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	Foreword

	 

	This book does not begin with hope.

	It begins with a decision that cannot be undone.

	Aiden allowed a moment that changed everything. Not a great explosion, not some dramatic break, but an action that feels right in the first instant and shifts everything in the next. What remains is not guilt alone. It is the realization that closeness makes us vulnerable, and that we are capable of destroying the very thing that means the most to us.

	The loss of Paul does not strike him on the surface. It cuts deeper. Into the trust that had grown between them. Into the feeling of having finally arrived. Into the sense of safety that never had to be spoken aloud. Suddenly there is distance, and with it the question of who you are when that very bond is gone.

	Aiden tries to keep moving forward. Not out of strength, but because standing still is not an option. Encounters come and go without leaving anything behind. Closeness remains fleeting. Trust does not take root. He functions, yet something inside him remains untouched.

	Then Tom enters his life.

	No grand gesture. No forced moment. An encounter that begins quietly, and carries weight for precisely that reason. There is something in the way he is, something that does not impose itself, and by doing so creates space. Aiden responds to it without planning to. For the first time in a long while, he stops instead of moving on.

	 

	This book tells of what begins to emerge when you can no longer avoid yourself. Of decisions that leave their mark, and of the possibility of opening yourself despite everything. It is not about perfection. It is about being honest, even when that honesty changes everything.

	When you read these pages, do not follow a hero.

	Follow a human being who is learning to face himself.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Shadows of My Soul

	 

	Volume I

	 

	M. E. Capwell

	 

	What happens when you leave everything behind you?

	 

	


Chapter 1 – The Room Made of Silence

	 

	I do not remember colors. I remember shadows, a darkness that had long since ceased to feel like a threat because it had already become ordinary. I was two years old, and inside me lived a silence that sounded older than any word I knew, as if it had existed before me and had simply taken up residence within me.

	There was a room, a bed too large for a body that did not yet know what to do with itself, a door that slammed shut far too loudly every time, and a carpet that could not hide any trembling.

	I learned early how to stand still, not only for seconds, but for so long that even breathing began to feel like a mistake, until my calves burned and thoughts became my only game.

	In those thoughts, I invented paths that did not exist, out into the hallway, out into the day, out into arms that would hold me, while in reality only one rule held me in place, a rule never spoken aloud and yet present in everything: Do not move.

	Sometimes I heard footsteps, and the hallway changed its breathing the moment the rhythm of the shoes shifted, as if even the air understood that something was happening, something not good. Then everything grew heavy, denser, inescapable.

	They say children are innocent, yet I felt like snow beneath shoes, born white and then stepped on, shaped, altered, until no one could have said whether anything untouched had ever been there at all.

	 

	While other children learned to run, I learned not to sway, and while others laughed, I held my breath, because even a quiet laugh would have been too loud in my world.

	There was hunger, not only in my stomach, but deeper, as if a small, stubborn fist had closed inside me and would not open again. Food did not mean becoming full. It was a test, a moment in which it was decided whether one was allowed to pass.

	Once, a plate was left untouched, hands cleared the table, and the rustling of the trash bag sounded final, like something that would not return.

	But later another hand came, took the plate back out of the dark, and set it in front of me again, and I remember how everything about it had changed, the smell colder, the sauce dull, the bottom of the plate a lifeless, muted mirror.

	I ate, not out of hunger, not out of desire, but because I understood there was no way out if I did not.

	There was shame, a shame that did not come from one single moment, but slowly ate its way into the body. The body called out, as bodies do, and I stood there, I stood there until standing itself became trembling, until each second grew heavier than the one before.

	The toilet lay behind a door I was not allowed to open, and so what had to happen happened, as it must when a body no longer has any choice.

	Afterward came the second shame, the punishment that told me I should have acted differently, though there had been no other way. A room becomes small when you are not allowed to leave it, yet a body becomes smaller still when it is declared guilty in itself.

	And there was heat, not the kind of warmth that protects, but the kind that threatens, the kind that feels wrong because it is not there to comfort.

	There was a stove in the room, and though it looked like part of the apartment, I understood it as something else, something alive, something that wanted to burn.

	I remember the hissing, not only outside me, but inside me too, skin that burned for days afterward even though it had long since turned cold, as if something had lodged itself there and would never leave.

	I remember a houseplant simply standing there, quiet, untouched, as though it did not know what a human being can endure. By evening the room smelled of metal and of the attempt to feel nothing anymore.

