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	Preface 

	 

	Sometimes you realize too late that you have been strong for too long. Not in any heroic sense, more as a quiet form of endurance. Daily life keeps moving, the shift ends, the city stays awake, and something inside you remains stuck in place: a knot that does not loosen, no matter how often you ignore it.

	That is the state this volume was born from. From days that look functional on the outside while questions wait underneath. From nights when you put your phone down and still cannot settle, because closeness has changed. Love is still there, though it no longer carries things on its own. Trust cannot be talked into existence once the ground beneath the words begins to shake.

	Aiden stands at a threshold many people know. He loves, and it is precisely that love that makes him sensitive to what is wrong. When security is missing, every detail grows heavy: a glance that lingers too long, a pause that stretches too far, a sentence that sounds right and still offers no peace. In phases like that, you start watching yourself, and that is exhausting. You notice caution taking the place of ease.

	The world around him stays bright and loud: music, voices, lights, the counter where you remain friendly even when your chest feels tight. In that kind of world, promises do not matter most. What matters is what a person actually does. Reliability shows itself in small actions that do not collapse under pressure. Respect shows itself in whether someone takes you seriously, even when it is inconvenient. Truth shows itself in whether it remains standing once it comes with consequences.

	 

	This volume is harsh because it does not polish anything. Pain here does not come from one single moment. It grows out of what keeps building up: unresolved situations, blurred boundaries, patterns that repeat until the heart grows tired. At some point, hoping becomes exhausting when you are the only one doing it. At some point, loving becomes difficult when it keeps making you feel smaller.

	Even so, there is warmth in this story. Not as decoration, more as an honest counterweight. Warmth appears where care does not arrive as a game. A glance can recognize you without provoking you. A conversation can hold you without slipping away. Closeness can feel light when there is no hidden trap beneath it. Moments like that do not solve everything, though they can help a person stand upright again.

	At the center of this volume is self-respect. It is not loud, yet it decides everything. It keeps you from betraying yourself just to force peace. Peace that drains you cannot sustain you. Love that keeps pushing you toward the edge cannot protect you. Aiden learns to use boundaries as a language: clear, calm, without threats. That kind of clarity can hurt, and that is exactly why it matters.

	Aiden is not idealized here. He reacts, he struggles, he stumbles too. Pride lives in him, and longing does as well, and each pulls in a different direction. Pride keeps him standing. Longing pulls him back toward what once felt beautiful. In that tension, a person discovers whether they can remain true to themselves.

	 

	 

	 

	These pages are not about winners. They are about what stays intact. They ask whether an “I love you” becomes visible in ordinary life. Words can comfort. Words can also confuse. Behavior is clearer. Once you understand that, you begin to love differently: more awake, more direct, with greater respect for your own heart.

	Perhaps you will find yourself in some of these scenes. Perhaps only in the feeling of longing for calm while unrest keeps working inside you. This book does not want to lecture you. It wants to stay beside you. It endures pain without glorifying it. It offers hope without lying.

	Thank you for walking this path with Aiden. Thank you for entering the darker places and continuing to read. May this volume seize you, move you, and leave you with a thought that stays: self-respect is a home that must never be taken from you.

	 

	M. E. Capwell
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Chapter 1 – Between Routine and Longing

	 

	We have been together for two months now — two of the most beautiful months of my life — and yet I find myself lying alone in bed more and more often.

	My room is still full of his scent, though the space beside me stays empty. My phone lies next to the pillow, that little grey block of plastic whose screen used to light up every few minutes with Kiss and I love you. Now the messages come less often, more quietly, almost politely. I love you has started turning into love you lots, and five or seven texts a day have sometimes become just one.

	And I, the devil from hell who feels everything too loudly, love him more with every day that passes.

	Maybe because of that.

	At the beginning it felt like fireworks. Every message from him was a sparkler going off inside my chest. Now they are more like matches, flaring up for a second and going dark again, and still I cling to every word, every timestamp.

