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	Foreword

	 

	Some stories do not end when a book ends.

	Some only truly begin where you thought you had already survived the worst.

	That is exactly what Book Three is for me.

	This is not a quiet look back. It is not a careful step forward. It is the moment when you realize that love can do more than save you. It can tear open everything inside you that you tried to bury for too long. That longing does not become smaller just because you are tired. That you keep feeling, even after you promised yourself you would stop.

	This book is not about perfect people.

	It is about looks that awaken more than they should. About nights that stretch too far because the heart refuses to stay silent. About hope that cannot be shaken off, even when it already hurts. And about the bitter truth that sometimes the person you love most is the one who unsettles you most deeply.

	Book Three is rawer. Closer. More honest.

	It is about love and loss, jealousy, fear, desire, and the endless struggle with yourself. It is about how many times a heart can break without stopping its beat. And about whether there is a point where you no longer only survive, but truly begin to recognize yourself.

	Maybe that is the hardest part of all:

	Not finding someone you love.

	But staying with yourself while you love.

	This book is for everyone who feels too much.

	For everyone who kept hoping, even when they knew better. For everyone who lay awake at night asking why love can look like rescue and still feel like danger. And for everyone who, in spite of everything, has not stopped believing in something real.

	Thank you for continuing.

	Thank you for walking this road with me too.

	Welcome to Book Three.

	M. E. Capwell
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Chapter 1 – Noa

	 

	And then Monday came.

	I was standing at the register, busy with exactly the things people are busy with at a register.

	Prices.

	Bags.

	Customers who suddenly wanted to exchange something after all.

	The usual questions.

	The usual noise.

	My eyes were half on the screen in front of me and half somewhere out in the store when I saw him.

	He was simply standing there.

	With those blue eyes.

	With his brown skin.

	With that sweet accent that, from the very first word, sounded as though it wanted to settle somewhere inside me and stay.

	For one moment, everything else disappeared.

	The register.

	The beeping.

	The people.

	Even my own breathing suddenly sounded far too loud to me.

	Then he said, “I’m Noa.”

	I swear, in that moment I could have dropped everything.

	The register.

	The receipt roll.

	My composure.

	My mind.

	Probably the last scraps of my dignity as well.

	Of course, I did not.

	Somewhere inside me there was still a final sliver of decency clinging desperately to my workday.

	So I stayed where I was, looked at him, felt my heart beating faster in the most ridiculous way, and just barely managed to call over my colleague.

	She showed him the job first.

	Outwardly, I acted as though everything were completely normal.

	Completely ordinary.

	Completely as if a man had not just turned me inside out with a single sentence.

	But even while I watched him from the corner of my eye, I could already feel that something was happening that did not fit into my plans at all.

	Noa did not move the way other people moved.

	He did not simply stand in a room.

	He existed in it.

	With a calm that never felt dull.

	With a natural ease that was not polished.

	He said something, and I listened.

	He smiled, and something inside me thought at once, dangerous.

	During my break, I sat down next to him for a moment.

	Only for a moment, I told myself.

	Only so he would not be sitting there alone.

	Only because it was polite.

	Only because I was obviously not a complete idiot who forgets his whole day over two blue eyes.

	The second I sat beside him, I already knew I was telling myself very convincing nonsense again.

	Noa looked at me and smiled.

	Not broadly.

	Not performatively.

	Just warm enough that I felt that same stupid pull in my chest all over again.

	We talked a little.

	At first, still carefully.

	The usual things.

	Where are you from.

	How do you like the store.

	Are you settling in yet.

	Those kinds of conversations that begin harmlessly and then suddenly feel as though something else is lying underneath every sentence.

	After the break, he was supposed to stay at my side.

	He was meant to watch over my shoulder.

	I was the one assigned to show him how things worked.

	I explained the register, the sorting, the routes through the store, the small things you simply have to know in daily life.

	Honestly, I liked doing it.

	Far too much.

