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	Preface

	 

	This book was born from days no one photographs. From evenings that look quiet from the outside and are loud within. From moments when you realize you have long since been living on, even though you have not yet dared to let go of the old life. Volume 10 is not glossy. It is truth in motion.

	I write as a gay man about love because, for me, love was never only romance. Love was often survival. It was closeness that was missing although someone was there. It was enduring habit until you realize that habit does not create warmth. And it was the painful lesson that you are not rescued when you keep abandoning yourself. This book was not written to expose anyone. It was written so I would not keep losing myself.

	Between these pages lies the hinterland: summers that press down, rooms that grow too small, a basement that becomes a symbol. But there is also the movement that saved me: paths through the forest, wind on my face, a million steps leading out of stillness. While walking, thoughts became sentences. While writing, sentences became doors. And sometimes literature was the only way not to resemble the life that was trying to discourage me.

	Volume 10 also carries a second love, one greater than any pose: Massimo. Nineteen years of loyalty, humor, stubbornness, warmth. A dog who knew me without me having to explain myself. In times when people left, he stayed. In times when I did not like myself, he stayed too.

	 

	His farewell is a cut through time, and yet it is also proof that love was possible in this life, truly and without conditions. If this book has a quiet core at all, then it is there.

	For a long time, I believed strength meant enduring everything. Today I know: strength means refusing to chain yourself to a life that makes you small. Strength also means taking your own dreams seriously, even when others smile at them. A journey around the world in a van. Horses. Books that keep growing, even when you yourself are unsteady. Volume 10 is the chronicle of an upheaval that does not arrive polished. It is the moment when a façade falls, and behind it, emptiness is not waiting, but something uncomfortable and honest: the beginning.

	When you read this book, read it slowly. Not because it is difficult to understand, but because there are places within it that do not only want to be read, but felt. Maybe you will recognize yourself in the way one calms oneself down in order not to break. Maybe you will recognize yourself in the longing for a place where you can breathe again. Maybe also in the realization that love does not automatically live where you stay.

	This Volume 10 is for everyone who has ever wondered whether they learned to feel love at all. For everyone who lost themselves out of habit. For everyone lying awake at night, promising themselves they will get up again tomorrow. For everyone tired of merely functioning. And for Massimo, who taught me that loyalty does not have to be loud to change everything.

	I do not write this to please.

	I write it so that something true remains.

	Aiden.

	 

	Shadows of My Soul

	 

	 

	Volume 10

	 

	M. E. Capwell

	 

	When Silence Set Me Free

	


Chapter 1 – A New Life and a New Love

	 

	After a year of being alone, after small affairs without meaning, I let myself get involved with a demon again. That sentence has lived inside me ever since I first thought it. I never wanted to say it out loud because it is too honest. Honesty always hits the place where you would rather turn away.

	A year of being single sounds like freedom, like finding yourself, like “I don’t need anyone.” For me, it sounded like evenings that became too long. Like moments in which I had to endure myself without an escape route. I told myself I had become stronger. More detached. More careful. In truth, I was tired. Tired of myself, tired of the silence, tired of constantly holding myself together.

	And then came the point where tiredness becomes dangerous. Not because you are weak, but because you long for warmth, for something simple. For a hand on your back, without explanation, without arguments, without fear.

	John was surprised that I got in touch again after almost a year. He has known me long enough to know that I do not call out of boredom. When I reach out, something is burning inside me. When I reach out, something has slipped out of balance, even if I try to play it down.

	We sat on my couch. Side by side. Without distance. Without touching. That kind of closeness only people can bear who truly know each other. John looked at me and waited. He has that patience that does not press. He lets you speak until the truth falls out of you by itself.

	“I met someone,” I finally managed. “A new demon.”

	My voice sounded calm, almost casual. That alone should have made John suspicious, and it did. I heard myself and felt that I was playing something down before I even knew what I was actually trying to admit.

	I put on a smile that was too smooth. John let it stand. He did not believe it, but he did not take it away from me either. He gave me room.

	Something tightened inside me, something I have known for a long time. That mixture of hope and fear. Hope because you believe it could be different this time. Fear because, deep down, you suspect you are doing the same thing again.

	Thorsten was sweet. Twenty-five. From Düren. A smile that seemed harmless and was dangerous for that very reason. He looked at you as if you were a gift, as if you were enough in that exact moment. I let myself fall into those looks far too quickly.

	We both liked listening to Michelle. And yes, that sounds small, almost ridiculous when you tell it later. But in that moment, it was an anchor for me. Music connects, I thought. Music reveals something about a person. Someone who loves the same songs must know a similar kind of longing.

	I held on to that idea because it was easy. Because it gave me a feeling I had missed for months: common ground. A small piece of “we” before it was even clear whether that “we” was real.

	Thorsten spoke with shining eyes about the album Paris. It was one of his favorite albums. And something immediately sprang to life inside me. Not only an idea, more an image already fully formed in front of me.

