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For the ones who stayed too long —

and for the ones who finally left.

You were never the ruin.

“The most painful thing is losing yourself in the process of

loving someone too much, and forgetting that you are special too.”

— Ernest Hemingway

⁂

“Among the ruins, there will always be something

that was once called beautiful.”

— Anonymous

A NOTE TO THE READER

––––––––
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BEAUTIFUL RUIN: A LOVE Written in Violence deals with subject matter that some readers may find deeply distressing. In the interest of reader safety and well-being, the following themes are present throughout this work:


—  Domestic violence and intimate partner abuse

—  Emotional, psychological, and physical abuse

—  Coercive control and isolation tactics

—  Trauma, grief, and post-traumatic stress

—  Self-doubt, depression, and anxiety

—  Brief references to childhood violence and familial trauma

—  Descriptions of injuries



This book is not a glorification of violence or abuse. It is a story about the complexity of love, the weight of survival, and the courage it takes to choose oneself. It has been written with care, research, and deep respect for those who have lived these experiences.

Resources for support are listed at the back of this book.
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Please take care of yourself.
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PROLOGUE
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Before the Wreckage

There is glass on the floor.

She notices this the way you notice small things when the large things have already broken you — quietly, from a distance, as though the glass belongs to someone else's life and she has merely wandered into it.

She does not move to clean it up.

She stands in the doorway of what used to be the kitchen, one hand braced against the frame, and she breathes. In. Out. The way the therapist she saw only twice had shown her, though she had not gone back. That was before. Before she decided that the problem was not her breathing but the air inside the rooms she kept choosing to stand in.

⁂

The apartment is quiet now.

Not peaceful — she knows the difference, has memorized the difference the way you memorize a word you once mispronounced in front of someone important. Peaceful is warm. Peaceful has weight to it. This quiet is the kind that comes after sound has used up everything it had. After doors. After voices. After the specific pitch a man's anger reaches when it stops being language and becomes something older, something that lives in the body long after the room has gone still.

She is familiar with that pitch.

She has learned to hear it coming the way people in old houses learn to hear the pipes — a groan behind the walls, a pressure that announces itself before it arrives. She had become so good at hearing it. The tragedy is that she had stayed anyway.

⁂

Her name is Sable Voss.

She is twenty-six years old. She has a cut above her left eyebrow that has stopped bleeding on its own, the way small wounds do when the body grows tired of making a fuss about them. She is wearing one shoe. She does not remember when she lost the other one, or where, and for a long moment this is the only thing she is willing to think about.

The missing shoe.

The small and manageable grief of the missing shoe.

⁂

There is an envelope on the kitchen table.

It has been there for eleven days. She knows this because she put it there, sealed it, and has been walking past it every morning since as though it might have moved in the night. It never has. It sits exactly where she left it, fat with everything she wrote at three in the morning six weeks ago when the words finally came and she could not stop them. She had written until her hand cramped. She had not reread it. She had only sealed it and addressed it and then could not decide where to send it or whether to send it at all.

She crosses the kitchen now, careful around the glass.

She picks up the envelope.

Her name is on the front. Her own name, in her own handwriting, from a night when she had needed to believe there was a version of herself somewhere ahead in time who would be ready to receive what she had written. Who would be steady enough. Who would not fall apart at the words she had been too afraid to say out loud to any living person.

She turns the envelope over once in her hands.

⁂

She is not ready to open it yet.

But she is still standing. She is still here. And she has stopped waiting for someone else to decide what that means.

⁂

Outside, the city makes its ordinary sounds.

A tram somewhere far off. A dog. The low complaint of November wind pressing itself against glass that has not broken — not all of it, not yet — as though the world is practicing patience on her behalf.

Sable Voss sets the envelope back on the table.

She finds the broom.

She begins with the glass.

This is not the end of the story. This is where it truly begins.
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PART ONE
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The Architecture of Us

“Love is the bridge between two people who have not yet decided whether to burn it.”

— Anonymous
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CHAPTER ONE
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The First Wound

The city does not care that she has arrived.

This is the first thing Sable Voss learns about Helsinki in November — that it has a way of absorbing people without ceremony, the way cold water absorbs heat. She stands outside the arrivals hall of the central station with one suitcase, one duffel bag, and the particular exhaustion of someone who has been running for so long she has forgotten what she was running toward.

She had told herself: north. Go north. As though geography were a cure. As though distance, measured in kilometers and time zones and the hours it takes for a mobile number to stop ringing, could be the same thing as safety.

She is twenty-four years old. She has one contact in this city — a woman named Maren Lund, who was her roommate for two semesters in London and who had answered Sable's text at one in the morning with the words: spare room is yours, come whenever. Maren had not asked questions. This is why Sable loves her.

⁂

The apartment is on the fourth floor of a building in Kallio, which Maren describes as artistic and Sable immediately translates as cheap. The stairwell smells of old wood and someone's dinner — garlic, something simmering — and the radiators knock in the walls like old men complaining about the cold outside.

The spare room has a single bed, a window that faces another window, and a crack in the plaster above the door that Maren has decorated with a strip of copper-colored washi tape, as though the flaw needed only acknowledging, not repairing.

Sable puts her bags down.

She stands at the window and looks at the window across the narrow courtyard. It is lit from inside. A plant on the sill — something stubborn and green. She does not know why this small thing makes her eyes go wet, but it does, and she lets it, because she is alone in this room for the first time in a very long time and no one needs her to hold her face in any particular shape.

She cries for eleven minutes.

Then she unpacks.