	Far too often, I stare at the silent display. I reread old messages for the tenth time, as if I might somehow be able to tell from them whether he still loves me the way he did back then, in Stefan’s bathroom, when we fucked half the place into ruin.

	He studies all the time now, sits through lectures, bends over books, writes exams. I work, racing between Barflow, hell, and my sectional sofa.

	Somewhere in between, our love has started slipping into a kind of daily life I was never prepared for.

	I know drama. I know collapse. I know nights when you believe you will stop breathing without the other person. What I barely know at all is this quieter kind of us.

	As always, John is my lifeline. Without him, I probably would have eaten myself alive over the past few weeks. He appears whenever hell in my head grows too loud — usually at night, sometimes in the afternoon, always at exactly the moment I start wondering whether I am overreacting or whether someone really is tightening his grip around my heart, slowly, almost politely.

	We sit on my sectional sofa, two glasses of champagne in front of us, the bottle on the coffee table that has already carried half the Aiden chronicle.

	“So,” John says, lifting his glass, “how are you really?”

	I shrug. “I’m okay.”

	His expression shifts just slightly. “That okay again. I know that word. It’s your way of saying: I’m functioning, but inside, everything’s on fire.”

	Heat and cold move through me at the same time.

	“I don’t know… everything’s changed. At the beginning, Elias texted me twenty times a day. Every message sounded like a declaration of love. He still writes sweet things now, just… more normally. He studies, he’s tired, he has classes, and I sit here staring at my phone like a dog watching the front door.”

	I grab the phone as if I need evidence. The small screen glows that pale green under which so many truths have already appeared.

	The last messages from him:

	28.10.02 10:35 a.m.

	Good morning, sweetheart! Would you feel like driving to Düsseldorf in about 2 hours? I’m off early and I’ll text you after my lecture! Think about it…

	 

	“That’s sweet,” John says softly. “He calls you sweetheart. He thinks of you when he wakes up. He’s making plans to spend a day with you on a whim. That’s not nothing, Aiden.”

	I nod, though something inside me still tightens. “I know it’s sweet. But before, a message like that would have been followed by five more I love yous. Now maybe one more text comes later, and that’s it.”

	I scroll on and let John glance at the screen with me.

	29.10.02 9:57 a.m.

	and me even more! So stay where you are for now and afterward we’ll make love. Kiss

	 

	Only a few lines, one small sentence — and still it keeps lodging itself inside me. That and me even more makes my heart jump every time I read it. At the same time, a fear creeps in that I can barely admit even to myself: what if this is already the grown-up version of love, and I just never learned how to live with it?

	 

	“You read too much into what’s between the lines,” John says, leaning back. “You used to cry your eyes out over every missing message. Now you’ve got a lover texting you that afterward you’ll make love. What exactly is the problem?”

	I stare at the words we’ll make love. The little l, not the big dramatic version I would probably invent for it in my head. I could spiral over that if I wanted to, convince myself it means less because it is written more casually. At the same time, I know that would be ridiculous. He means it. I have felt that in every embrace, in every morning when he half-asleep murmured, “Good morning, my sweetheart.”

	“It feels like everything’s slowing down,” I say after a while. “At the start he was with me all the time, every night, every free minute. Now he’s at home, studying, sleeping, replying later. The messages have become… normal. And I don’t know how to deal with normal. I only know extremes.”

	John watches me for a long time, as if he were trying to see right through me.

	“You’re not falling less in love with him,” he says. “You’re falling deeper. The rush eases a little so you can actually see who’s lying next to you. He still has the same heart. He still writes in the same voice. He’s just no longer texting you as if he were on speed.”

	I breathe out. “I’m scared it’s going to tip over. That we’ve reached that point where people start arguing more than kissing. Suddenly we’re having little fights by text because I feel pushed aside when he says he still has to study. I sit here feeling alone while he’s in a lecture hall trying to sort out his life. And somehow, in the middle of that, I’m planning a holiday in Asia with him as if that part were completely natural.”

