
		
			THE BOOK

			There is an exciting opportunity waiting for you out there, a little voice inside Christiana whispers. Leave your comfort zone and find it. So she takes the risk, quits her job in Germany and moves to Toronto for a six month sabbatical. The vibrant city welcomes her with candid cordiality. While exploring the many neighborhoods, looking for a purpose, she finds new friends in David and his diverse clique. Unexpected possibilities develop. But how is she to know which one offers the chance of a lifetime?
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			For all Torontonians, who welcome strangers to their city with candid cordiality

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			1

			Christiana woke up soaked in sweat. Normally, she was not prone to nightmares. But her subconscious noticed the tension slowly building with each trip to the mailbox. Yoga and a refreshing shower chased away the memories of Rome. Back then, apart from a little cash, she had had everything she needed on her mobile phone, from a plane ticket to the access code for the apartment, and a payment app. All had worked well. Until the phone was stolen from her. Then the odyssey began. That wouldn’t happen to her again. She went to the mailbox. Was today the day?

			Finally. Christiana dropped the rest of the mail on the kitchen table and concentrated on one envelope. She’d been waiting days for this. Hoping every morning to be able to start planning and book the flight. Thanks to dynamic pricing and increasingly sophisticated algorithms, ticket prices could change significantly from one day to the next. 

			Such uncertainties made the strategist in her nervous. She liked to do everything that could be done immediately, preferably on the spot. At the moment, the direct flight from Munich to Toronto was still comparatively cheap, and every cent she saved would help her with the next six months. But that could change quickly. Expensive rebooking or cancellation fees would be an enormous burden. 

			She wanted this direct flight. Not only because it was the most convenient, but also because a stop-over in another foreign city could cause complications. Although she was born and raised in Munich, Christiana had no German citizenship. She was stateless. Her parents came from West Africa and had escaped with nothing but the clothes on their backs when the bombs and bullets destroyed their home. They had found asylum in Germany. That had been almost three decades ago. 

			But the documents her parents had taken with them on the run were not enough. They could not prove Christiana’s identity at birth to the standard required for the issue of a German passport. That was why Christiana had only received a so-called passport substitute and later a travel document for foreigners. In addition, she had her identity digitally verified via the platform of a start-up company. All that had been needed was a photo and travel document, taken live with her laptop camera. All her data was stored in a blockchain for protection. 

			Only she had control over which companies or institutions could access her digital identity, which proved she was a real person and not a bot. No one else could use it. When she was travelling outside Europe, she still got a visa to minimize difficulties at immigration. Had it arrived at last?

			Christiana opened the envelope from the Canadian Visa Applications Office. As a stateless person, she had to fly to Berlin and have her biometric data recorded on site. It seemed the digital transformation arrived in different places at different times. But the hassle had been worth it. 

			Many of her friends had taken time out after school or university to see the world. She had never been on the road for more than three weeks, meaning she was looking forward to the six months in Toronto all the more. 

			Time to form new impressions and gain clarity on some things. She loved her job and no one on the team was prejudiced against her. Deciding to take a sabbatical had not been easy for her. Fortunately, she had been shown a lot of understanding and the promise that there would always be a place for her when she returned. After all, there was a strong link between her employer’s industry and her destination. That was comforting. 

			She had saved up a financial cushion over the last few years that would still give her some security when the six months came to an end. Her charitable work also filled her with real satisfaction. Even if she knew she could get back on board at any time, deep inside there was a little voice that whispered there was more for her to do. 

			Christiana had thought long and hard about where she wanted to go to follow that voice. She loved Tenerife, especially its nature, and had spent her first holiday exploring the large Spanish island all by herself. But Europe was not far enough away from home. Besides, she knew she would miss the hustle and bustle of a big city. 

			New York, Chicago or San Francisco, indeed the whole USA, were out of the question at the moment. Even if the country and its nature had a lot to offer. Asia had been tempting. Especially seeing the pictures of her friend Barbara, who had recently moved to Singapore to found her own company in a startup incubator. 