	With every word we exchanged, he drew me more deeply under his spell.

	It happened quietly.

	Not with a bang.

	More in that dangerous way where, after half an hour, you suddenly realize you have already been looking at someone far too closely.

	Noa asked questions.

	He really listened.

	And he looked at me as though even the things I was saying about register procedures had somehow become more interesting than any human being should reasonably find possible.

	At some point, I noticed I was smiling.

	Just like that.

	Not out of politeness.

	Not because it fit the moment.

	It was simply happening on its own.

	And while I was explaining the next step to him, I suddenly thought something that almost startled me.

	Who, exactly, was Tom?

	Boom.

	In a single workday, Noa had overtaken every demon in my life.

	Not just Tom.

	All of them.

	Every look, every voice, every night I had once thought special suddenly stood in a light much paler than it had been that very morning.

	We talked about everything.

	It was absurdly easy.

	With some people, you have to drag every topic out of yourself.

	With Noa, it just flowed.

	He had just come from Spain.

	That alone made everything more interesting.

	When he spoke, there was still that accent in every other sentence, and I probably would have listened even if he had simply been reading stock inventory aloud to me.

	Then he told me his boyfriend still lived there.

	For a brief moment, that could have been the point where reason finally returned to me.

	A normal person might perhaps have taken a step back inside.

	Might have thought, nice, lovely, too bad.

	I thought only: screw it.

	Screw a boyfriend in Spain.

	We are here in hell, I am single, and if fate places a man like this directly in front of me, I am certainly not going to pretend I do not care.

	My heart had made more than enough bad decisions lately.

	It could survive one more.

	The longer Noa stood beside me, the more clearly I felt that I had to say something to him.

	Not everything.

	Not my whole life.

	Not Tom, Brain, letters, breakdowns, and all the other catastrophes of my heart.

	For the beginning, something smaller would be enough.

	Something light.

	Something that sounded casual and yet was exactly what this moment had been leading toward the whole time.

	I turned slightly toward him. He looked up at once.

	Those blue eyes rested on me, calm, open, and far too beautiful for an entirely ordinary Monday in a furniture store.

	In my head, everything was suddenly there at once.

	Humor. Courage. Nervousness.

	That small, delicious kind of boldness you sometimes need when you do not want to stand by once again and watch someone simply pass you by.

	And then I asked him the opening question of all questions.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2 – Noa for Dinner

	 

	I asked him only that one question.

	“May I cook for you?”

	Nothing more.

	No grand prelude.

	No awkward circling.

	I had learned often enough in my life that some things are better said directly before courage disappears back into the machinery of the day.

	Noa looked at me, and that smile appeared on his face again.

	Warm.

	Light.

	Dangerously beautiful.

	“Yes,” he said. “I’d like that.”

	In that moment, I could have hugged the entire register, closed the store, and shaken fate by the hand. Instead, I remained standing there more or less like a normal person and acted as though any of this were completely ordinary.

	Then he told me where he lived.

	Only one street away.

	In hell.

	What a coincidence.

	Of course, in the very same second, I stopped thinking of coincidence and started thinking of divine intervention with exceptionally good taste. A man with blue eyes, brown skin, a sweet accent, and then on top of that living practically around the corner. There are moments when you really cannot accuse life of making no effort.

	I thought only: Today is Monday. Tomorrow I’m inviting you to dinner.

	Tuesday was almost unbearable after that.

	All through working hours, there was a tension between us that I could almost feel physically. Every time he came near me, something restless woke inside me. Every time I heard his voice, my thoughts were no longer on work. He could probably have looked at me long enough to make me mislabel an entire sofa.

	At some point, he asked me very casually, “What time should I come over tonight?”

	Very casually.

	As though he had no idea what that sentence alone did to me.

	I looked at him and hoped my face still appeared at least half composed. “I’d say eight. Then dinner will be ready.”

	From that point on, the rest of the workday was lost.

	Not for the store.

	For me.

