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	Foreword

	 

	This book is not a judgment. It is a path.

	I write because some years cannot simply be put away. They remain in the voice, in the skin, in the nights when you are suddenly twenty-two again and yet long since grown. I write because memories change when you carry them only in your head. On paper, they gain contours. On paper, you can meet them without being devoured by them.

	Shadows of My Soul came into being because at some point I understood that silence is also a story. And that it takes courage not only to feel your own truth, but to endure it. This book does not want to expose anyone. It wants to understand. Myself. Life. Love. The mistakes you make when you hope too much. The decisions you make when you have been alone for too long.

	Perhaps you will laugh while reading. Perhaps you will shake your head. Perhaps you will recognize yourself in a sentence, even though you have lived a completely different life. That is exactly the point. We carry different names, different places, different relationships. And yet many of us know this one feeling: longing for closeness while, at the same time, fearing that we might break again.

	It took me a long time to accept that healing does not mean everything becomes good. Healing means you stop fighting your own story. It means no longer pushing away the parts of yourself just because they are uncomfortable. It means learning to hold yourself, even when no one else does.

	 

	In this book, you will not find a perfect person. You will find a person who keeps going. Sometimes proud, sometimes tired, sometimes too soft, sometimes too hard. You will see how love can save and how it can wound. You will see how humor becomes a shield. You will see how writing becomes a home.

	I do not want to reveal more than that.

	Only this: every shadow has a direction. And if you look long enough, you recognize where the light is coming from.

	Thank you for picking up this book. Thank you for giving me your time for these pages.

	 

	Aiden
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Chapter 1 – A Chance in February

	 

	It is February 2024, and my life feels still in a way I have not known for a long time. Not that quiet stillness that sounds like peace, more one that hurts around the edges.

	I have been alone since Perry. Without a man. And without Massimo. Two gaps that cannot be compared, yet still intensify each other.

	When I close the door behind me in the evening, there is no familiar sound anymore, no being to greet me, no warmth that is simply there without needing an explanation.

	Mathilda and Fiona are with me. They give structure, they give me small tasks, they give me a home that is still alive. But Massimo’s place is visible, even when I do not look at it.

	Sometimes I catch myself instinctively listening, as if a brave little tap-tap should come through the hallway at any moment. Then nothing comes, and I breathe a little deeper, as if I can push the pain into a corner where it will not immediately roll over me.

	During this time, I write a lot. I go outside. I keep myself above water, step by step, day by day. And still, there are evenings when I do not only want to function. Evenings when I need a gaze that means me. A voice that does not speak out of duty. A moment in which I feel again that I am a man who is allowed to love.

	 

	 

	In my demon app, I write with several demons. At first, it is only distraction. Messages you type between everyday life and tiredness, as if rattling a door you do not know whether you want to open.

	With some, it stays at writing. You ask, you laugh, you send a picture, you let it fade away again without it hurting. With others, I meet up. A coffee. A walk. A short evening that promises more than it keeps.

	Some encounters end as a one-night stand. It is not cold. It is not great either. It is human. Two bodies wanting to remember that they still react, that they do not only carry weight.

	Afterward, sometimes a quiet hangover remains, sometimes nothing, sometimes gratitude because at least for a few hours, you were not alone.

	And then there is one.

	At first, it is only a chat that flows differently. Not only compliments. Not only quick questions. He writes as if he listens before he answers. He does not only ask what I am doing. He asks how I really am. And I notice myself becoming careful, because that is exactly what is dangerous: when someone truly looks.

	I read his message and stare at the screen for a moment, as if I have to decide whether I am allowed to be honest.

	You are alone, Aiden. You have enough losses behind you. You do not need a new hope that will tear you open again.

	Still, I type back. Not much. Only enough so I do not betray myself and yet do not disappear. And he stays. Not clinging. Reliable.

	When we arrange to meet for the first time, it is not a big event. No pathos. It is a time, a place, a “does that work for you?”

	And I feel my heart beating faster, although I tell myself to stay calm. That I must not dream myself into something again. That I first have to see whether it is real.

	The day comes, I take the car key, and while I drive off, a thought pushes into my head that feels like a secret: if I had not passed him by on the train, we would never have met.

	I remember that moment as if, from the outside, it had been banal. A window, landscape, a brief glance.

	And yet something burned itself in. Maybe it was his profile. Maybe it was only the way he stood there. Maybe it was my own feeling, which for the first time in a long time was not only heaviness. Back then, I had not named anything in my head yet, but something inside me had said: look.

	Now I am driving to pick him up, and I notice that I am smiling without wanting to. Not broadly. Only that small, careful smile that says: maybe something good will happen today.

