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Every city has a place where time passes more quietly. Here, it is the cemetery on the outskirts, behind the dark cypress trees, where the wind seeks a narrow path between two trunks. During the day, the paths lie silent. Names sleep beneath stone, and no one asks them anything. But when night strikes its first note, the place raises its eyes. Between one and four, the dead rise.

They do not come to frighten. They come to leave. Step by step, as if they wanted to complete a memory that was missing in their lives. Some hold their hands as if there were still something in them that they cannot name. Others count silently, as if a prayer would only work if it were carried gently. They rarely speak. It is enough that they are there. The earth responds with a barely audible breath.

The rules are simple: no one leaves the wall. No one takes the day into the night. Everything that happens happens in small movements—a lingering glance; a touch that does not startle; a word that is better whispered than lost. Sometimes the order makes itself felt: a coldness that puts things back in their place; a voice without a mouth that says boundaries hold. Then it becomes even quieter, and those who walk here remember why they are here: not to forget, but to become true.

There is a stone without a name. There is a fine crack in its edge, so narrow that only the night knows it. No one pays attention to it until the wind comes out of the alley and becomes warmer for a moment. Those who stand there then feel that warmth also finds a place here. Sometimes it stays. Sometimes it is enough to take two steps side by side, even though neither calls to the other.

Today, the night begins as usual—and yet differently. Two graves lie close together. Two lives that never knew each other will notice each other in the coming hours. No grand words will be needed. Only what remains when everything else is left behind: moderation. Loyalty. And the quiet possibility that love grows where no one expects it.

The clock breathes its first stroke. The cypress trees hold the wind. The place opens its eyes. And somewhere beneath the stone, a soul realizes that it is no longer alone.
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Chapter 1 – Mara
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Awakening in the Dark

I remember the hum of the neon lights above the shelves in the discount store, the smell of cleaning agents that filled the aisles with chlorine and lemon, the cold that swept over from the freezers, as if I had to rub my hands together between pizza and ice cream to keep my fingers from getting stiff. I remember shifts that lasted longer than planned, the tired voice of the store manager in my ear, who liked to say, "Mara, could you...?" as if I had a reserve of time I just needed to tap into briefly. I remember evenings when I sat in my room in the small accommodation on the outskirts of town, staring at the ceiling as if the answers I never got were written there. I remember the feeling that my life was flowing past me like a river in which I couldn’t swim because I hadn’t paid for swimming lessons, because I had no one to take my hand, to hold me, to push me, at least to pull me ashore when I started to choke. I had been alone from the very beginning; that’s how it feels when I look back: a file in the children’s home, a number on an envelope, a face among a row of faces that sang songs in the chapel on Sundays and were forgotten by Monday.

I was the girl who arrived too late for outings because she had missed the bus, the girl who was never asked if she wanted to join the family weekends because there was no one to invite me. I was the one who celebrated Christmas with the caregivers and carried the scent of cinnamon stars in my sweater in January when I skipped class because the teachers asked the same questions: "So, how was your holiday?" I smiled then and said something trivial to avoid having to say that gifts are only wrapped in colorful paper in movies and mostly come from the pantry in reality: a hat someone discarded, a book with dog-eared pages in which one tries to overlook the names of the other children who owned it before.

Later, there was work, there were locksmith services and flyers and promises I made to myself: that I would save to allow myself a small, independent life. There was this one brief love, which I never decided deserved its name. His name was Alex, he always wore the same shoes, which were torn at the side, and he could say sentences I wanted to hear. "You're smarter than you think," he once said as we lay in the meadow behind the home, following the airplanes in the sky as if they were possibilities. I believed him so much that my heart ached. There was nothing big between us, more a hint, a hand that took mine when we walked to the bus stop together, a laugh that lingered in me longer than the joke that triggered it. It didn’t last because we both had the same cracks, and neither knew how to operate the glue tube. He left. I stayed. Sometimes afterward, I thought that maybe that was love: that feeling that something could have happened if someone had come earlier. But earlier never came.