			In the end, two aspects had been crucial for Christiana’s choice: Toronto was considered a role model in terms of diversity and had made its mark in the film industry in recent years. With its many different neighborhoods, the city had so much to offer and there was nature all around. It was also said that the city had a very European character. A good mix, then. Relieved, she booked the flight and applied the visa sticker to her travel document. Then she called Monika. Her friend would move into the apartment while she was away. 

			2

			The big day came faster than expected. Wasn’t that always the way? There was a lot to prepare and arrange. The search for an apartment had taken the longest. There was a wide choice, just not in the price range that her budget allowed. Thanks to her persistent search she had finally found one in a central location. 

			The decision about what to take was made quickly. She was neither a high-heel heroine nor a glitz girl. Finding out about the city was pure joy. Curiosity and anticipation grew with every new piece of information. 

			In the last few days, she had cooked tons of pasta. One farewell dinner followed the next: with work colleagues, at her church, with her spinning course from the fitness club, and with her family and closest friends. On the last evening, Monika and the TEDxTUM team had organized a surprise party for her. For a change it was a pizza party. 

			Now Christiana sat in the plane and calmed her nerves with a gin and tonic. The horror of a few minutes ago played over in her mind again and again. After she had checked in her suitcases, she had gone outside to the beer garden. To enjoy some sun before the eight-hour long flight. She paid and was about to leave, when suddenly an older man collapsed at the table next to her. 

			Without hesitation, she supported him so that he did not hit the ground. A group of men at the next table also jumped in and helped put the man on a bench, feet up. She talked to the man, asked questions so that he would not lose consciousness. His face was as white as a sheet and his reactions slow. Someone called 911. The airport’s shift manager came and had the incident described to him. Did the man have a stroke? A circulatory collapse? It was hard to tell. 

			Christiana had her eyes on the clock. Time was running out. She still had to go through passport control. With many intercontinental flights around this time there could be long queues. Boarding would start in ten minutes. But she wouldn’t leave until the paramedics arrived. It didn’t seem right to her. Slowly the man’s face began to regain color. He smiled at her. “I am an optimist, but with a pretty and helpful woman like you, I don’t mind contemplating the dark side,” he joked embarrassed. 

			Finally, the ambulance arrived. She told them what had happened and said goodbye. She really could not wait any longer. Neither would her flight. In the terminal her name was called out for the second time. 

			Slowly her inner excitement subsided. She had done everything possible. She was sure the man had been close to fainting and was better now. Christiana set her wristwatch back six hours as she made herself comfortable. Karma, she thought, smiling. 

			Her breathless explanation for almost missing her flight had made an impression. One of the flight attendants had thought she deserved a reward and upgraded her seat to business class. All snuggled up under a cozy blanket, she thought about what to read now. Travel guide or novel? She already had a plan for her first weekend in the city. She chose the latter. 

			The book promised to be an exciting case study on diversity in the technology sector. The title had caught her eye as she also loved to play games. Tearjerkers weren’t really her thing anyway. Just before landing she closed the book. 

			Stunned at times, she had followed the path of the main character. Page by page, gaining in speed all the time – until the bitter end. There had been many faint signals that hinted at how the novel would end. She wondered. How much truth was there really in the story? You wouldn’t wish such an experience on anyone.
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			Upon arrival, Christiana already knew she had made the right choice. No queues at passport control. The welcome of the officer on duty almost warm. He was pleased that she had chosen his city for her longer stay. Both suitcases arrived, undamaged. Airport personnel looked her in the eye, no one turned away in embarrassment. Everywhere she went she was greeted with a friendly hello. 

			At the taxi stand in front of the terminal people stood patiently in the warm evening sun. Spring had finally arrived, her driver told her, full of happiness. The winters were colder than in Munich. That was why she hadn’t flown until May. During the half-hour drive into the city – the opposite lane was crowded with rush hour traffic – the landmark of the city could be seen glowing red from afar in the early evening light. 

			Her one-room apartment was located in a side street very close to the CN Tower. The key was stored in a number-locked box and made the check-in stress-free. Both large suitcases fitted easily into the elevator, which took her to the ninth floor. 