	When he gets into my car, he smells of outside, of cold, of life. He sits down, fastens his seat belt, looks at me, and his gaze is open. Not examining. Not arrogant. Open.

	“Hi,” he says.

	“Hi,” I answer, and for a second I do not know whether I should smile at him or whether that is too much. Then I smile anyway because I do not want to hide it.

	“Thank you for picking me up,” he says.

	“Gladly,” I reply. “I… wanted it this way.”

	He nods, as if he understands exactly that nuance. We drive off, and the first few minutes are still cautious. We talk about simple things, about the day, about the route, about music.

	But underneath the sentences, there is something I cannot ignore. This tension that is not unpleasant. More alive. As if there is a door slowly opening without creaking.

	I hear myself ask, “Did you have a good day?”

	He looks out of the window, then back at me. “It was okay. Now it’s better.”

	The sentence hits me because it is so simple and so honest. I hold his gaze for a moment, then look back at the road so I do not feel too much too quickly.

	When we arrive at my place, my home is tidy, as always, because order helps me. But today it does not feel like protection. It feels like an invitation.

	I open the door, and Mathilda and Fiona come at once, curious, awake. The man beside me stops, crouches down, lets them sniff him without haste.

	“They’re sweet,” he says quietly.

	“They’re my everyday life,” I answer. “And… my support.”

	He looks at me, and there is no pity in his gaze. Only understanding. As if he understands without me having to explain.

	 

	 

	 

	We go inside. I offer him something to drink. He says yes. We sit down, first with some distance, then a little closer, without it being planned. We talk, and while we talk, I feel my body slowly letting go. How I am not constantly ready to protect myself. How, for the first time in a long while, I do not feel as if I have to fight in order to remain in the room.

	At some point, it becomes quiet between us. Not an awkward silence. One that feels full.

	He looks at me as if he is weighing whether he is allowed to say something. Then he says it.

	“I think I’m glad you passed me by on the train.”

	My heart jumps, and I laugh briefly, surprised.

	“You know that?”

	“I saw you,” he says. “And I remembered it.”

	Inside me, it becomes warm. Not hot, not dramatic. Warm, as if something is beginning to move again that had been still for a long time.

	Fate has given us a chance, I think. And this time, I do not want to run away just because it might be beautiful.

	I breathe in, look at him, and feel that I can slowly believe again that love is not only pain.

	Sometimes it is a beginning.

	And sometimes it begins exactly like this: with a glance from a train window and the decision not to forget it.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2 – Open Cards in the Dining Room

	 

	We arrive at my home, and it does not feel like a visit that is about to end again. It is that rare moment when you take off your jacket and realize that the air in the room does not press down. Mathilda and Fiona have already greeted him as if he is not a stranger, more something new.

	And I notice how I watch him without realizing it. Not suspiciously. In wonder. Because I catch myself allowing hope again.

	First, we sit in the dining room. Not on the sofa in front of a screen, not somewhere in a corner. At the table. That sounds banal, but it does something to us.

	A table demands presence. It does not force you, but it invites clarity. I put something to drink down, we adjust the chairs, and then a conversation begins that does not feel like small talk, but like one long breath.

	We talk for hours.

	It does not happen abruptly, more fluidly. First, it is the simple things, then it becomes more personal without anyone announcing the leap. We talk about paths, about decisions, about mistakes, about wishes.

	About what you no longer promised yourself because you had been disappointed too often. And as time passes, I notice the word “date” loosening from my head.

	 

	This is not that game where you want to shine. We are too honest for that. Too close to ourselves for that.

	I notice something that almost seems funny to me because it is so practical and, at the same time, so intimate: we are the same size. He can wear my things. Not in the sense of possession, more in that simple everyday way that suddenly radiates comfort.

	When he gets up, he seems calm, sure, and I feel my body reacting to that because it has been a long time since I had a man in my space who did not make himself small and did not make me small either.

	I do not have to ask him. He simply does it, naturally, and exactly that naturalness is what touches me.

	It is not a sex date.

	Not because there is no attraction. It is there, very clearly, lying beneath every glance, every pause, every brief smile that lingers longer than it has to.

	But we do not slide into that quick shortcut that hides so much. We become too personal for that. We go too far into conversations where you can no longer hide.

	From the very first minute, he is honest with me. No grand gestures. No shiny stories. No sentences meant only to please. He speaks as if he has decided that he does not want to sell himself. That he would rather remain real, even when it is uncomfortable. And exactly that makes him so attractive to me, because in recent years I have experienced too many people who confused closeness with strategy.

	“I want to tell you something,” he begins at some point, briefly looking down at his hands as if he has to gather himself. “Things aren’t easy for me right now.”