In the evenings, after shifts, I took the bus, got off at the same stop, and walked the same path over the bridge, under which the water was black and made quiet sounds. I knew the grooves of the railing posts, I knew the cigarette butts that always lay in the corner, even though one was supposedly not supposed to stub them out here anymore. I knew to look down and hurry on when footsteps were behind me. Life was a puzzle without a motif that one nevertheless somehow pieced together because otherwise there was nothing. You tell yourself at night: Tomorrow will be better. And in the morning, you say: At least coffee today.

It’s strange what things you hold onto when everything else becomes unimportant. The car accident sits in my mind like a series of images that don’t fit together. There is the road, wet from the rain before; there is the sparkle of headlights in the droplets on the windshield; there is the music on the radio, which I turn up because my favorite line is coming; there is the reflex that is too late, much too late, and the screeching of metal, as if someone had played badly on a gigantic instrument; there is the moment when time no longer moves but stands still and looks at me. I feel no pain in this memory, just an overwhelming silence after the noise, as if that were the only thing that becomes clearer when you die: the certainty that no words are needed anymore. The airbag smells of dust. A star shines behind the trees, south over the road, although it is never truly dark in the city. I think: That’s beautiful. I should have been shocked that I thought something like this. But I just think it, and then everything becomes soft and distant.

After that, there is a cold I did not know, not the cold of a Styrofoam box or a hall, but a cold that comes from within, as if a thin layer of ice lay between my skin and my bones, stifling any shivering. It’s as if someone were sucking the air out of the room, as if I no longer had to breathe and was just gasping for air because of it. I see light, but not that famous one; I see brightness like through curtains in the morning when you’re still asleep yet know you have to get up. I hear voices – I say this hesitantly because I do not know if they were voices or the memory of voices. Some are warm, some strict, some sound like yesterday. I hear a girl laugh, and I think of myself at seven years old, running in circles in the yard of the home because we played tag, and I was so slow that I was always "it," yet it didn’t bother me because it was a form of attention I didn’t have to buy.

The cold becomes a kind of calm surface within me. I drift on it like on a lake where no one sails. I have the feeling that a hand is nearby, one that could take mine if only I had the courage to move. I do not move. Maybe I have no hands. Maybe I am just something that thinks. I try to say "Mara" to check if I am still someone. My name sounds as if I were speaking through glass. And then the silence breaks, and something lifts me. It is not violent; rather, it’s a change of direction. If one had to explain it, one would say that the river in which I floated suddenly gained a current that pushed me to the shore. It crunches. Not inside me, but around me, as if the earth were moving.

I open my eyes because it seemed forgotten that one needs them to see the world. It’s dark. But it is not a pitch-black darkness, rather one that wants to show something of the night. I see a sky without stars, but a large, pale moon that seems so close that one thinks you could scoop it out with a spoon. Between me and the moon are the pointed shadows of cypress trees, tall and narrow, as if they wanted to spear the sky. I smell damp earth, something mossy, something old. I am lying. I am not lying soft but hard, as if my shoulders have sealed with stone. I raise my hand, and the hand belongs to me. It is cooler than any hand I have ever had, and it is clean, even though I must have worked through dirt. My brain tries to organize things: accident, cold, voices, light, and now this place that feels as if someone had placed it deep in time.

I sit up. It takes no will, just a bit of patience, as if I had to wait for the heaviness in my bones to notice that it goes on. In front of me stands a stone. It has a shape I know from movies; it is a kind of tablet with a broken tip. There are letters on it. I lean forward, but the letters seem to hide; they are too old, too worn, too much part of the stone to make noise anymore. I believe I do not see my own name. The thought comes and settles within me: I do not lie here. I look to the left, I look to the right. Stones everywhere. Some close to the ground, some with little angels on them, their faces weathered as if they had cried too long. Some graves have collapsed, some seem fresh, others are so old that they are just little hills now. The cypress trees stand like sentinels, and the moon makes a path of silver across the grave slabs.