	Paris.

	The album on the drive. Songs flowing through the car. A hotel that smells of city and new beginnings. The St. Germain. In the middle of the world. In the middle of life.

	I wanted to give him that joy. I wanted to create that scene for myself. I wanted to prove that I could give without losing myself. That I could let someone in without breaking apart.

	The drive to Paris was quiet. The album played, song by song. Thorsten sang along, laughed, reached for my hand. For one moment, I felt safe. Not because I suddenly believed everything, but because it felt as if I was allowed to rest for a while.

	In Paris, everything fit into the picture I had carried inside me. Light on the streets. Voices everywhere. The feeling that, for a few hours, you can be someone else. Someone who does not constantly check whether he is protecting himself. Someone who simply exists.

	We slept at the Hotel St. Germain. At night, I lay awake and listened to his breathing. I thought: maybe this is my new beginning. Maybe this is the moment when I start believing again that love does not always begin with pain.

	I wanted it so badly that I did not want to see the warning signs. I wanted it so badly that I talked myself into it, again and again.

	When we were back home, something changed. Not abruptly. Quietly. At first, there was only a feeling in my stomach. No thought, no proof, only a pull. A quiet, persistent signal.

	I know this feeling. It is not dramatic, it does not scream. It simply sits there and does not grow quieter, no matter how often you try to calm yourself down.

	 

	We wanted to go to a concert, something light. Something loud. Something to distract us. But my eyes kept getting stuck on his phone. On his online status. On times that did not fit.

	He was online when he was supposedly asleep. Online when he had no time. Online when he wrote to me that he was “completely exhausted right now.”

	I began to calculate. Not with numbers, but with moments. I began to hold his sentences against his behavior. I began to hate myself for doing it. Because I was back in that mode where you turn yourself into a detective because the other person forces you into doubt.

	I tried to convince myself that I was exaggerating. That after a year alone, I had forgotten how to trust. That I was imagining things because I was afraid of closeness.

	But the pull remained. It grew. It became heavier. And at some point, I knew: I cannot let my own gut feeling lie to me again.

	I did something I am not proud of. Something I justified back then and look at soberly today.

	I created a new profile. Another version of myself. Younger. Less committed. Without history. Without wounds you can smell if you know what to look for.

	My fingers did not tremble when I created it. That was the worst part. It did not feel like a slip. It felt like survival.

	Then I wrote to him. No accusations. No closeness. Only interest. A sentence so innocent that it could have given him every excuse if he had wanted one.

	He fell for it. Without hesitation. Without doubt.

	He flirted. He played. He lured. And he lied.

	With the same ease with which he had written “I love you” to me before. With the same warmth with which he had held my hand. With the same voice that had said in Paris that he was glad I existed.

	I sat alone in my apartment, the screen in front of me, and watched someone expose himself. Not because I wanted to expose him. I wanted him to prove me wrong. I wanted him not to answer. I wanted him to click away and be faithful.

	He did not.

	Something fell to the ground inside me. Soundlessly. Finally.

	It did not hurt because I was surprised. It hurt because I had sensed it all along. Because I had calmed myself down for so long that I no longer had the strength to keep calming myself.

	I told John about it. Word for word. Without dressing it up.

	He listened. He did not ask questions that made me justify myself. He did not give me a moral lecture. He simply stayed, and that kind of presence is rare.

	When I was finished, my shame lay open on the table. Not because I had created a profile. Shame because I had let myself be pulled into something again that made me small. Shame because I had hoped once more that a person would change if I only gave enough.

	John was silent for a while. His gaze was calm, and that was exactly what made it hard. Then came that sentence, quiet and clear:

	“You know you don’t have to save anyone in order to be loved.”

	It hit me deeper than I expected. I knew it. I knew it was true. And yet I forget it again and again as soon as someone looks at me as if he has chosen me.

	I had chosen someone who had not chosen me. Not truly. I was a comfortable stage, a warm nest, a safe harbor. And beside me, he looked for other harbors because he could. Because he always could. I noticed how, inside, I tried to build excuses. Maybe he was only insecure. Maybe it was only fun. Maybe it is not that bad.

	And then I hated myself for those thoughts. Not because thoughts are forbidden, but because they have led me into the same abyss too many times before.

	That is how my “new life” began. Not with a great explosion, not with a dramatic goodbye in the rain. It began with the realization that something had been performed for me.

	A love that was grand in words and cheap in actions.

	Suddenly, I saw clearly that generosity is no guarantee. That you cannot earn closeness. That love you buy for yourself never becomes real, no matter how beautiful the frame is.

	Something inside me broke, something that already had cracks. But beneath the rubble lay something new. No celebration, no triumph. Only a quiet decision.

	I want to leave this pattern behind. I want to take myself seriously. I no longer want to hope until I lose myself. I no longer want to give until nothing is left.