	I was too small to understand why things happened, too small for explanations that never came anyway, and yet old enough to feel a no growing inside me.

	That no was quiet. It did not scream. It did not fight. It simply settled within me, like a fine line, a first crack that destroyed nothing and yet showed that something was wrong.

	Back then I did not think about the future, not about later, not about an after. I thought in minutes, in the next moment I had to survive, in the next step I was not allowed to take.

	They say memories fade with time, but mine do not. They only change color, sometimes turning gray, sometimes almost transparent, and that is when they are strongest.

	 

	All it takes is a sound, a smell, a barely noticeable impulse, and the room is there again, not before my eyes, but beneath my skin, in the places that never fully heal.

	I no longer stand inside it. I see it from the outside now, from a threshold I did not know back then, and yet that child is still there, the one whose breathing I can still hear as though it had never faded.

	Today they call it strength, though I rarely smile at that, because strength is not a gift. It is something born where there is no choice left. Back then there was no choice, so I learned to survive quietly, I learned to build pain into myself, not visible, not loud, more like something that carries, something that keeps everything from collapsing.

	I did not scream because no one would have heard me, and so I taught myself to be quiet, even in sleep, as though I were still trying not to make a mistake there too.

	Later I found words for things I had known for a long time already, words like humiliation, violence, fear, and they did not feel new. They felt like names for something that had always been there.

	The heart is a room you do not simply empty. You can change it, you can open windows, you can let air into it, but what was once inside it does not disappear completely.

	On days when the air is not enough, I sit beside the child I used to be. I say nothing, because it has heard enough. I simply hold his hand, and we wait until the breathing grows calmer.

	 

	 

	The world loves stories in which rescue comes, in which someone appears, doors open, and light changes everything, but I had no such moment, no hero who came, so I created one for myself.

	Out of paper, out of something so fragile it should not have been able to withstand anything, and yet it was enough to remind me that hands do not only destroy, they can also shape, they can create something that remains, even if it is small.

	There were days when I believed I would remain in shadow forever, but then I found words, simple words, not grand ones, not loud ones, only words that fit, and I began to place them, like stones, carefully, piece by piece, until something took shape that was no longer only protection, but support.

	Writing became first a place I could flee to, then a tool I could work with, and eventually a voice I was allowed to use. I wrote a door into the wall, and it did not open at once, yet I did not stop, and one day the wood gave way.

	Today I know that even with broken roots, something can still grow, that a trunk does not have to be straight in order to stand, that a crown may search for light for longer without breaking because of it.

	In the end there stands a tree, not one that is perfect, not one people admire, but one that holds, one that keeps things from sliding away, and that too has its worth.

	Sometimes I walk past that room, even though it no longer exists, and I nod to it, not out of forgiveness, but out of distance, because I know I have left it behind. I no longer wait for doors to open. I have learned to build them myself, and I do not think of myself as invulnerable, only alive, and that is enough to keep going.

	 

	The child is still there, somewhere inside me, with trembling knees and wide eyes, and I take his hand, not hastily, not ceremoniously, simply in the way one walks when one knows that every step matters. We walk forward, slowly, quietly, and yet with a strength that is enough.

	For now.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2 – Beneath a Hundred Eyes

	 

	At school, I encountered a different kind of silence, one made not of locked doors, but of people. The hallway was loud, full of voices and movement, and yet beneath it all lay a coldness that struck me without anyone ever having to name it. It was a silence that lived between glances, one that does not scream at you, but passes over you as if you are not there.

	My sister walked beside me. Sometimes our eyes met, briefly, almost imperceptibly, and for a moment I had something to hold on to. Then that moment dissolved, and I kept walking through a crowd in which I was both present and excluded.

	So much happened without words. A laugh could be enough, a look that lingered, a tone that never really left. I asked myself whether I was truly different, or whether they saw something in me they could not make sense of.

	In my mind, other possibilities began to form, images of a life that felt lighter. They never lasted long. Reality always reasserted itself the moment I became part of that hallway again.

	I walked through those corridors and was hit, not loudly, not openly, but constantly. Words did not bounce off me. They stayed. I lowered my gaze and followed the lines in the floor, as though I could hold on to them. Rooms change when you bring fear into them. They grow narrower, denser, more alert. There is no place where you can disappear completely.

	 

	The dance studio was the only exception. Mirrors, music, a clear beat. No one asked questions there. I moved, and my body answered. For that stretch of time, there was no judgment, only rhythm.

	Outside that room, everything returned.