	The travel brochures from the agency are lying on the coffee table. Glossy photos of white beaches, turquoise water, bungalows standing above the sea on wooden stilts. My fingers move over one picture showing a couple standing in the sunset. A man and a woman, of course, because travel catalogues are never quite as modern as we are. In my head, I replace them. I see Elias and me standing in shallow water, his hands at my hips, my forehead against his.

	A devil and a vampire pretending they belong on a postcard.

	“You’re planning a holiday together,” John says, nodding toward the brochures. “Do you understand what that means?”

	“That I should probably start thinking about what I’m going to wear on the plane?”

	He snorts.

	“It means he pictures a future with you. Nobody goes to a travel agency with you if they’re planning to dump you next week.”

	I let that settle inside me and feel something loosen for a second. The thought of nights together in strange hotels, breakfast by the sea, sex in beds that belong to no one we know — all of it feels like our love extending into a world that is not just Barflow, Era, and Kettengasse.

	“Tom is constantly in Berlin with Bob,” I say quietly. “The apartment has become emptier, but not calmer. I sit on the sofa, hear the message tone, and every single time I hope it’s Elias. Sometimes it’s just some stupid promotion from my provider. Those are the moments when I want to throw the phone out the window.”

	John nods with real understanding.

	“You’ve become addicted to him,” he says, not accusing me of anything. “To his messages. To his presence. To that feeling of belonging to someone. Addiction is glamorous at the beginning. Later it turns into withdrawal the second your phone stays silent for two hours.”

	I lean my head back against the sofa and close my eyes for a moment.

	Behind my eyelids, all those small scenes from the last few weeks begin to surface: Elias sitting at the kitchen table with his legs drawn up, laughing whenever I say something ridiculous. His forehead resting on my shoulder when he’s tired. The way his hand reaches for mine automatically when we walk down Kettengasse.

	“Maybe,” I whisper, “I just have to learn not to confuse love with constant fireworks.”

	John lifts his glass and taps it gently against mine.

	“Maybe,” he says, “you need to learn that one text saying and me even more can sometimes mean more than ten overblown I love yous on a day you don’t even truly share.”

	I look down at the screen again.

	… stay where you are for now and afterward we’ll make love. Kiss

	The letters are small, but they carry everything I am right now: longing, hope, fear, memory.

	And right there inside all of it sits the quiet realization that whatever this is with Elias has already grown into something much larger than any count of my incoming texts.

	 

	


Chapter 2 – Between Doubt and a Future

	 

	It is always this rise and fall between us. We love each other, we fight, we make up, we end up tangled together in bed again, and still there is that small, stubborn spark inside me that refuses to let things rest.

	From the outside, I probably look happy, almost glowing. Deep down, though, there is a voice that keeps whispering the same poison: His ex told you he cheats. He doesn’t love you.

	That voice never shows up when he is lying beside me. It comes when I am alone. When the apartment is quiet, the television just murmurs to itself, and my phone says nothing. That is when it crawls out from whatever corner of my heart it hides in, settles itself in the middle of my chest, and starts questioning everything.

	I feel myself loving him more with each passing day. Every morning his name appears on my screen, it burns a little deeper into me. At the same time, I am terrified that the opposite is happening for him. That he is growing quieter while I am getting louder. That he is slowly stepping back from this us while I am still gripping it harder and harder.

	He often prefers being alone. He studies, visits his family, sits through lectures, does what people call his own thing. In my head, the translation is cruelly simple: Is he pulling away from me?

	 

	I do not know what to think. Life holds a lot of beautiful things, but for me the most beautiful one is still love. Real love. And that real love, right now, feels complete and fragile at the same time.

	Today I am alone again.

	I am lying on my bed. The pillow still carries the faint trace of his cologne, and yet it feels as though someone has placed a full yard of distance between me and the rest of the world.

	Inside me burns the urge to flood him with messages, to send out every thought, every minute, every I miss you the second it forms. But I hold back. For the first time, I deliberately put my longing behind me because I do not want to suffocate him with it.