	I still functioned, somehow. I worked the register, walked the aisles, spoke to customers.

	But inwardly, I was counting only the hours.

	Then the minutes.

	Then probably the heartbeats.

	Noa looked calm on the outside.

	I, on the other hand, was charged like a live wire, as though this evening was not going to be a simple dinner, but my entire fate arriving in my kitchen, polished and on time.

	The moment work ended, I went straight home and started.

	If there was one thing I could do, it was this meal.

	It was my safe ground.

	My life raft.

	My small culinary miracle against emotional uncertainty.

	Pork tenderloin in white wine and marjoram sauce, with potato rösti and broccoli in Hollandaise.

	That dinner had rescued more than one date for me already.

	Not because it was magic.

	More because anyone who still wants to leave after that plate probably cannot be helped anyway.

	I chopped, stirred, seasoned, tasted, while everything ran through my head at once.

	Noa’s eyes.

	His voice.

	His question about the time.

	That cursed smile.

	The closer it got to eight, the more nervous I became. I wanted to impress him. Not in some polished, artificial way. Simply enough that he would understand what kind of man I could be when I truly wanted someone.

	And I wanted him.

	Very much.

	I know, really, you are not supposed to sleep with colleagues.

	That sounds like one of those rules sensible people invented for very good reasons at some point.

	The problem was just that Noa was hot.

	Truly hot.

	And new in hell.

	Honestly, nobody could expect sensible decisions from me anymore after that.

	No one else gets to have him.

	The thought sat inside me with a certainty so shameless it was almost funny.

	As dinner slowly came together and the smell filled my kitchen, I stood there, looked at the clock, and knew this evening could tip in any direction.

	Into something beautiful.

	Into catastrophe.

	Into a night I would never forget.

	Most likely, I was hoping for all three at once.

	


Chapter 3 – Exactly at Eight

	 

	At exactly eight o’clock, the doorbell rang.

	Of course it did. Noa was punctual. Not two minutes early, just to make me even more nervous. Not five minutes late, so I would stand at the door dying inside.

	Exactly on time.

	I took one last deep breath and opened the door.

	At work, he had already thrown me off balance. Now he hit me with full force.

	I stood there in front of him, and I was no longer the Aiden from the furniture store.

	Not the one at the register.

	Not the one between delivery lists, customer questions, and colleagues talking.

	I had put on something that made it very clear that tonight was different. I looked like the Aiden who had a date. And not just any date.

	A date with the hottest demon in hell.

	Noa’s gaze landed on me immediately.

	Not just briefly.

	Not politely.

	He looked at me, and in that same second I knew getting changed had been worth it.

	Then one corner of his mouth lifted.

	“I don’t know what smells better,” he said. “You or your food.”

	I could have melted on the spot. Instead, I only leaned lightly against the doorframe and said, “Careful. Lines like that might get you sent right back outside.”

	Noa laughed. “No. Then I’d starve.”

	“Tragic. Come in.”

	He stepped past me, and that moment alone was already too much.

	His scent.

	His closeness.

	The ease with which he entered, as though he belonged exactly there.

	I closed the door behind him and felt at once that my heart had plans far less decent than my upbringing.

	The smell of dinner filled my apartment.

	Warm.

	Seasoned.

	Exactly right.

	I had not lit any candles, because I did not want to look like someone pretending to be harmless while his entire living room was already whispering seduce me. I wanted it to be beautiful, not embarrassing.

	Noa glanced around.

	“You live nicely,” he said.

	“Wait until you taste the food. The apartment is only the introduction.”

	“Oh really?” he said, looking at me. “And the main event?”

	I only grinned. “Sit down first.”

	We sat at the table together, and the moment I set his plate in front of him, a strange calm settled inside me.

	The good kind.

	Not the tired kind.

	Not the empty kind.

	More that deep exhale you feel when something you have been waiting for all day finally begins.

	Noa looked down at his plate, then back at me.

	“You want to impress me.”

	“What gave me away?”