	Fear was not a single moment. It ran through the entire day. It lived in voices, in decisions, in what went unsaid. Violence has many forms. Not all of them are visible.

	I liked to imagine there was something carrying me through those days. In truth, it was only about making it to the next class.

	Teachers responded in different ways. Some did not notice me at all. Others saw me without understanding what they were seeing.

	I followed their instructions, changed seats when I was told, participated when I had to, even though inwardly I had long since gone quiet. In physical education especially, it became obvious that there was no place for me. The expectations were clear, and I did not fit inside them.

	My body was judged, not understood. At some point, I withdrew. I stayed away and told myself I would make it up later. In truth, I was simply enduring.

	Belonging revealed itself to me as something that needs boundaries in order to function. Those on the inside remain protected. Those on the outside confirm the order. I was often that outer edge.

	The thought of getting out of there was never some grand decision. It lived in the breaks, in the moments when I stood still on a staircase while everyone else passed by. It was a quiet knowing that this could not be all there was.

	I had no friendships that carried me. Being alone became a habit, not a choice. It offered no real protection, only distance.

	Even in dance, I mostly kept to myself. I knew the sequences, the structure, the movements. There were brief moments of closeness, especially when everyone moved within the same beat. Afterward, everything fell apart again into groups, into conversations, into paths that were not mine.

	Early on, I heard clear ideas about what a boy was supposed to be. I did not fit into them. I had no words for that, so I turned to movement instead. In dance, I could express what I could not say.

	The fear remained. It stayed with me all day long. I began to divide the day into small sections so I could manage it.

	Getting up. Arriving. Holding out. Moving on.

	When my sister was beside me, sometimes that was enough.

	I tried to adapt. To become quieter. To take up less space. It brought only brief moments of peace. Uncertainty does not disappear just because you make yourself smaller.

	In one class, I raised my hand and noticed that it was trembling. I lowered it again. Later I wrote the question in my notebook: By what do you measure a person’s worth? It remained unanswered.

	Dance stayed my fixed point. It changed nothing about what surrounded me, yet it gave me direction. In the mirror, I saw myself differently. Not as a target, but as someone who moved and had influence.

	 

	I looked for places where I could rest for a moment. An empty classroom. A bench at the edge of the yard. A book in my bag. I spoke little and observed a great deal. I learned what rooms feel like when they are not meant for you.

	At the end of each day, one thought remained: There has to be more. More than these corridors, more than these categories, more than this narrowness. I had no answer, but I held on to the thought.

	Today, I see the boy I was then more clearly. He endured without becoming hard. He adapted without disappearing. The price was high, yet something remained. A feeling for rhythm. For movement. For the right moment.

	I remember my sister’s gaze. Not a protection that kept everything away, more a sign that I was not entirely alone. Sometimes, that is enough.

	I kept going.

	And I knew there had to be a place where I was meant to be.

	Until then, I held on to what worked. Breathing when things closed in. Moving on when a place would not keep me. Dancing, so my body would not forget that it was allowed to live.

	For the moment, it was enough to take the next step and keep to my own rhythm.

	I was the boy who did not fit the shapes.

	I was the boy who kept going.

	And I was the boy who paused for a moment in the mirror as soon as the music began.

	Not because everything was all right.

	Because something in me remained.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3 – Between Adaptation and Departure

	 

	I tried to adapt. Long enough to realize that I did not even know what I was supposed to adapt to. There were rules, expectations, images of how a person was meant to be. Yet they remained blurred, contradictory, without any solid core. I stood in the middle of it all, searching for direction, and found nothing I could truly hold on to.

	I moved between two worlds. Between what was expected of me and what felt true inside me. And the more I tried to bring the two together, the clearer the distance between them became.

	At school, it was dance that gave me something to hold on to, if only for a little while.

	There was a room there that did not judge. A room that did not ask who I was supposed to be. Movement became a language no one explained and yet one that said everything. My body knew things I had no words for. And in those moments, between rhythm and breath, I was not wrong. I was simply there.

	It was not some great happiness. Not a radiant moment that changed everything. It was quiet. Unobtrusive. And that was exactly why it felt so real.

	Yet the moment I left that room, the weight settled over me again. The looks, the expectations, the unspoken rules. That feeling of not fitting returned, as if it had only been waiting.

	Outside of school, something began to shift.

	 

	At first, it was the scouts. My sister and I went there together. The idea was simple: to belong. To be part of something that promised steadiness. A place where you did not have to keep explaining why you were the way you were.