	My phone vibrates.

	A small jolt runs through my body, as if someone has tugged a thread tied directly to my heart. I pick it up, the screen lighting in that pale green, and there he is.

	31.10.02 20:59

	so my little sweetheart i’m home now and after i send this message i’m going to study and write a little! love you lots!

	 

	I read the line several times.

	So my little sweetheart. That word alone makes the corners of my mouth lift. I can see him in my mind, closing the door behind him at home, breathing out for a second before typing this. He is tired. He still has things to write, things to study, things to get through. And still I am his first thought.

	Then my eyes get stuck on the final words:

	love you lots!

	It used to say I love you. Clear. Direct. No detour. Now it is love you lots. Still sweet, still warm, just… different.

	Immediately that inner voice starts up again. See? It’s changing. It’s getting weaker. Love turns into affection.

	I stare at the screen as though I might force the words to change back into I love you. My stomach tightens. My thoughts start circling. And yet, if I am honest, no one writes love you lots to someone who means nothing to them. That is not the kind of phrase people hand out carelessly. Even so, the comparison hurts, because I still carry the beginning so vividly inside me.

	The phone vibrates again.

	My heartbeat jumps, and the air in the room seems to shift, as if someone has just opened a window. Another text.

	31.10.02 21:57

	oh god! can you imagine what i’ll look like then…. but growing old together is the best thing anyone could imagine!! kiss

	 

	At first, on the small screen, I see only the top line.

	Oh God! Can you imagine what I’ll look like then….

	My stomach drops at once.

	 

	 

	Instantly I start inventing scenes. Me old, him old, and somehow in his head those two things do not belong together. Or worse, him old with someone else, while I turn into a footnote in his life. In my mind a whole carousel starts spinning before I even scroll down. I react too quickly, the way I always do when fear reaches me before trust has a chance. Defensive. Impulsive. Like a devil who learned long ago to protect himself first.

	Only a moment later do I scroll further and finally see the second half — the part that matters.

	But growing old together is the best thing anyone could imagine!! Kiss

	It feels as though someone has slammed a hand on the stop button of my disaster fantasies.

	Growing old together.

	He writes it just like that, in the middle of an ordinary Thursday night. Not drunk. Not dramatic. Not as a joke. As something he can genuinely picture. With me. With us.

	The shame comes in the next wave.

	Shame that I always see the worst first and skip right over the best. Shame that my fear was louder than my trust before I had even read the whole thing.

	My phone vibrates a third time.

	This time I take a breath before opening it.

	31.10.02 22:08

	you should have read the whole message!

	I have to smile.

	There he is again — my vampire with the kind of humor that disarms me. You can practically hear him through the words: mildly annoyed, a little offended, and still affectionate. He knows my flaws. He knows how quickly I latch onto half the truth whenever fear drowns out the rest. And he corrects me without hurting me.

	I sit there with the phone in my hand, and suddenly the evening does not feel quite so dark anymore.

	Yes, there is still this rise and fall between us. Yes, his messages are different now than they were at the beginning. Yes, I am still wrestling with the things his ex said, those sentences lodged in my head like thorns.

	But through all of it, written there in black on green, is this:

	Growing old together is the best thing anyone could imagine.

	Maybe that is the real truth I need to learn to see. Not just the first line of a message. Not just the love you lots compared to what came before. Not only the fear.

	The thought beneath it.

	He is thinking in years, not only in nights. He can imagine a future that includes me. And if I am completely honest, that may be the most beautiful thing two people can share.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3 – When the Words Run Dry

	 

	We have been together for almost three months now, and I am starting to feel as though the ground is slipping away beneath me. At the beginning, everything was fireworks — kisses, messages, plans.

	Now I sit on my sectional sofa with a glass of champagne in my hand, staring at my phone while it lies there in silence for hours. The space between two messages can feel as long as an entire night.

	I think Elias does not love me anymore.