	“The white wine in the sauce. This is not accidental food.”

	“Cheeky.”

	“But true.”

	I couldn’t help it. I had to laugh. That was exactly what made the evening feel so light from the very first minute.

	He noticed everything.

	He heard everything.

	He was there, awake and open, and with every sentence it became clearer to me that I had not been wrong.

	This demon was dangerous.

	Beautifully dangerous.

	And I had absolutely no intention of defending myself against him.

	We ate, and my food did what it always did. It did not only save dates. It softened them. Noa liked it.

	Truly liked it.

	Not out of politeness.

	Not with that strained smile people put on when they are bravely chewing their way through disappointment.

	“This is brutally good,” he said after the first real bite.

	I leaned back. “I know.”

	“And modest too.”

	“Only where necessary.”

	He shook his head and laughed again, and already then I knew this evening was going to become ours.

	We sat there together, eating my food and talking without pause.

	Without effort.

	Without those awkward gaps where both people suddenly stare at their forks as though the potato rösti needs to be processed emotionally first.

	 

	With Noa, everything flowed.

	We talked about Spain.

	About hell.

	About the store.

	About stupid customers.

	About music.

	About food.

	About things that mattered, and about things that were completely pointless and therefore perfect for this evening.

	Again and again I looked at him and thought it was almost offensive for a demon to be that beautiful and that entertaining at the same time.

	Not one word more was said about his boyfriend.

	Not a single one.

	And of course that did not go without effect. The longer we sat there, the clearer the tension between us became.

	Not pushy.

	Not crude.

	It was simply there, beneath every sentence.

	In every glance.

	In every small smile that lasted a fraction too long.

	In that warm air between us that grew denser with every minute.

	At some point, Noa lifted his glass and looked at me.

	“So,” he said, “if this is your Tuesday night, I don’t even want to know what you do on the weekend.”

	“Dangerous things.”

	“I believe you immediately.”

	“You should.”

	He held my gaze. “Maybe that’s exactly what I want.”

	There it was again.

	That kind of sentence spoken lightly and yet going straight beneath the skin.

	I could feel my pulse in my fingertips.

	We were still only sitting at the table.

	We had still only eaten and talked.

	And yet something had long since settled between us that changed the entire room.

	I knew it.

	He knew it too.

	And then it happened…

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 4 – The Kiss That Could No Longer Be Stopped

	 

	Everything between us kept growing more intense.

	Our eyes were drawn to each other, and every time we looked at one another, it already held far more than the sweetness of a good date. His eyes told me, without a single word, exactly what he wanted.

	Take my clothes off.

	Pull me closer.

	Kiss me already.

	And mine were surely telling him nothing different.

	I poured him another glass of wine. My hand was steady, though nothing inside me was. When I set the bottle down and looked up again, our eyes met so directly that for a moment I stopped breathing.

	That was the moment it happened.

	We kissed.

	Not carefully.

	Not the way you kiss a colleague you are going to have to stand beside tomorrow, neatly dressed between shelves.

	It was a kiss full of passion, full of hunger, full of that dangerous truth that had been announcing itself all evening and had finally run out of patience.

	I could taste wine on his lips.

	Warmth.

	Desire.

	That faint trembling that did not come from uncertainty, but from the fact that we both knew exactly how badly we wanted this.

	When we finally pulled apart, he looked at me as if he had just decided that tonight he had no intention of being sensible anymore.

	“Come,” I murmured.

	We went upstairs.

	Noa looked around and let his gaze move slowly through the room. Then he looked back at me, and a slow smile spread over his mouth.

	“So this is your living room and bedroom all in one.”

	I stepped closer to him.

	“And I also happen to have a beautiful roof terrace.”

	“You really came prepared.”

	“I’m just hospitable.”

	He laughed softly. That laugh went straight under my skin again.

	 

	 

	We stepped out onto the roof terrace. Night lay softly over hell, and for a moment everything felt almost too beautiful to be real. The lights of hell glowed below us, the air was cool against my skin, and Noa stood so close in front of me that every sensible thought had already retreated long ago.