	I tried to fit in. Smiled when it was expected. Did what had to be done. But inwardly, I stayed at a distance. As though I were moving only along the surface, never truly stepping in. I was there. And at the same time, I was not.

	Then came the horses.

	No grand moment. No turning point announcing itself out loud. It happened quietly. Clearly. Almost imperceptibly. As if something inside me remembered before I understood it.

	The first time I was truly in contact with them, something changed. Not outwardly. Within me.

	There was calm.

	No expectations. No scrutinizing glance. No feeling that I had to perform something. The horses saw me without sorting me into a category. They responded to what I was, not to what I pretended to be.

	And suddenly, it became quiet inside me.

	Not that strained silence born of uncertainty. Not that inward freezing that comes from fearing you might do something wrong. It was a different kind of stillness. Wide. Steadying. Real.

	I could breathe.

	 

	With every movement, with every step beside them, something in me began to settle. It was as though an inner space was opening, one I had not entered in a very long time. A place where I was not judged. A place where I had nothing to prove.

	With them, there were no masks.

	I did not have to explain anything. I did not have to tell a story. I did not have to live up to an image. I was simply there. And that was enough.

	Over time, the horses became more than a place I went to. They became part of me. Not a distraction. Not a hobby. Something that carried me.

	While school taught me to make myself smaller, they taught me how to hold myself together. While I was trying not to be noticed there, here I was allowed to exist without hiding.

	It was not an escape from what was.

	It was a counterweight.

	Slowly, I began to understand that there are places that do not want to change you. Places that do not shape you, press you, force you to adjust. Places that simply let you be.

	And perhaps that was exactly where their strength lay.

	I no longer had to keep asking whether I was right. I no longer had to measure whether I fit. That question began to lose its power.

	With the horses, it never came up.

	I simply was.

	 

	And somewhere between all those attempts to adapt, something new began to emerge. Something that did not come from the outside. Something that was not demanded of me.

	Something of my own.

	It was not a loud transformation. Not a visible break. No one would have been able to name it.

	But I felt it.

	Something inside me had begun to shift.

	And this time, it stayed.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 4 – The Wrong Image

	 

	Then came the first girlfriends.

	It happened quietly, almost imperceptibly, as if someone had flipped a switch without me consciously noticing. It simply belonged to that stage of life. Other people had them. So I had them too. There was no moment in which I paused. No decision I made. It was more a transition into a role that had long since been intended for me.

	I accepted it without asking whether it fit.

	I watched myself doing the things people did. Saying words that sounded right. Adopting gestures that seemed familiar, even though they meant nothing to me. From the outside, it all formed a coherent picture. Calm. Unremarkable. Almost the way it was supposed to be.

	But inside me, it remained quiet.

	No movement that came from within. No pull guiding me. No restlessness taking hold of me. There was nothing that truly drew me toward those girls. No feeling that grew. No moment that stayed with me.

	It was going along with something.

	A quiet fitting into something other people seemed to live as naturally as breathing.

	 

	 

	Early on, I noticed that what everyone called closeness did not reach me. It stayed on the surface, barely touching me. As if something stood between me and that role, invisible and yet unmistakable. I could not grasp it. I could not name what was missing.

	I wondered whether it simply needed time.

	Whether that feeling would come eventually if I stayed long enough. If I just kept going without questioning it. Maybe it would arrive. Maybe I would learn it.

	But the longer I remained in that role, the clearer the distance became.

	Not loud. Not dramatic.

	Quiet.

	Unstoppable.

	Something inside me began to shift.

	Not a clear thought. Not a sentence I could have spoken aloud. More a quiet knowing, slowly finding its way through. A feeling that the image I was moving inside did not belong to me.

	I stood inside it. Moved inside it. Functioned inside it.

	But it remained foreign.

	As if I were performing a version of myself that was visible to others while I myself had no access to it.

	From the outside, that image was even given a name.

	“Tuffi.”

	 

	The sweet boy. Harmless. Easygoing. Someone who fit what people wanted to see. It was not a harsh word. Not an attack. More something light, almost affectionate.

	And that was exactly why it stayed.

	It settled over me without provoking resistance. A label that attached itself quietly and yet was hard to remove.

	I accepted it.

	Perhaps because I still had nothing of my own to set against it.

	But each time I heard it, I felt more clearly that it was not speaking about me.

	It described a surface.

	An image that worked. An image that bothered no one. An image that raised no questions.

	But behind it lay something else.