	That sentence moves into my head like something foreign, and the more often I think it, the heavier it becomes. He has grown more distant. His hugs are shorter. His kisses seem distracted. The I love you that once came naturally at the end of the day has been missing for days. He writes that he is tired, that he has to study, that he is out. It sounds reasonable. It feels cold.

	Then yesterday, at Anette’s birthday, he said the sentence that threw me completely off balance.

	We were standing in the kitchen, surrounded by half-empty glasses and ashtrays, with the usual party noise all around us. Someone was laughing in the living room. Someone else had just put on another CD. I was standing next to him, close enough to breathe in his scent, when somebody made a joke about couples who fight all the time.

	Elias shrugged, took a sip of his drink, and said in that light, almost careless voice of his,

	“Oh, I can break up really easily.”

	To everyone else, it sounded casual. Just another line tossed into the room, followed by laughter that moved on without stopping.

	To me, it was a knife.

	It went straight through me.

	Blood rushed to my head. I felt hot and ice-cold at the same time. I stood there smiling as though everything was fine, while inside me something was screaming.

	Break up really easily.

	In that moment, all I wanted was to walk out of the room. Or crawl inside him so he would never say something like that again.

	Ever since then, I have not been able to escape the carousel in my head.

	When he is on the phone with his mother, I hear her laughing in the background, hear his calm voice answering her. And then there is that sentence he keeps using:

	“I’m in hell.”

	Never: “I’m with Aiden.”

	I am not Aiden. I am only hell.

	A place. A backdrop. Not a person. Not a love.

	At moments like that, I feel erased. As though I am not truly part of his life at all when he talks about me.

	 

	There was a time when we talked about holidays, about Asia, about palm trees and champagne on the beach, about white sand and our towels lying side by side. We stood in travel agencies together, flipping through brochures, our fingers moving over the pictures while we kept saying we. We looked at rings, just for fun, and yet there was that unmistakable glimmer in our eyes that gave away far more than either of us said aloud.

	Now all those dreams have gone quiet.

	No more talk about rings.

	No new sentences about travelling together.

	The brochures are still lying in my room, their corners slightly bent from how often I have picked them up. When I open them, all those perfect photographs stare back at me. Couples kissing in the sunset. Hands wearing bright, polished rings.

	I close them again because it hurts.

	The messages have changed too. Before, each day felt like a small novel.

	Good morning, thinking of you. Kiss.

	I miss you.

	I love you.

	Now some days bring only two sentences. No large gestures. No forever. No never without you. I look at the display and force myself not to treat every pause between his replies as evidence. Still, every hour without a sign from him becomes so heavy that my chest starts to tighten.

	I sit there with my phone in one hand and my champagne glass in the other, and there is only one thing I know for certain:

	I love him. In spite of everything.

	In spite of the sentences that hurt me.

	In spite of the fear that eats away at me whenever he pulls back.

	In spite of the moments when I feel like something extra in his life, something he could shake off without much effort.

	I love him when I see his handwriting on a beer mat.

	I love him when I think of his favorite film, the one I only watched because of him.

	I love him when he calls me sweetheart, even when the message is short.

	I love him even while a voice in my head whispers that perhaps he stopped loving me the same way he did at the beginning.

	The truth is simple:

	My love is growing, while my sense of safety is shrinking.

	And that is exactly where the pain lives.

	I sit in my living room in hell while he casually tells people on the phone that he is “in hell.”

	I want to be more than that place.

	I want to be the name he says when someone asks where he is.

	I want to be the reason he stays.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 4 – It Feels Like a Nightmare

	 

	It feels as if I am trapped inside a bad film that keeps starting over from the beginning. One day I am devastated, two days later everything is beautiful again, one evening glows with hope — and then Elias stands in front of me in the middle of an argument, reaches for his backpack without a word, stuffs his things into it, and leaves.

	The apartment door shuts behind him, and every time it does, another piece of security drops out of my life.

	He was never like this before.

	Of course we used to fight. We yelled, we went silent, we found our way back to each other, and sooner or later we were lying in bed together again.