⁂

She finds work within the week — a night shift at a late-hours café in the city center, the kind of place that caters to insomniacs and people who write on laptops and the occasional small group of friends who don't want the evening to end. The manager, a wide-shouldered woman named Hella, hires her after a five-minute conversation and doesn't ask for references.

"You look like someone who knows how to be quiet when it's needed," Hella says. She means it as a compliment. Sable takes it as one.

The night shift suits her. She has not been sleeping well — she has not been sleeping well in years, truthfully, though she only began admitting this to herself recently — and the hours between midnight and six in the morning feel like territory she has some claim over. The city quiets. The customers thin. There is a particular kind of loneliness in those hours that feels almost like peace if you hold it right.

Almost.

⁂

On her fourth night, a man comes in at two-fifteen and orders an Americano and sits by the window and opens a book he doesn't read.

She notices this because she notices everything, a habit she developed not out of curiosity but out of necessity — the survival instinct of a woman who has spent years reading rooms before she entered them, cataloguing exits, learning the specific quality of silence that precedes a storm.

He is tall. Dark-haired. He holds himself with the contained tension of someone who is very good at not showing what they feel, which she recognizes because she has spent years cultivating the same skill. His coat is good quality and needs mending at the left shoulder. His coffee goes cold beside him.

He doesn't look up when she clears the table next to his.

She doesn't speak to him.

But when he leaves at three-thirty, he leaves a tip far too large for a single coffee, folded precisely, set beneath the saucer. She finds it after he's gone and holds it in her palm for a moment, this small unnecessary generosity from a stranger who hadn't even looked at her.

She doesn't know why she thinks about it all the way home.

She tells herself it is only because she is tired.

This is the first lie she tells about him. It will not be the last.

⁂

She does not know his name yet.

She does not know that he will be the thing that nearly unmakes her, or that she will love him anyway, or that love and ruin are not always separate countries — sometimes they share a border so porous you have crossed it before you noticed the ground had changed beneath your feet.

She knows only that November in Helsinki is very cold, and the café is very warm, and a stranger left a generous tip and a book she noticed he hadn't read.

She knows that somewhere behind her, further south, further back, a life she fled is still breathing.

She does not know — not yet — that she has not run far enough to outpace the thing inside herself that will recognize him. That already knows his kind of damage. That will see his walls and feel, God help her, at home.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Man in the Broken Suit

His name is Cael Dryden.

She learns this on his seventh visit, when Hella takes his order instead of her and says his name the way you say the name of someone whose order you already know — without looking at the notepad, without a question at the end. He is a regular. He has been coming to this café long before Sable arrived. This should tell her something. She will think later that it should have told her many things.

He is thirty-one years old. He works in architectural salvage — she learns this in fragments, the way you learn things about people who are careful with what they give away. He finds beautiful things in buildings scheduled for demolition. He extracts them. Sells them to people who want old beauty in new spaces. There is something in this work that suits him in a way she can't articulate yet, though it will make sense to her later: a man who rescues broken things. A man who sees value in what others have declared finished.

She will think about this later too.

⁂

Their first real conversation happens on a Tuesday, which feels too ordinary a day for the thing it sets in motion.

He asks if the café has cardamom. Not cardamom coffee — just the spice. She tells him they have a cardamom syrup they use for a seasonal drink. He considers this as though she has presented him with a philosophical puzzle.

"Close enough," he says, "or not at all?"

"Depends what you're trying to make," she says.

He looks at her then. Full-on, unhurried, the way people rarely look at service workers — not as though she is part of the furniture, not as though she is performing a function, but as though she is a person who has just said something he found genuinely interesting.

"I'm trying to make something my grandmother used to make," he says. "It probably won't taste right regardless."

"Then the syrup is fine," she says. "If it's already going to be wrong, it might as well be warm."

A beat. Then he smiles — not the wide, easy smile of a man accustomed to being charming, but something smaller and less practiced, something that seems to arrive against his own better judgment. It transforms him in a way that the careful blankness of his face doesn't. She looks away first.

She tells herself this means nothing.

She is already lying.

⁂

He comes in the following Tuesday. And the one after that.

He always arrives between two and three in the morning. He always sits by the window. He always orders the Americano and sometimes, now, the cardamom drink — a small, private acknowledgment of their first exchange that he never mentions and neither does she.

They talk in the increments that the café allows: while she takes his order, while she clears his table, while she wipes down the counter nearby and he is the only customer left and the night is wide and the city is quiet and there is no particular reason for either of them to pretend they are not talking.

He is careful with what he says. She notices this — the pauses before answers, the way certain topics approach and then veer off, like a driver who sees a road and decides against it. She does not push. She has her own roads she doesn't take.

What she learns, in pieces: he is from Cork, originally. He has been in Helsinki for three years. He does not explain why he came, and she does not ask, and they are both grateful for this unspoken agreement. He reads architecture and history. He has no patience for dishonesty and a great deal of patience for most other things. He sleeps poorly.

"Why?" she asks once, about the sleeping.

He looks at his coffee. "Loud head," he says. Simple. Final.

She understands this completely and doesn't say so.

⁂

The thing she notices — the thing she will one day wish she had paid different attention to — is the stillness of him. The way he can sit without fidgeting, without looking at his phone, without needing the room to do anything for him. Most people, in Sable's experience, cannot bear to simply be in a space. They fill it with noise or motion or the performance of busyness.

Cael Dryden simply inhabits wherever he is.

There is something in this that feels, to her, like groundedness. Like the quality she has
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