	Something unformed. Something that could not be grasped and yet refused to be categorized. Something that withdrew from that image without revealing itself.

	I lived inside that tension.

	Between what was expected and what was stirring within me. Without a name. Without a clear direction. No open conflict. No visible break.

	More a quiet drifting apart.

	I kept playing the role.

	 

	Did what was expected of me. Moved within structures that had long since been set in place. Outwardly, everything remained calm. Ordered. Unremarkable.

	But inwardly, I had begun to detach.

	Slowly.

	Almost imperceptibly.

	Unstoppably.

	I did not know where that path would lead. I had no destination, no word for what was taking shape inside me.

	I knew only one thing.

	It would not end where everyone thought it would.

	And perhaps that was exactly where it began.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 5 – The Wrong Decision

	 

	I had a steady girlfriend.

	From the outside, it looked as though something had finally fallen into place. As though I had found my place inside a picture that had existed long before me. It was calm, ordered, almost self-evident. A life that asked no questions and knew no unrest.

	But that feeling never truly reached me.

	It did not feel wrong. Yet it did not feel right either. It was a matter of continuing down a path I knew without ever asking whether it was mine. A pattern that worked. A role I filled because it was there.

	I moved within it without ever truly being part of it.

	Then something happened that would later be called betrayal.

	I was at an event. People all around me moved with the ease of those who belonged exactly where they were. Their voices sounded steady. Their decisions seemed clear. They knew where they were going. They knew what they wanted.

	I did not.

	I did not have the means to simply stay. I did not have the freedom to shape the next day according to my own will. There were limits that pulled me back before I had even fully arrived.

	Really, I should have left.

	Gone home. Slept. Come back the next day. The way it was expected.

	Then came the offer.

	A couple spoke to me. Openly. Kindly. Without hesitation. It seemed simple. Almost natural. They offered to let me stay the night with them. A solution to something that had been weighing on me. A way out of a situation in which I already felt out of place.

	For a moment, everything seemed easier.

	No trip back. No early morning. No feeling of standing outside while others were allowed to remain.

	Then they asked a question.

	And in that instant, something shifted.

	I was inexperienced. Not only in what they meant. In myself as well. I did not know my own boundaries because I had never truly come up against them. I did not know where I stood when it mattered.

	But I could feel the room.

	The expectation settling between us. That invisible weight that needed no words. I did not want to seem small. Not uncertain. Not once again the one who hesitates, who steps back, who remains at the edge while everyone else moves with ease.

	I wanted to belong.

	So I said yes.

	Not because I wanted to.

	Not because it felt right.

	Because I believed I had to.

	It was not a decision that rose from within me. It was a response to a moment. To pressure that was not loud, did not force itself forward, and yet was unmistakably there. To the need not to be the one left outside again.

	I said yes so I would not fall back.

	And in exactly that, I lost myself.

	In that moment, I did not fully understand what it meant. The full weight of it remained in the background, hidden behind my attempt to hold out, to keep up, not to stand out.

	But something in me knew.

	Quietly.

	Unmistakably.

	A faint pull that could not be explained. An inner resistance that had no name and still took hold. Not a loud protest. Not a clear no.

	More a silent knowing.

	That I had crossed a boundary I had never known how to name.

	And that feeling remained. Not as a memory of the moment.

	As something that settled inside me.

	Immovable.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6 – Between Staying and Leaving

	 

	The evening had long since grown dense, though I could not have said exactly when that moment had arrived. Voices overlapped, laughter swelled and then softened again, and the music ran like an invisible thread through the room, holding everything together. 

	I stood in the middle of it and still had the feeling that I was not truly part of it, as though I were moving through something that surrounded me without ever carrying me.

	Someone handed me a glass of sparkling wine, later there was wine, and I accepted both without thinking about it. It was not about taste, not about pleasure, it was about not standing out, not falling out of rhythm, simply going along, the way everyone else did. With every sip, my body grew lighter, my movements softer, my voice more open. 

	I spoke more than I normally would have, responded more quickly, laughed in the right places, and from the outside it all formed a coherent picture.

	“You’re very different tonight,” the woman from the couple said, watching me closely.

	I gave a slight shrug and smiled. “Maybe I’m just more relaxed.”

	“It suits you,” she replied quietly, and there was something in her voice I could not quite place.

	 

	The man beside her gave a small nod. “You seem as though you’re finally settling in.”

	I said nothing to that. Perhaps because I could feel myself that it was exactly what was not true.

	Because while I was opening outwardly, something
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