	Now he turns away, takes his toothbrush from the glass, his shirts from my closet, his jacket from the hook, as casually as if he were only taking out the trash — and disappears.

	No look back.

	No we’ll work it out.

	He leaves me standing there like someone he no longer loves.

	The worst part is that his last messages tell a completely different story.

	See you soon, sweetheart.

	Love you lots.

	Sleep well.

	Me even more.

	Those little sentences still appear on my screen like reflexes from a better time.

	Only none of them reach me anymore.

	They used to hold me together. Now they hit me and fall away. I no longer know whether that is still love speaking, or only habit.

	From the thirteenth to the eighteenth, there would once have been thirty, maybe fifty messages in five days, every one of them full of heart, longing, that shiver under the skin.

	Now I count them and realize: seven. Seven messages in five days. And not because we are spending every hour together.

	Quite the opposite.

	Most of the time I am sitting alone in hell, on my sectional sofa, phone in hand, staring at a screen that has become far too quiet.

	I keep reading those seven messages as though some hidden sentence might be tucked between them, something that explains everything.

	There is nothing.

	Nothing about missing me so much.

	Nothing about not being able to fall asleep without me.

	Only see you later, sweetheart, love you lots, sleep well.

	 

	On paper it still looks like a relationship. It even sounds like one. To me, right now, it feels like the echo of something that used to be huge and is slowly fading away.

	Whenever Elias gets angry and starts packing his things, something inside me gives way.

	I can see him right in front of me: his face set hard, his eyes refusing to meet mine, his hands moving with complete certainty because they know exactly where everything of his is kept. There is no hesitation, no pause at the door, only that determined way of leaving. My body reacts before my mind does. I get dizzy. My stomach knots. My heart starts pounding so hard that I can barely hear my own breathing.

	I want to grab him, scream at him, beg him, all at once.

	Instead, I stay where I am.

	Frozen.

	Later, somehow, it settles again.

	We talk. We text. We end up in bed together, and for a few hours it feels as though everything has returned to the way it used to be.

	Yet deep down I know better.

	I am no longer the center of his life. I am a part of it — perhaps an important one, though no longer the one everything turns around.

	That makes me sad in a way that no longer even needs tears. It is a dull kind of pain, the sort that grows heavier from one day to the next because it never fully leaves.

	I catch myself dissecting every sentence he writes.

	Love you lots — is that less than I love you?

	Is see you soon, sweetheart nothing more than routine now?

	When he texts me even more, I ask myself whether he still feels it, or whether he only types it because he knows I am waiting for those words. I sit there reading, answering, all the while feeling something in me drift farther and farther away from the certainty I had with him at the beginning.

	My heart is hanging on to a vampire who may already be preparing for his next flight.

	A vampire who wants to move on, to keep traveling, to lean toward the next throat, make the next heart race.

	And I — the devil from hell — stand here still holding mine out to him as if I had an endless supply.

	Maybe his ex was right.

	Maybe all the things he warned me about were not poison at all, but a mirror.

	Maybe Elias really is cheating on me. Maybe he does not love me anymore.

	Maybe I was only a stop along the way, a fire he warmed himself by before moving on.

	The thought hurts. It burns in my chest.

	And worse than that, I can feel myself beginning to believe his ex more than the messages glowing on my screen.

	I love a vampire who keeps slipping farther out of my life.

	And the tighter I cling to him inside myself, the more this we slides through my hands.

	


Chapter 5 – Walking on Hot Coals

	 

	I am sitting on the sectional sofa with John, and as usual there is an open bottle of champagne on the table in front of us, though everything feels emptier than it did only a few weeks ago.

	By all logic, I should be happy.

	I have a vampire who once wrote me the most beautiful declaration of love I have ever received. I have a friend like John, who catches me whenever I fall. I have a hell full of demons throwing glances after me wherever I go. On paper, everything is exactly as it should be. Inside me, almost nothing is.

	John tilts his head slightly and studies me with that calm, steady look of his, the one that sees right through me before I have even opened my mouth.