	We kept kissing.

	Slowly at first.

	Then deeper again.

	His hands found me as though they had memorized all evening where they wanted to go. I slid my fingers into the back of his neck and pulled him closer until I could no longer tell whether my heart was racing because of the wine, the kiss, or simply because of him.

	For a brief moment, Noa rested his forehead against mine and breathed against my mouth. Then he lifted his eyes slightly and asked, with that mixture of boldness and heat that had been driving me mad all evening:

	“If you’re as good in bed as you are at kissing, I’m staying.”

	I looked at him and couldn’t help grinning.

	“Find out,” I said with a wink.

	Then we went back inside.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 5 – A Night That Threw Everything into Chaos

	 

	We crossed the small metal bridge back into my combined living room and bedroom.

	Even that short walk felt charged, as though something were crackling beneath us. The moment we were inside, the last remains of reason simply fell away.

	We undressed in a rush.

	Not elegantly.

	Not with some grand performance of seduction.

	It was that quick, impatient kind of undressing that only happens when two people have been waiting far too long for exactly this moment.

	Noa threw me onto the bed, and I had to laugh before I could even catch my breath again.

	That laughter did not last long.

	It changed immediately into something else.

	Heat.

	Breath.

	That first fierce force with which two bodies find each other after having undressed one another with their eyes all evening long.

	What happened between us after that was not gentle.

	It was passionate.

	Wild.

	Direct.

	Every kiss landed deeper than the one before. Every touch made everything more dangerous. Noa kissed me as if he had no interest in doing anything halfway, and I kissed him back the same way. There was no hesitation left.

	No careful testing.

	Only that deep, reckless yes between us, growing stronger with every heartbeat.

	Boom.

	Not only was he beautiful.

	He was also damn good in bed.

	For one absurd second, a ridiculous thought shot through my head that this should really count as winning the lottery. Then I remembered there was still a boyfriend somewhere in Spain, and the jackpot suddenly dropped to something much smaller. Even that thought could not stop me that night. Noa was far too close.

	Far too hot.

	Far too exactly what I wanted in that moment.

	He drove me out of my mind.

	Not with some cheap performance.

	More with that dangerous mixture of boldness and real fire.

	He knew exactly how to look at me, when to hold me, and when to leave me waiting just long enough to drive me nearly insane. I felt every movement of his more intensely because everything in me was wide open.

	At some point I lost all sense of time.

	The bed.

	The night.

	My own breathing.

	Everything fused into the heat between us. All I knew was that I wanted him and that he wanted me just as much.

	In that moment, nothing else mattered.

	When we finally grew quieter, I lay there for a moment and simply looked at him.

	My body was still burning.

	My thoughts were somewhere far away.

	To be honest, I had been completely sure he would get dressed now, grin once, and say something like:

	“See you at work tomorrow.”

	I was completely wrong.

	Noa looked at me, suddenly very calm, and asked,

	“If you want, I can stay here tonight.”

	I blinked at him.

	Not because I did not want that.

	More because I had not expected it.

	“We have work tomorrow,” I said.

	He only shrugged.

	“Screw it. You’ve probably got something here that fits me.”

	I had to laugh.

	In that very moment, he was already dangerously sweet again. A second earlier he had been a catastrophe for every clear thought, and now he was lying next to me, asking, half cheeky and half matter-of-fact, whether he could simply stay.

	“I’ll find something,” I said.

	Then we really did just lie down together.

	No more big conversation.

	No next round made of words and glances.

	Just the two of us under my blanket, still warm from everything that had happened. He pulled me against him as though he had never had any other intention, and I let myself sink into him without even the smallest trace of resistance.

	That was how we fell asleep together.

	The next morning, we woke up side by side, and for a moment I did not even know which thought was more beautiful.

	That he was still there.

	Or that the night had not been an illusion.

