found myself staring at the same sentence for eleven minutes. The part that mattered was that the silence in the room had started to feel less like peace and more like pressure.

There is a difference. I was learning to tell them apart.

Berlin in October is grey in a way that doesn't apologize. The sky sits low and certain. Leaves collect in gutters without drama, without the theatrical reds and oranges I had grown up with. Here they simply yellowed and fell, as if dying were just another quiet decision. I wore my coat — the oversized one, the color of storm clouds — and walked with my hands buried in its pockets, my shoulders slightly raised, my chin tucked.

I looked like someone who didn't want to be approached.

I was someone who didn't want to be approached.

———————————————————
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I thought about how I had ended up here sometimes. Not often — I had trained myself not to, the way you train yourself not to press a bruise — but on days like these, when the city stretched too vast around me and the sky pressed too close above, the question surfaced anyway.

How does a girl who has never wanted to leave home end up somewhere she cannot even pronounce the street names?

The answer, always, was simple.

Pain.

Not the kind I had imagined. Not the literary kind — the kind that arrives beautifully, that breaks you into someone wiser, that you eventually describe to people over coffee with the measured calm of someone who survived it with dignity intact. What I felt when he left was not poetic. It was not something I would ever write about honestly, not even in the pages I swore no one would read.

It was ugly grief. Unwashed, incoherent, 3 a.m. grief. The kind that doesn't care what you look like or how you sound.

I do not say his name anymore.

Not out loud.

Not even in my head, if I can help it.

Some names, once they've learned to live inside your chest, need to be evicted slowly, carefully — like removing something that has rooted. You pull too fast and you bleed.

So I don't pull. I just don't water it anymore. I walk past it. I choose the long way around.

Berlin is the long way around.

Leaving home had not felt like running. I want to be clear about that — not because it matters to anyone else, but because it matters to me. I need the distinction to stay intact. Running implies fear. Running implies you couldn't face something.

I faced it.

I faced it for a year. I sat inside the wreckage of what I had felt and I examined every piece of it until I knew exactly what had broken and why. I understood my mistakes with a clarity that was almost clinical. I understood his. I understood the particular cruelty of two people loving each other in completely different languages and calling it the same thing.

I left because staying had become a form of self-punishment. Because every corner of my city knew his name. Because I needed to become someone new in a place that had no memory of who I used to be.

That is not running.

That is surviving.

I remind myself of this on the difficult days.

———————————————————
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I found myself near the canal without meaning to.

I often did. The water had a way of pulling me — not dramatically, not with the romantic gravity of someone who finds meaning in rivers. Simply that open water, any open water, had always made my thoughts quieter. My mother's garden had a small fountain she built herself the summer I turned twelve. I used to sit beside it for hours, supposedly reading, actually just listening to it move.

I stopped walking and stood at the railing.

The canal was dark today, the color of old pewter, its surface restless with wind. A cyclist passed behind me. Someone's dog pulled at its leash near the water's edge, enthusiastic and oblivious in the way that only dogs can manage. Somewhere further down, two old men sat on a bench having an argument in rapid German I couldn't follow but could feel — the shape of disagreement is the same in every language.

I breathed.

Carefully. The way I had learned to. In for four, hold for four, out for six. A trick from a wellness article Cassie had read aloud to me once while I pretended not to be listening. I had memorized it without meaning to. My body uses it now without permission.

I was okay.

That was the remarkable thing — the thing I hadn't yet learned to say without tasting something complicated underneath it. I was okay. Not just surviving, but okay. The city had become familiar enough to be navigable if not yet knowable. College was manageable. The mornings were sometimes even good.

I was building something here.

Quietly. Cautiously. With the careful hands of someone who has dropped things before and knows the sound they make when they shatter.

I just needed to keep choosing this. Peace. Every morning, again. Like a discipline. Like a practice. Like something that did not come naturally but could be learned, if you were stubborn enough, and loved yourself enough, and could survive the days when the darkness inside you pressed at its boundaries and reminded you it had not gone anywhere.

It was still there.

I knew it was still there.

I had just — built better walls.

———————————————————
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I found my way back eventually. I always did.

Cassie was getting ready for something when I came in — she was always getting ready for something. This was one of the things I had come to love about her without entirely understanding it. She operated at a frequency I could not access, a pitch of enthusiasm for ordinary evenings that made my quietness look studied by comparison.

"You look like you walked to another country," she said, glancing at me in the mirror.

"Just the canal."

"Samantha. The canal is forty minutes from here."

"I went slowly."

She laughed and shook her head and returned to her mascara, and I went to the kitchen and made tea, and outside the window the city continued its indifferent life, and this — this — was a version of peace I was learning to call enough.

Not perfect. Not the peace from my childhood, from my mother's garden, from the fountain and the familiar smell of soil and the sound of streets that already knew my name.

That peace was gone. Not destroyed — just inaccessible. Left behind in a city I had loved and left. In a version of myself I had loved and outgrown.

This peace was harder. More deliberate. The kind you have to choose before you're sure you want it.

But I was choosing it.

Every day. Again.

I curled up on the sofa with my tea and my book and listened to Cassie's music through the half-open bedroom door — something loud and French and cheerful — and I turned the first page.

And I did not think about him.

Or I tried not to.

And most of that evening, I succeeded.

And if, for just a moment, as the tea cooled in my hands and the music softened and the city went quiet outside —

If, for just a moment, something ached.

Well.

I was learning that choosing peace and feeling pain were not opposites. That you could hold both at the same time. That healing didn't mean the absence of hurt.

It just meant getting better at carrying it.

Still.

There are things I don't write in my diary anymore.

Not because they've stopped being true.

But because some truths, once named, become harder to contain.

I know what lives inside me. I have always known. The softness is real. The peace I am building is real.

But the hunger is also real.

And hunger, I have learned, does not care how nicely you've decorated the room it lives in.

I turned the page.

I drank my tea.

I did not think about storms.

Or so I told myself.

The way you tell a sleeping thing

to stay asleep.
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Chapter Two: One Black Shirt
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I was going to be late.

Not fashionably late. Not the kind of late you can explain away with a traffic story or a broken elevator. The kind of late where you arrive breathless with your hair still damp and your notes from last week still in your bag instead of todays and the professor is already mid-sentence and every head turns when the door opens.
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