	I stay quiet so he can keep talking. I feel a reflex inside me that earlier would immediately have gone into safety. Distance, control, escape. But this time, I stay.

	“I have problems,” he says. “Financially. In my head too. I’m trying not to go under right now.”

	The sentence is big because it does not sound dramatic. It sounds like reality. And reality is not a reason for me to push someone away. More a reason to look more closely.

	“Thank you for saying that,” I answer calmly. “I know what that feels like.”

	He lifts his gaze. “Really?”

	“Yes,” I say. “I’m still in insolvency myself for another year and a half.”

	It is a sentence I do not give to everyone. It is too private, too existential. But I feel that I am not sitting inside a game here. I am sitting opposite a man who has nothing to gain right now by lying to me. And I notice how my confession changes the room. It takes pressure out. It makes us equal. Not romantically equal, but humanly.

	He exhales, and it is as if, for a moment, he becomes looser. “Then you understand me.”

	“I understand more than you think,” I answer. “I know what it’s like when every euro becomes a thought. When you lie awake at night and calculate, although you should actually be sleeping.”

	He nods slowly. “Exactly that.”

	We sit there, two men, and suddenly it is no longer about coming across well. It is about showing yourself without breaking. And exactly there, in that honesty, something begins that I have not felt in this form for a long time: the first hint of trust. No grand promise. A beginning.

	In my head, a quiet monologue runs, surprising even me because it is not driven by fear, but by courage.

	Maybe this is the chance. Maybe love at the beginning is not fireworks, but a table, two glasses, and the decision not to play a role.

	He looks at me. “And… does that scare you off?” he asks.

	I hold his gaze.

	“No,” I answer. “It doesn’t stop me from giving you a chance.”

	He looks as if that is exactly the answer he needed, without expecting it. His face does not completely relax, but it becomes softer. And I realize that I am no longer sitting here only out of loneliness. I am sitting here because I truly want to know who he is.

	The clock moves forward, but neither of us gets up to end the evening. We keep talking, again and again with small pauses in which we are simply there.

	And in one of those pauses, I look at him with such clarity that I can almost not believe it:

	Fate has given us a chance.

	And today, at this table, for the first time in a long time, it does not feel dangerous to accept it.

	


Chapter 3 – Carnival in the Hinterland

	 

	We truly get to know each other slowly. Not with that haste that only wants to arise because you are afraid the moment might disappear. More gently, step by step, as if both of us can feel that something good deserves time.

	They are conversations that are not trying to impress. Questions that do not test. Pauses that do not become awkward. And every time Lars is at my place, the house feels a little less empty, without me having to force it.

	Then Carnival arrives.

	In the hinterland, Carnival feels different from the big cities. Less show, more community. People know each other, greet each other, laugh quickly, stand close because the rooms are smaller and the warmth can still be great.

	There is this exuberant “today, everything may be lighter” in the air, and I feel that I need it. Not to forget something. To remember again that life is also allowed to be joy.

	“Do you want to go?” I ask while we are standing in the kitchen, and I try to make it sound casual.

	Lars looks at me, and in his gaze there is that quiet glow that shows me every time that he is not only joining in, but truly there.

	“Yes,” he says. “Let’s celebrate.”

	 

	We get ready. Not hectically. More like a ritual that brings us both closer together. He stands with me in the bedroom, I open the wardrobe, we laugh about little things, about colors, about the question of what actually “fits” when you do not think in roles, but in mood.

	“You don’t need to look perfect,” Lars says.

	I pause briefly. “I don’t want to be perfect. I just want to feel good.”

	“Then you’re already right,” he answers, and that sentence touches me because it is said so lightly and yet carries so much.

	When we are ready, we stop in front of my mirror. It is only a mirror. An everyday object I usually pass without thinking. But that evening, it becomes a moment. Lars stands beside me, so naturally, as if he has already found his place. I lift my phone, and we take our first picture together.

	There is more in that brief click than one can explain. Not only a photo, more a proof: we are truly here right now. Two men who no longer hide. Two bodies, two gazes, a closeness that does not need to assert itself.

	I see us in the mirror and think: how well the two of us fit together.

	Not because everything is perfect.

	Because it is coherent. Because I do not become smaller beside him, but calmer. Because I do not have to prove myself beside him.

	Because he does not try to possess me, and I do not try to hold him tight. It is that rare feeling that you do not have to run for something to stay.

	On the way to the celebration, it is cold, and yet I feel warm. The place is full, voices, music, light. People laugh, clink glasses, and life feels lighter for a few hours. Lars stands by my side, and I notice how often my gaze wanders to him, as if I have to check whether he is truly real.