I stand. It is easier than I thought. My legs carry me; they are just strangely light, as if something has left them. I am not hungry, I am not thirsty. I am just new. And in that newness lies a remnant of fear that is slowly dissolving. I take notice of my belly, my arms, my neck. I am wearing clothes I know: jeans I bought recently, a jacket whose zipper gets stuck when you pull too quickly. I stroke the fabric, and it feels normal, as if that were the trick: that everything seems normal until you look closely. I want to tell myself that it’s a dream, but something is missing here that makes dreams, that inconsistency. Here everything is clear. My breath hardly makes fog. I hear an owl and something that sounds like someone moving gravel underfoot, but when I turn around, no one is there.

I begin to walk, slowly, as if I need to learn how to step on this earth. Between the graves are narrow paths of packed earth, some covered with leaves that cling to my soles but do not stick. The wind blows as if it had always done so, and I understand that time is different here. Not faster or slower, rather like in water: It moves, but you only notice it when something floats. I turn in a circle as if I could see the boundaries of this place, but there are only shadows and trees and stones and an old lattice in the distance, where lichens grow. Over there, I think, maybe one can get out. But before I finish the thought, I know it is not that simple.

I feel for the small pendant I wore, a cheap heart made of metal that never shone as it should. It is there. That reassures me. It is ridiculous how much security a piece of jewelry that has no story can provide. I think of Alex without wanting to. He once said that hearts don’t have to be round to work. A saying that sounds wise when you’re seventeen. I return to the present, which is so little present yet everything I have. I wonder how I got here, but the answer is banal: You drive at night and don’t pay attention, someone else doesn’t pay attention either, and then the world reorders itself. Maybe an EMT said my name. Maybe no one knew it.

I keep walking and notice that others are moving. At first, I think the wind has drawn the figures, but they are people, if one can use that word. They walk slowly, as if they have no reason to hurry. Some are alone, some next to others. No one speaks loudly, yet there is something flowing through the air that is like conversation. I try to pull understandable words from the murmurs. There are names, there are dates, there are pleas. Sometimes it’s just a sigh. I am afraid, but it is not a panicked kind; it’s like a hand tugging at my sleeve: “Stay close.” I want to know if I am one of them, if I am visible to them, or if I am a disturbance, a mistake. Then a woman looks at me, her hair so light that it looks white, although hair rarely shows its color at night, and she nods as if she has been expecting me. I raise my hand, but she has already walked on.

I stand still and listen. A sound comes from a distance that is not a bird. A grandfather clock, I think, although I see none. There is one stroke, then a second, and the air resonates slightly afterward, as if it carries the sound a few meters further. I count but do not know the number. It doesn’t matter. When I look up, I see that the moon is a bit lower, as if minutes have passed since I last looked at it. A thought settles: It is not the whole night that remains for us. Something in me knows there are limits. I do not know how I know this. It’s as if the ground is telling me. Time is a window. And I have fallen through it.

I walk past a grave that is smaller than the others, and I feel my throat tighten, even though throats know no tears here. There is no name on it, just a date. I think of the children’s home and how we sometimes went to funerals when no one else did. There was dry cake and words that were big, so big that they cast little coffins in shadow. A caregiver had once stroked my back, clumsily, as one does with children, with a flat hand hoping to do something right. I did not cry. I learned that crying is something one must be able to afford.

I realize I am cold, though being cold is different here. It is a memory of cold, an echo. I fold my arms and let them drop again because the movement makes me feel normal. A rustling behind me makes me turn, and I see a figure that has stopped. I could swear it is looking at me, but its face is in shadow. I want to call out, but when I open my mouth, I realize I do not know what to say. “Hello” sounds wrong, “Excuse me” even more so. Why apologize? That I am here? That I am alive when I am not alive? I close my mouth, and the figure moves on as if that were the answer.

I’m beginning to understand that the rules here are quiet. No one has told me, but they press from all sides. One does not shout. One keeps distance. One observes. One does not forget but remembers only in doses, as with a strong perfume that one does not spray directly on one’s neck. I want to know if there is someone who explains things, someone who tells newcomers how to walk, how to stand, how to use the time one has. A word emerges in my thoughts: guardian. I do not know if there is one. But I know someone is watching. Perhaps it is the wind. Perhaps it is the trees. Perhaps it is ourselves looking at us.