	The light fell softly into the room. Noa looked even more dangerous in the morning beside me than he had the night before.

	We got ready for work together.

	I let him into my wardrobe.

	That alone made me much happier inside than I wanted to admit. He pulled one piece after another out, held it against himself, then looked at me as if I were meant to decide which of them deserved to go into the world with his beauty that day.

	“Just take whatever fits,” I said.

	He grinned.

	“Bold.”

	“I can judge what you’ve got in your trousers after one night,” I said. “Your taste in clothes, not yet.”

	Noa laughed so loudly that I had to grin too.

	It was exactly moments like that that made everything even more dangerous.

	That lightness.

	That quick feeling of becoming familiar.

	That sense that someone is suddenly standing in the middle of your morning as though he has belonged there much longer than he really has.

	And yet there was something in him that did not quite join in with my happiness.

	To me, it felt bombastic.

	Truly.

	I moved through my apartment feeling as though I could have hugged life itself. But with Noa I could tell that he was not entirely with us.

	He was there.

	He smiled.

	He even kissed me once more in passing.

	And still, there was something behind his eyes that never fully opened.

	That was what made me nervous.

	Not enough to ruin the morning.

	Everything was still far too beautiful for that.

	But enough to leave that fine little pull inside me that stays behind when something feels wonderful and, at the same time, you can already sense that the other person has not yet arrived with his whole heart in the place where you yourself are already standing.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6 – The Kiss in the Basement

	 

	She was no longer just my colleague.

	No.

	She was our colleague now.

	The moment we walked into the store together, she saw enough.

	Not everything.

	But enough.

	Noa was wearing clothes from my wardrobe, and that was exactly the problem. I had worn both pieces to work often enough myself. They might as well have handed her a note that said: Yes, they were together last night.

	She came over to us, smiling, and looked at Noa first.

	Then at me.

	“So,” she asked lightly, casually, far too interested, “what went on with you two last night?”

	Noa and I looked at each other.

	Only for a moment.

	But in that moment the whole truth was already hanging there between us.

	Then he was quicker than I was.

	“I was having dinner with a good friend,” he said.

	So calm. So smooth. So maddeningly convincing that I almost wanted to kiss him again on the spot for it.

	She nodded.

	“Aha.”

	Then she turned to me.

	“And you, Aiden?”

	I swear, in that moment my brain stopped doing anything that could still have counted as useful cooperation. I searched desperately for an answer that did not immediately sound like we had ended up in bed together and then come straight to work from my apartment this morning, dressed and pretending to be decent.

	“I went for drinks with my best friend,” I said.

	She looked at me.

	Then she grinned.

	“Haha.”

	Just that one little laugh. Nothing more was needed. In her head, she already knew. Maybe not every detail. But she had seen in the first five seconds that both of us were lying.

	The whole day felt strange.

	Noa and I barely spoke to each other, and that made everything almost worse. After the night before, I had thought something between us would be different now.

	Closer.

	Easier.

	Instead, we stood there like two people who suddenly no longer knew whether they should look at each other or pretend nothing had happened at all.

	I did not know why.

	Was it like this now because we had slept together?

	Or because nobody was supposed to notice?

	Maybe it was both.

	Maybe Noa was just as unsettled as I was.

	Maybe he was not thinking anything of it at all and was simply being careful.

	That was what drove me insane.

	Wednesday passed quickly.

	Too quickly and at the same time far too slowly.

	By the end of the day I had almost nothing to hold on to.

	No clear sign.

	No word I could keep.

	Only that night still lingering in my skin, and a man who now seemed as though he first had to convince himself it had really happened.

	Then Thursday came.

	We saw each other again at work. The regular delivery had arrived, which meant we had to go down into the basement.

	Boxes.

	Trips back and forth.

	Carrying things.

	Dust in the air.

	That dull sound of footsteps on the floor.

	Not a beautiful place.

	Usually.

	But that day even the basement became something I would never forget.

	Noa and I were completely alone.