	“Everything okay?” he asks when he notices.

	I nod. “I’m just… surprised.”

	“By what?”

	I pause briefly because I do not want to become dramatic. I do not want to talk it to pieces. And yet there is something inside me that wants out.

	“By the fact that it feels good,” I say quietly. “Without me having to fight.”

	Lars looks at me, and his gaze remains calm.

	“Then don’t fight,” he says. “Just feel.”

	We dance. Not perfectly. Not polished. Simply the way you dance when you allow yourself to be in your own body. I feel the music, I feel the crowd, I feel his closeness, and suddenly I realize that I am falling in love with Lars.

	It is not a loud moment. It is an inner click. A quiet recognition. Not the idea of love, not the wish for it. Love itself, sneaking up because it does not need to shout.

	In my head, a monologue runs while we stand there, in the middle of the voices and the light, and yet it feels as if we are briefly alone.

	He is wonderful.

	He is not perfect, and exactly because of that, he is real. He is not my rescuer, but he makes the world softer.

	I have searched for so long, taken so many paths that did not lead me to myself. And now he is standing here, as if the universe placed him right in my perfect moment.

	I look at him, and I think: he is everything I have been searching for all my life.

	That sounds big, and earlier I would have been afraid of thoughts like that because big thoughts often bring big disappointments afterward. But this time it is different. This time, I do not feel blind. I feel awake. I see him. And I see myself.

	Later, when we walk home through the night, I hear the sound of our steps on the asphalt, steady, as if we are finding a rhythm together. Lars pulls his jacket tighter, I gently nudge him with my shoulder, and he laughs quietly.

	In front of the door, we stop for a moment. Not because we hesitate. Because both of us feel that this evening has begun something.

	“It was nice,” he says.

	I look at him and answer honestly, “It was more than nice.”

	He holds my gaze, and for a moment everything is completely quiet.

	And I know:

	The universe did not simply bring him to me. It gave me a chance, and I am beginning to take it. Slowly. Truly. With a heart that is finally brave enough to open again.

	


Chapter 4 – Virgo Season

	 

	Lars is seventeen years younger than I am, yet you do not notice it. Not in the conversations, not in the way we can endure pauses, not in that calm gaze that does not search in order to take, but rather stays in order to understand.

	When he sits beside me, it does not feel like a generation. It feels like harmony. In our minds, we are on the same level, and that keeps surprising me because for so long I thought closeness always failed because of maturity or fear.

	He is a Virgo by zodiac sign.

	And although I have never been someone who builds his life around the stars, I still notice how it settles inside me because it feels as if a circle is closing.

	When one Virgo leaves, a new Virgo comes.

	The sentence sounds fateful, and yet for me it is more a pattern I only recognize afterward. I have had many Virgos in my life. Loves, friends, acquaintances.

	People who, in their own way, brought order into me when there was too much chaos inside. People who gave me the feeling that you are allowed to name things without everything immediately escalating.

	There was always only one who shaped everything.

	Tom.

	My first great love was also a Virgo. When I think his name, it does not feel like drama, more like an old room you have not entered for a long time and yet recognize immediately.

	A room where you were once very young, very open, very ready to believe everything. And suddenly Tom was back after such a long time that it almost felt unreal.

	We had not heard from each other for more than twenty years. Then, as if a door in the universe had opened, he was back in my life.

	Not slowly, not carefully, more with that intensity that only arises when people want to catch up in a short time on what they have missed.

	In the months when I was single, we spent every free minute on the phone. Not a few messages here and there. Phone calls that swallowed the evening. Conversations you do not end because suddenly you have a witness again.

	After Perry was out of the house, I did not write another single word. At first glance, that sentence seems simple, but inside it lies an entire chapter of liberation.

	Before, writing had been rescue, camouflage, protection. It was my place where I could hide when life became too narrow.

	And suddenly I no longer had to hide. Suddenly I no longer had to flee into sentences so I would not suffocate in reality.

	Now I could live my own life.

	That thought was not loud. It was physical. It lay in the way I got up in the morning. In the way I walked through the house without inwardly checking whether I was behaving “correctly.” I no longer had to perform a version of myself.

	 

	 

	I was free from every burden that had silently accumulated over the years. No fear of moods. No caution before the next tipping point. No shame about the fact that I had really only been saving myself from one day to the next.

	There was no diary. There was no novel I had to hide behind.

	There was me.

	And that did me good. So much good that it frightened me. Because I realized how little I had truly been myself in recent years.

	I had been a role, a function, a compromise. Now I was a man again who was allowed to move through his own space without inwardly asking for permission.