I walk past an angel covering its eyes with its hands and toy with the idea of pulling the moss from its fingers. I do not do it. I sit on the edge of a gravestone and feel the stone through the fabric of my jeans. It is comforting. Something solid in this new world. I briefly close my eyes and open them again because I am afraid of losing the time I do not know. I wonder what those who walk here every night become when they age at the same pace or if aging here is just another word for “moving on.” I picture how the first nights must look when one doesn’t know where to put one’s hands, where to direct one’s gaze. I imagine what it is like when one walks the thousandth night and knows the names of each stone.

And then, for the first time, I see something that does not behave like everything else. Not the shadows of the trees, not the whispers of others, not the movement of the clouds. In the distance, I see a figure standing upright, as if it knows how to stand when it wants to be seen. It is not leaning against a grave; it is not hiding behind a pillar. Its hands are clasped behind its back, and it does not seem like a pose but a habit. It is a man. I know this without being too close. He wears something that is neither a T-shirt nor a hoodie, nothing of what I stuffed among socks and shirts in the shifts at the store. It falls too softly to be new and too correctly to be arbitrary. The moon makes a rim of light around his shoulders, and his profile is sharp, as if someone had drawn it into the night with a steady hand.

I stand still without deciding to. It is not fear that holds me; rather, it’s the sense that I could learn something here that I want to know. I do not think a sentence; I only think: There. It is as if the cemetery led me right here and as if the man had been waiting for me without knowing it. He does not move, yet there is motion around him that I cannot attribute, as if the air in his vicinity were denser or warmer. I notice that the others walking around make a detour around him, not out of shyness but respect. I do not know why I am sure he sees me, but I am. And at the moment I know it, he turns his head, slowly, as if he wants to give me time to prepare and looks directly at me.

Our gazes meet. I would not have thought a look could weigh so much in this world. Something in me becomes calmer, something else more awake. He makes a small, old gesture that I haven’t seen in years: he tilts his head slightly as if to doff an invisible hat. It is polite and serious and strangely comforting. I do not recognize the color of his eyes; I only recognize that there is an expression that says: I know what it’s like to be new, and I know how long it can take until the dread subsides. And suddenly, I no longer think of the car accident, not of the children’s home, not of Alex. I think of nothing else but this man who stands so still, as if that were the speech one holds here.

I breathe in, and the breath does not catch in my throat anymore. I take a step forward, then another. I am close enough to see the shadow of his face, the line of his jaw, the weight of his shoulders as if he were carrying something he cannot lay down. He does not speak. Neither do I. It is as if words would disturb more than help. Near the man, the night seems less foreign, as if it has a structure in him. A thought flits through me: Perhaps he has been here a long time. Perhaps he knows things I must learn if I want to endure this. I feel time. It is denser near him, and I see out of the corner of my eye a cloud passing in front of the moon, making the shadows briefly deepen.

He takes a slow step towards me. His movement is controlled, not hesitant, yet out of a rhythm I do not know yet. He stops at a distance that feels decent, as ridiculous as that word may sound here. I notice that I have folded my hands in front of my belly like a child in church. I uncross them because I do not want to feel small. He raises his chin slightly, and I think he will speak now. Instead, he closes his eyes for a moment as if speaking to himself, then opens them again. When his voice comes, it is quiet, but it carries far, as if the cemetery itself has taken it up to bring it to me.

“Good evening,” he says.

The two words have weight. They are old and new at once. He speaks as if politeness here is not just form but protection. And although I rarely say the right thing, the answer comes to me as if I have practiced it. “Good evening,” I say. My voice sounds foreign and right at the same time. And as I look at him, this man who is not from my time, who bears the moon like an emblem and the night like a cloak, I know I will not completely sink in this world. I still do not know his name. I still do not know what he was, what he is, what he will be to me. But I know there are reasons I am here. Perhaps he is one of them.

A little breeze brushes through the cypress trees as if someone has moved a curtain, and I notice the breath of something I cannot name. Not perfume, not wood; more a thought that smells of paper, of books one opens after a long time to find something that comforts. My fear is not gone; it is simply framed. The man straightens slightly as if I have given him something by remaining still. He seems very practiced at not being too fast, at not wanting too much. I take that as a gift. Between us lies a space that is not empty. I suddenly understand that time here is thick and precious, that each night we have fits, perhaps, into three hours. Three hours in which one can learn, lose, try, remember. Three hours in which one can breathe without anyone noticing.