	I felt it at once.

	Not only because nobody else was there. You can feel something like that. The air changes.

	Denser.

	More charged.

	I had just moved a box aside. I had not even set it down properly when Noa was already in front of me.

	He grabbed me.

	Not roughly.

	Just decisively.

	So decisively that I did not even have time to gather a single thought. In the next second, he had me pressed against the wall.

	My back hit the cold masonry.

	My hands were still half holding the box.

	And Noa kissed me.

	It was so unexpected that for one heartbeat everything slipped away from me.

	Especially after yesterday.

	Especially after that half-silence.

	Especially after everything between us had felt so strange.

	I had expected a cautious remark. A look. Some small sentence.

	But not this.

	Not that kiss.

	It was intense from the very first second.

	No careful testing.

	No uncertain trying.

	There was hunger in it.

	And relief.

	And that impatient desire that only breaks out of a person when he has held himself back much longer than was good for him.

	I kissed him back immediately.

	Of course I did.

	How could I not have.

	One of his hands was at my hip. The other braced beside my head against the wall. His mouth on mine as though he wanted to make up in a single kiss for everything he had held back from me yesterday and today.

	I could feel the warmth of his body.

	His weight against me.

	His breath.

	And suddenly there was nothing left except that moment in the basement between boxes and deliveries.

	This was not a kiss for work.

	This was a kiss that said: I wanted this the whole time. I still want you. And I cannot stand pretending for one minute longer that the night before last was some kind of mistake.

	Heat rushed through me all the way to my fingertips.

	Not the light kind you can still laugh away.

	No.

	That deep, dangerous heat that takes your mind from you at once and wants only one thing.

	Honestly, I would never have wanted it to stop.

	If our colleague had not interrupted us, that basement would probably have tipped into a direction no delivery slip in the world was prepared for.

	Then we heard footsteps.

	Noa pulled away from me at once.

	Just quickly enough.

	I reached for the box as though it had once again become the most important thing in my life. He turned away as if all he had been doing was searching for an item number.

	 

	Our colleague came in.

	And of course she did so at exactly the moment when my lips were still burning from him and my heart was beating so loudly that I was sure it could be heard between the boxes.

	But she had not seen anything.

	We had heard her in time.

	And still I had to carry that kiss around in my body for the rest of the day as though Noa had not only taken my breath away in the basement, but every halfway sensible thought along with it.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 7 – Finally Free

	 

	Then Saturday came.

	After work, Noa and I were still standing together in the store. It was one of those moments when the day is technically already over, but neither person leaves right away, because the last few minutes often hold more than an entire shift.

	Then he asked me, “What are you doing this weekend?”

	On any other Saturday, I probably would have given him the honest answer.

	White party.

	Too little sleep.

	Far too much of everything.

	Some club.

	Some high.

	Some attempt to make my life louder than my own thoughts.

	But Noa was not the type for that world.

	So I quickly pulled myself back to a more civilized level and said, “I’m not sure yet. What about you?”

	Then he surprised me.

	Not a little.

	Properly.

	He looked at me and said, “Yesterday I broke up with my boyfriend in Spain.”

	For a moment, I had to make sure my face did not do something very unfortunate. Inside, I was instantly wide awake. On the outside, I put on exactly the expression a person needs in moments like that.

	Soft.

	Sympathetic.

	Almost slightly pained.

	“Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

	I sounded so convincing I almost admired myself for it.

	Of course I acted as though he must be feeling terrible. As though my heart were now beating only in quiet compassion. In truth, I was thinking only: wow.

	Life really did have timing sometimes that was almost indecent.

	Noa did not look shattered.

	More calm than anything else.

	A little heavy, perhaps.

	But definitely not so heavy that he could not be wonderfully distracted by me.

	I kept that thought to myself.

	“Do you want to do something together?” I asked then.

	I said it in a way that made it sound as though I only wanted to take his mind off things.

	A good person.

	A good listener.

	An almost touchingly decent devil.