	“So, my little devil,” he says softly, “how are you really?”

	I shrug and turn the glass slowly between my fingers.

	“If you asked me properly, I’d have to say fine. I have a boyfriend, I have work, I have you. But…”

	I stop. My eyes drift toward the door as if Elias might walk in at any moment.

	“It doesn’t feel the way it did at the beginning anymore. Not like back then, when every text was its own tiny firework.”

	John says nothing. He takes a sip of champagne and waits. That is what he always does. No pressure. Just that open space in which my words eventually fall out on their own.

	“Hell throws new demons at me every night,” I begin again. “They stare, they smile, they wink. Half of them would be in bed with me immediately if I wanted. Before, that kind of thing would have distracted me. Now I sit there and think: what am I supposed to do with any of them when he’s the only one I want? I don’t even know anymore whether this thing between us has a future. I spend more time alone than I do actually being with Elias. And if I didn’t love him as much as I do, I would already be completely desperate.”

	I can hear my own voice changing. It sounds thinner now, more fragile, as if each sentence is scratching a little more paint off the surface. John listens in silence, sets his glass down, folds his hands together.

	“He always says he’s studying,” I go on. “It’s always university, lectures, exams. Maybe it’s true. Maybe there’s something else underneath it. I sit here staring at my phone, wondering whether he really is buried in books or whether he simply has no time, no energy, no real desire left for me.”

	John raises an eyebrow. “Does he ever call at all?”

	“Sometimes,” I say with a sigh. “Every now and then the phone rings in the middle of the day, and I hear his voice, that familiar mix of tiredness and charm. He asks how I am, tells me briefly what he still has to study, and before I even get the chance to say I miss him, he’s gone again. And at night…”

	I lean back and close my eyes for a moment. The ceiling above me goes soft and blurry because in my head I am back on that stupid glowing screen again.

	 

	“At night he’ll send something eventually, usually just when I’ve almost given up. A small message, something like Sleep well, sweetheart. He’s probably half asleep already while he’s typing it. For him it’s a loving way to end the day. For me it’s the moment I stop having any chance of falling asleep at all, because I’ve been waiting for exactly those words the whole time. I lie there like I’m on hot coals, and when the display finally lights up, it’s already so late that the relief almost hurts.”

	John nods slowly.

	“So you wait for him every night.”

	“Yes,” I whisper. “And during the day too, really.”

	I tell him about the mornings when my phone vibrates while I’m getting ready in the bathroom. Elias is already at university by then, sending me practical little updates as though we are something that needs to be scheduled and coordinated. About 270 minutes until we see each other — that kind of thing. It’s sweet and cold at once, like a snow globe with a heart painted on the glass.

	“And when he texts me that he’s had a hard-on the whole time because he’s thinking about me,” I say with a bitter little smile, “I cling to that line as if it proves there’s still something burning. Only then, an hour later, the cancellation comes. Sweetheart, it’s going to be later after all, I’m tired, I still have to study. And there I am again, on this sofa, surrounded by brochures for our holiday in Asia and the reality that we mostly touch each other through a screen now.”

	John lets out a long breath and studies the pattern in the carpet before looking back at me.

	“How does that feel?” he asks.

	It takes me a moment to find the right words.

	“It’s like my body reacts a fraction too early,” I say quietly. “When he writes that he wants to come over, my heart starts racing, my hands get warm, my mind has already moved ahead to what shirt I’ll wear, what scent I’ll put on. And when he cancels, all of that stays trapped inside me. My pulse drops straight through the floor, my stomach knots up, and it feels like somebody switched off the lights from the inside. I still answer sweetly, politely, like a good boyfriend who understands everything and says nothing. Meanwhile, somewhere under all that, something in me is screaming: You’re missing. You’re missing. You’re missing.”

	“Do you tell him that?” John asks gently.

	I shake my head.