The moon is not higher; it seems to have only changed its color, so it appears to me, a little brighter, as if it were trying to see what we do. I open my mouth to ask what I must ask: Where are we? What is happening here? How long? Why? Yet in the movement of my mouth, I realize that I already know all this. The "where" is answered by the stone beneath my feet, the "what" by the mist, the "how long" by the air that knows no haste, and the "why" is a question no one asks here because it is too big for the night. I ask something else, something smaller that is big enough to carry me. “I am Mara,” I say.

He nods, and his smile is so fleeting that I am not sure if I saw it or imagined it. “Adrian,” he says. The name does not cut the silence; it lays itself into it. And in the moment I hear his name, in the moment I hear it coming from his mouth, the cemetery changes for me. It is no longer just a place; it is a stage on which we stand, with scripts that no one has written for us. Perhaps we are the only ones speaking. Perhaps there are more. I do not know. I only know that the night has just begun and that time has a frame: from one to four. Enough to begin. Not enough to end.

Behind him, farther back, another figure walks by slowly, looking down at the ground as if searching for something it has lost. The wind makes the grass at the edge of the path bend down and then rise again. I feel that I want to stay still for the rest of the hours that remain to us and do nothing else but listen when he speaks, respond when I find words, walk when he walks, stand when he stands. It is a strange resolution in a world where resolutions make little sense. But it feels right. I look at Adrian, and something in me shifts to the place where fear used to sit. It is not courage. It is a kind of acceptance. I am here. He is here. The cemetery is here. The night is here. And something about all of this fits together, even though I do not know how.

“Come,” he says, and it is not a command. It is an invitation that does not press. He makes a small motion with his hand, and I step up to him. The distance shrinks without disappearing, and as we walk side by side among the stones, beneath the trees, with a silence that is more attentive than any conversation, I know that here, perhaps, I will learn more than anywhere else: about holding on and letting go, about looking and being seen, about the value of three hours when one has otherwise scattered an entire life. I breathe in, and the breath is calm. I breathe out, and the cold does not take me. I am Mara. I am here. And somewhere between the graves, my path begins – right there where it ends.

Even before I ask where we are going, even before I realize that there are no paths here that do not lead in circles, I throw a last glance back to where I just lay. It is just a dark spot in the grass, a lump. There is no proof that I was there aside from within me. And as I turn my head back forward, I notice that the night suddenly is not quite so empty anymore. It is full of possibilities, so quietly that only someone who has been silent for a long time can hear. Adrian is half a step ahead of me as if he wants to read the direction, and I place my foot in his shadow. I smile without realizing it. And with this smile, the first hour of my first night ends, and I see him, really see him, as he is: a figure that came from afar to stand near me. Adrian. The name remains within me as if it were the first word of a sentence that still needs to be written.
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Chapter 2 – Adrian
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The Habit of Death

I have stopped counting how many nights it is. At first, I marked them down in my head, on the bark of a cypress tree, on the edge of a broken gravestone, then I let it go, because the marks mean nothing when time no longer knows straight lines. My hours begin when the cold rises from the earth like shallow breath and the world above me turns the moon a little brighter. When the first sound of the invisible clock travels through the terrain, I lift my head, open my eyes – or what has replaced them – and do what I have been doing for centuries: I get up, I walk, I observe, I forget.

Forgetting is not a mistake; it is a technique. It keeps me from excess, from the weight of names and faces and stories that line up here at night like stone teeth. Anyone who wanted to retain everything would break, once again, and this liminal space is not meant for that. So I forget in layers. I remember the movements of those who walk beside me: the woman with the slender back who always walks the path at three o’clock, where her child lies at the end; the soldier with the lost left arm, who tries every two nights to form a saluting greeting that never succeeds; the man with the heavy step who stops next to the angel and curses inaudibly, as if the language still sat in his body. I keep the patterns, not the details. The patterns are enough to avoid stumbling at night.