	Noa looked at me.

	Then that smile came over his mouth again, the one that got me into trouble every single time.

	“Yes,” he said. “I’d love to.”

	Inside my head, an entirely different door flew open at once. The idea of getting another round of sex that good with Noa suddenly sounded like a very spiritual kind of healing process.

	Naturally, my face stayed in the range of noble concern. It suited me beautifully in that moment.

	“Then we’ll do something nice,” I said.

	“Gladly,” he replied.

	And I stood there thinking only that, all at once, this Saturday looked far better than any white party, any bar, any night in which I had tried to outsmart myself.

	Because none of those things could compete with the feeling rising inside me as Noa stood there in front of me, newly single, wanting to spend his weekend with me of all people.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8 – Noa Simply Moved In

	 

	Noa called me and asked, “Do you want to come over for a moment?”

	He lived only one street away, so I set off immediately. His voice alone was enough to keep me from thinking too long. When Noa asked, my brain usually became decoration anyway.

	I got to his shared apartment.

	He had only been living there for two weeks, and the moment I stepped inside, I knew I would not have survived three days in that place. It was dark as a cellar.

	Old building.

	High ceilings.

	Tall windows.

	All the things that are supposed to sound beautiful.

	Except that none of it helped when there was a tree standing in front of his room so enormous that you could neither look outside nor honestly claim any daylight made it in.

	That room had no view.

	It had a green problem.

	I looked around and thought only that even a vampire would probably have started begging for a floor lamp in there eventually.

	Noa did not seem bothered by it at all.

	He was completely calm.

	I, on the other hand, stood in that room with the feeling that you would first need to apply for permission before being allowed to have a good mood in there.

	We talked for a moment.

	Nothing major.

	A few sentences.

	A few looks.

	That faint crackling that now always seemed to appear in the room the moment we were together.

	Then suddenly Noa pulled out a bag.

	Just like that.

	Entirely matter-of-fact.

	As though this were the most logical next step in the world.

	I watched him.

	He opened his wardrobe, and I truly had to pull myself together not to laugh right then. Sparsely filled would have been a very kind description. It was not a wardrobe.

	It was a textile distress signal.

	A few things were hanging there as though even his shirts had decided, emotionally, to keep their distance.

	Noa reached in, took everything that looked remotely suitable for daily life, and put it into the bag.

	Very calmly. Very naturally.

	Entirely as though one simply folds up one’s current life in a single movement and moves on.

	Then he closed the bag, looked at me, and said, “We can go.”

	I just looked at him.

	Truly.

	I think my face had at that moment abandoned every ability to control its own expression. It was that look somewhere between confusion, shock, and internal fireworks that people get when a beautiful man stands in his dark cave, packs the last few pieces of clothing he owns, and then behaves as though the rest should explain itself.

	“We can go where?” I asked.

	Noa looked at me as though I had just asked something like, Why is water wet?

	“To your place, obviously.”

	I blinked.

	Then at the bag.

	Then back at him.

	“And your things?” I asked.

	He lifted the bag slightly. “Well, they’re coming with me.”

	At that moment, about nine things happened in my head at once. One part of me thought, this is completely insane. Another thought, this is moving far too fast.

	But the biggest part of me thought only that I was probably never going to get this demon out of my apartment again once he walked through my door carrying that bag.

	If anyone had been able to read my face in that moment, it would have been asking very loudly: How long are you planning to stay?

	But I did not ask.

	Of course I did not ask.

	I only stood there, looking at Noa, looking at that half-empty bag, that heartbreakingly sad wardrobe, and that basement room blocked by a giant tree, and somewhere in the middle of all of it I realized that I wanted to take him with me immediately, no matter whether he intended to stay for one night, one weekend, or until Judgment Day.

	Noa smiled.

	That calm, dangerously beautiful smile.

	And in that exact moment I knew that I now had to react either very wisely or very happily.

	I had never been especially wise when Noa was standing in front of me.
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