	“Not in the way it really feels. I don’t want to smother him. I don’t want to add even more pressure. So I smile at the phone and send back things like No problem, sweetheart, study well, and hope he can somehow read between the lines how badly I wish he’d change his mind. Only he doesn’t. Or maybe he can’t right now. And I keep trying to see the best in everything, even when there’s barely any of it left.”

	John says nothing.

	Outside in hell, someone is laughing. Cars pass in the street. Somewhere nearby a crate of bottles crashes into a bin. Inside my small apartment, a strange quiet settles over us like something damp and heavy.

	 

	 

	“Do you know what the saddest part is?” I ask after a while. “The demons out there in hell see me. They look, they flirt, they would turn around if I lifted one finger. But I don’t want any of them. I sit here waiting for a vampire who tells me he gets hard while studying because he’s thinking about me, then crosses me off again in the same breath like a note in his calendar. And I cling to every little thing — every sleep well, every see you later — like it’s a life ring, even though I’m already tired of treading water.”

	John shifts a little closer and rests his hand carefully on my knee. No grand speech. Just that small, warm touch.

	“You’re not crazy,” he says softly. “You’re in love. Maybe more than is good for you. And you keep hoping because that’s what your heart has always done. But don’t forget one thing: you are not only the one who waits. You are also the one worth showing up for.”

	I look down at my phone lying silent on the table. No light, no vibration, no new message. Just my own reflection in the dark display, a little tired, a little pale, a little too in love.

	“At the moment,” I whisper, “I feel more like the one who gets left behind.”

	John keeps his hand where it is.

	“Then we need to make sure you learn to see yourself differently again,” he says. “Elias is studying. You are too. Only what you’re studying right now is how much love can hurt when someone starts growing quieter.”

	 

	 

	I nod, take a sip of champagne that suddenly tastes completely different, and hope that somewhere in the night a small message will still appear on my screen and show me that he hasn’t already started letting me go.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6 – Nineteen Hours of Silence

	 

	“Hey sweetheart, I’m going to sleep now and I’ll dream about you.” A few weeks ago, a message like that would have sent me floating.

	Now I read it, watch those familiar words flicker across the screen of my old phone, and feel them die inside me before they reach anywhere important. They no longer land where they once set everything in me alight. Back then, a sentence like that felt like a promise. Now it feels like something added automatically, the kind of line you tack on because that is simply what people do.

	It is not that he has stopped writing altogether.

	It is the space in between that is destroying me.

	There was a time when my whole day was divided by Elias. A message in the morning. Another at noon. Several at night. Small sparks of love brightening my life in hell. Now I lie in bed, look at the clock, look at my phone, and realize that nineteen hours have passed between one message and the next.

	Nineteen hours.

	Nineteen hours in which I keep expecting his name to appear on the display and see nothing except the time dragging itself forward. When a text finally arrives and somewhere in it he writes, …and one more thing, I love you so much, I read the words and understand them, yet the warmth never reaches me anymore. It feels as though he is calling them to me from another room, through a closed door.

	What I want more than anything is that easy love from the beginning.

	That rush in my stomach when every message felt like a detonation. The way an I love you from him used to travel through my whole body instead of stopping at my eyes. I tell myself it is not my fault. At least that is what I try to believe. My love for Elias grows deeper every day. Every look, every memory, every touch has written itself farther into me.

	He is the vampire who woke my heart with a kiss, and I am still holding on to that, even while I can feel him drifting somewhere I cannot follow.

	I am standing here with my arms open, and it feels as though he simply does not want to see it anymore.

	Even on the good days, on the days when I call him my sweetheart and we laugh together, I know how fragile the moment is. I can feel how quickly everything can tilt. One wrong word. One misunderstanding. One delayed visit. A beautiful evening becomes a minefield in seconds.

	More and more often, he has reasons why he cannot be with me. He is tired. He has to study. He has family things. His head is full. Too much is going on. He wraps it all in tenderness, adds something like I’m sad too, but that only makes me look forward to tomorrow even more, and I even believe that part of him means
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Sometimes
hearts must go
separate ways
to understand
that they were
meant to be.”