I know the narrower spots in the fence, where the wind sounds as if it comes from the world outside. I know which stones shine in the fog as if they have just shed tears, and which crack under frost. I know how the shadows of the cypress trees crawl over the paths as the hour before morning approaches, and at which corner the crow sits, who can seem as old as a judge. Above all, I know how the terrain feels when a new soul arrives. It is a subtle pressure, an almost invisible wave in the grass, a minimally changed scent of earth, moss, old leaves. The living call such a thing “instinct.” We call it, if we have any words for it, simply: the change.

Between one and four, this place belongs to the dead. It is not a possession; rather, it is an agreement that no one has signed. When the first sound comes – sometimes it is two, sometimes a whole sentence of sound, depending on what the night wants to tell – I sort myself out. I adjust the coat that isn’t one, place my hands behind my back because it keeps me upright, and begin my path. Not in circles, not in lines; I move by ear. The terrain speaks, and I listen.

I feel little while doing this. It is not bitterness, but calm. Feelings are like candles in the wind here: you can light them, but you know what the wind will do. The first ones who came after me burned bright and short; they clung to memories like ropes over a chasm. I watched them speak stories as if they were trying to open doors, and I saw that the doors did not budge. Nothing is as heavy as a life that has ceased to happen. Those who want too much exhaust themselves, until they belong to the lost, those who have no names, no gazes, and no direction left. I have learned to expect little. Sometimes I bow when I pass by a child, I nod to the old, I pause briefly when I sense someone trying to cry. Then I move on, and the night goes with me.

The guardian is part of this routine. I do not know whether he is someone or something. He is there. Sometimes he is just a heavy shadow, sometimes a figure made of air, sometimes the hint of a face in the dark pane of an angel's wing. He is not in a hurry and has no anger; he is the order here, and order rarely has reason to be loud. I have seen him up close when he stood between two graves where disputes lay, from times when people had not forgiven, and I have felt him at the edge when the night was quiet as a pond. We have grown accustomed to each other, the guardian and I. I stick to what I consider rules, and he lets me go.

There were nights when I thought I had to hear the names of the living – calls from beyond the fence, the clinking of a key falling into a lock, the footsteps of someone who does not belong to us. But those were not real nights, rather old memories that made it into the darkness. In all the time since I have been walking, no living person has come to look at us. And even if one did come, he would not see what we see. We are a thought that is thought at night. The living rarely awaken at the right hour.

I walk, I observe, I forget. That has been the equation I cling to. And then, on a night painted so brightly by the moon that the shadows were sharply defined, I heard the change coming, like a sound that only I perceived. It was not large; it had nothing dramatic. It was more as if someone held their breath. The earth sealed itself up a little at a spot I know like the back of my oldest habit. I stopped. For two beats, perhaps three. Then I moved on, but not to where I intended to go, rather to where the air was different. I do not always follow such impulses; many of the new ones lose themselves anyway. This time I did go. I do not know if I knew then that something would happen. I only know that my step was no longer the same.

I saw her only when I stopped in the distance. She was no longer lying down; she had sat up, and the moon traced her outline so calmly into the ground that I felt the old urge to clasp my hands behind my back to give them something to do. She wore clothing unfamiliar to me, not in form but in the certainty with which it held her body: fabrics made to give themselves entirely without being anything more than themselves. It suited her. She seemed completely present, even though she had just arrived. Many of the new ones are different at first: they are still half in a pain that renders them dull or half in a rage that obscures their senses. This girl – this young body that knew no burdens left to bear – halted the world by looking at it. I sensed that before she turned her head in my direction. She was different. Different because she was still warm in her lostness. Different because her gaze did not beg but searched.

There are such moments when my rigid order receives a crack. I feel something like an echo of what once was – no, not “life”; that is the word of those who have it – of what once was movement in me. I endure that like an old injury: I do not touch it, but I do not ignore it either. I let the others pass by me in their loops and stood at a distance that demanded nothing. I believe she sensed that because she looked at me, not startled, not falsely proud, not fixated, but awake. In that gaze was more presence than in the steps of those who have been wandering here for years. I bowed my head slightly. It is a gesture I learned long before the earth grew cold for me. Those who are new need gestures that do not drop into the body like stones.
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