			The apartment was surprisingly bright due to the large, ceiling-high balcony window opposite the entrance. On the right was a kitchenette and a high table with bar chairs. In the middle, next to the balcony door, was a comfortable looking sofa. On the left was the bed, separated from the living room by half a wall. This meant that no one in the opposite buildings could watch her sleep. Only when cooking and only with binoculars. Unless she drew the curtains. The bathroom was not huge, but it was big enough. There was even a washing machine and dryer. It was perfect. 

			She quickly sent a few messages to her family and closest friends to say that she had arrived safely. Many smileys and hearts came back. Monika was happy for her and wrote that she had also settled in well. Christiana thought she would unpack tomorrow. Her legs begged for movement after the long flight. Before the shops closed, she wanted to get a few things for breakfast. 

			Five minutes later she turned into King Street. Cozy bars and restaurants alternated with small shops, stores and coffee shops. No high-rise buildings cast shadows. Many of the brick or wooden facades were reminiscent of an English small town. A few blocks down, she found a shop that was a cross-between a drugstore and supermarket. The cashier was quite taken with her reusable cotton bag and wished her a nice evening. 

			Which it was, Christiana thought as she slipped into bed tired and content.
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			The elevator door was open. “Good morning! I heard your door and thought I would wait for you,” a young black man with a baritone voice greeted her, smiling. How often had something like this happened to her in Germany? He had piled up his long black braids into a bun at the top of his head so that he looked almost two heads taller than her. The ends of his braids bobbed up and down with each word. 

			David, as he introduced himself, had only recently arrived in town and was on his way to the gym. Which he jogged to! He preferred to leave in the morning before the studio became too busy. They also had a spinning session, he confirmed to her. 

			“Just come along,” he said spontaneously. “I’ll take care of you.” But Christiana already had an idea how she wanted to spend her first day, and a well-known market in a brick building was top of the list. 

			“Then I’ll just see you for lunch at the St. Lawrence market. Good as well,” he laughed. She looked at him in surprise. How did he know that? But David had already put on his headphones and ran off. 

			Just around the corner behind the tiny park she saw a small café. The owner watered the flowers outside on the stairs. “What a beautiful day,” she beamed. 

			Christiana did not need any more invitation to have her bamboo coffee cup filled with cappuccino here. She loved small restaurants where people cooked and worked with all their heart. After the first bite of juicy cake her taste buds immediately confirmed that it was also true for this place. 

			Arriving at King Street, she turned east. Saturday seemed to be gym day in Toronto. Of the few people on the street, almost all wore sportswear. A few meters on, between the pavement and the rails on which a red and white tram passed by silently every few minutes, wooden chairs in gay colors invited pedestrians to take a short break. But the coffee and her plan to see as much as possible carried her on. 

			The next thing she noticed was a shop that had something to do with food. It was too early for lunch. But her curiosity was piqued and she took a photo as a reminder. After the next intersection, one restaurant followed the next. Creative names alternated with funny house facades. A certain Fred was obviously not here. Rooftop terraces promised meals at somewhat loftier heights. 

			With each step, the reflecting glass walls of high-rise buildings grew larger in the background. The culinary mile was followed by an art installation that paid tribute to black women of pop culture. Blurred photos of singers such as Nina Simone or Josephine Baker illustrated the danger that their achievements might fade away. Quite in contrast to those of white, generally male artists, who had more often than not been inspired by their successful black colleagues. 

			Christiana let herself bask in the captivating charisma of these heroines. The melody of “Feeling Good“ swung gently in her head and left her lips as a soft humming. She wanted to sing out loud. At the thought of her friends, with whom she had often sung at weddings, she went on exhilarated. Only to come to an abrupt halt shortly afterwards. 

			The Canadian Walk of Fame started in front of her on the sidewalk. The stars, or rather maple leaves in the shape of stars, were dedicated to influential people – either locals or people who had lived in Canada for a long time – from film, music, culture and sports. She knew many of the names, but would not have associated them all with this country. 
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