	Tom was my conversation partner during that time. My mirror. Perhaps also my gentle reassurance that I was not losing my mind just because I was finally breathing.

	When I spoke to him on the phone, I sometimes heard a version of myself I had forgotten: more awake, clearer, sometimes even humorous. It was as if Tom was giving me back a part of my own story that I had packed into a box for far too long.

	But then Lars stepped into my life.

	And suddenly Tom disappeared from the picture once again. Not because I actively pushed him away, not because he had become unimportant.

	It happened more automatically, as if my inner self were rearranging itself. As if I had unconsciously understood that Tom had been there for a certain phase.

	For the time when I became free. For the time when I had to find myself again.

	We had not heard from each other for more than twenty years, and then almost every day. And now that Lars was there, I no longer needed Tom.

	That sentence feels harsh when you say it aloud. But it is not loveless. It is honest. Tom was an echo. Lars was the present. Tom was the memory of what I had once searched for. Lars was what I need now.

	Because Lars was the mirror I had missed so much in Tom.

	With Tom, there was warmth, familiarity, that tender melancholy old love always brings with it. But there was also something unfinished there, something that did not really move with me, but rather alongside me.

	With Lars, it is different. Lars sees me. Not as an old story, not as a possibility, not as a nostalgic look back. He sees me as a man who lives now, feels now, makes decisions now.

	I notice it in small things. In the way he asks and can truly wait. In the way he holds my gaze without looking away. In the calm he brings out in me, although he is younger.

	Perhaps exactly because of that. Because he does not enter the room already carrying the same wounds. Because he does not fight with me, but stays with me.

	And in this contrast, I understand what Tom had triggered in me: a longing for reflection. The need to be seen, not only heard. Lars fulfills that need without me having to ask. He is there, and his presence does not demand anything. It gives something.

	Sometimes I sit there in the evening and feel how my life is rearranging itself. Not violently, more like a puzzle finally falling into the right place.

	The burden is gone, and so is the mask. I do not have to write a story anymore in order to save myself. I am allowed to live.

	And while Lars steps into my life, I understand that love does not only consist of missing someone. Love consists of finding yourself again in someone’s presence.

	That is the point where I understand why this Virgo pattern feels so fitting to me. Not as superstition. As a symbol. As a transition.

	One Virgo leaves, a new Virgo comes.

	And this time, it does not feel like a replacement.

	It feels like arriving.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 5 – Five Days That Remain

	 

	We get ready to celebrate Carnival, and it feels as if life is bringing color back into my rooms for the first time in a long while. Lars stands in my hallway, pulling on his jacket, glancing briefly at me with that small smile on his face that makes my chest go soft every time. I notice how naturally he moves, as if he has always known where he belongs here.

	Outside, we meet the neighbor, and the evening immediately tips into that kind of lightness one cannot plan. We drink, laugh, tell stories, and at some point, it no longer matters how late it is.

	The night carries us as if it has decided to give us a pause. Carnival in the hinterland is not polished, not perfectly styled, but it is warm. People stand together, move closer, leave everyday life behind for a few hours as if it were only a coat you hand in at the cloakroom.

	Lars is right in the middle of it, no uncertainty, no sense of being a stranger. And the unbelievable thing is this: after only one day, it seems as if he has arrived in my life. Not as a guest. As a part of it.

	He laughs with my neighbor, raises his glass, responds to jokes without pretending. Every now and then, his gaze searches for mine, just briefly, and in that look lies a quiet question: Are you okay?

	I nod again and again because that is exactly what I feel. I am okay. I am not tense. I do not have to prove anything. I am simply there.

	Later, when we move on, Lars walks beside me, and I hear the sound of our steps on the asphalt, steady, familiar, as if we have practiced this rhythm for a long time. I think of all the paths I have walked, all the turns that were wrong, and of this one feeling now spreading inside me: we searched for each other and found each other.

	It is a sentence that could sound kitschy. With us, it sounds true.

	When we come home, the apartment is quiet, and yet it does not feel empty. Mathilda and Fiona are awake, they patter toward us, and Lars immediately crouches down, lets them sniff him, calmly strokes their backs. I watch him and feel something inside me open without hurting.

	“They like you,” I say.

	He looks up. “I like them too.”

	I close the door, and in the moment the noise of the night stays outside, everything between us grows denser. Not threatening. Close. Lars comes to me, touches my hand, first carefully, then more firmly, as if he is telling me:

	You do not have to hold yourself together.

	The sex with Lars is so good because I can let myself fall with him. Not only physically. In my head too. With him, I do not have to stay alert.

	I do not have to check whether touch will disappear again
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