	I did not yet know what this path would look like. I only knew that it was necessary. And I knew that this chapter, painful as it was, had to be the beginning of something else. Not of a new love. Of me.

	


Chapter 2 – Part of the Scene Again

	 

	It is often not easy to be alone when you no longer have any connection. Not only to people, but also to that feeling of belonging somewhere. I had been out of it for many years. So long that, at some point, I no longer knew whether the scene still existed for me at all, or whether I was only telling myself that because I was searching for something to replace the silence.

	Being alone is not always dramatic. Most of the time, it is quiet. It is the hum of the refrigerator at night. It is a cup you wash even though it is still clean, simply because you have to do something. It is that brief hesitation in the evening when you put on your jacket and ask yourself what for.

	Sometimes, in that emptiness, situations happen that would have been better avoided. Not because you are stupid. Because you are tired. Because you long for a moment that feels as if you are right in the middle of life again.

	I moved my equestrian store into a new shop unit. A step that sounded like a fresh start. New windows, a new display, more walk-in customers. A place that was supposed to look like the future, even though inside, I did not yet know whether I was ready for a future at all.

	I also moved directly above the store. Practical, I thought. Shorter distances. More control. More time. In the mornings, I dropped into the shop, and in the evenings, I dropped back out again, as if there were nothing in between. Work as a frame, work as an excuse, work as a shield.

	In the first few days, I was proud. It felt as if I had created order. As if I had brought my life back into a straight line. I only had to walk down the stairs, and there I was in my store. Everything in its place. Saddles, halters, breeches, brushes, those smells of leather and fabric that are familiar to me.

	But then I noticed that this closeness between living and working also does something else. It takes away every bit of distance. There is no arriving anymore, no switching off, no real cut. You are constantly in that mode where you function.

	And that was exactly why it became easier at the same time to simply go outside again. Not planned in a big way. Not polished. Just out. Just to look. Just to feel whether something was still waiting out there that did not consist of bills and routine.

	It was a Saturday evening. One of those evenings when the day ends too quickly and you suddenly find yourself facing the question of what to do with yourself. I had been in the store all day, had advised customers, smiled politely, unpacked parcels, sorted things until everything looked orderly.

	When I locked the door, I stood still for a moment. Down there, the street, the lights, the smell of cold air, that quiet hum of the weekend. I could have gone upstairs. I could have dropped onto the sofa. I could have put on some series, the way I so often did.

	Instead, I kept walking.

	Maybe it was curiosity. Maybe defiance. Maybe that childish “I can still do this” that you want to prove to yourself when you have lived too long inside your own rhythm.

	 

	 

	I drank something. Slowly at first, then more. Not in the sense that I wanted to knock myself out, more like that soft drifting into the evening. The sound of glasses, laughter somewhere, music numbing the head without you having to listen closely.

	The more I drank, the lighter my shoulders became. The less I asked myself whether I was out of place. The less I heard that voice that judges everything and sees a risk everywhere.

	At some point, I stood there with warm cheeks and a gaze that was already a little blurred. Not embarrassing. Just loosened. The way I used to be more often before I got so used to control.

	Then he was standing there.

	A little tipsy too. His best friend beside him. They did not look polished, not polished-cool, more as if they had simply gone out to breathe. As if they had no desire for a big show.

	At first, I only saw him from the corner of my eye. Then our eyes met.

	There was no cinematic light, no slow-motion moment. It was quieter. A brief impact. Something that immediately puts tension into the air, although not a single word has been spoken yet.

	He did not look away.

	I did not look away.

	Something slid downward in my stomach, as if my body had made a decision before my head could even catch up. Suddenly, I felt myself very clearly. At the same time, the alcohol had made me soft enough not to wave it away immediately.

	 

	We walked toward each other. Not hastily. Not shyly. It was this direct movement, as if it were normal, as if it had long been overdue.

	“Hi,” he said.

	I said something too. I no longer know exactly what. Something banal. Something that sounds like a door opener. It did not matter. It was not about the words.

	His friend grinned as if he had seen it coming. He stayed one step back, polite, knowing. I liked that. I liked that no one made it awkward. No one had to pretend it was coincidence when it was really attraction.

	We laughed. A short laugh that loosened something. Then he came closer.

	The kiss happened quickly. Without long probing. Without detours. His mouth tasted of alcohol and of that recklessness that suddenly feels like freedom.

	In that moment, I could have stepped back. I could have thought: Careful. You do not know him. You are not clear right now. You do not know what you are touching.

	I did not.

	I allowed it.

	And after that, we could not keep away from each other for the rest of the evening. It was as if someone had placed a hand on my back and was holding me exactly where I wanted to be. I lost my sense of time. Not because I was unconscious, but because the here and now was suddenly enough.

	 

	We talked. We danced. Now and then we stood outside in the cool air, as if it were necessary to breathe once so the moment would not become too large. His hand stayed at my waist as if it belonged there.

	He said things that made me laugh. He listened when I told him something, and I realized how rarely I had spoken so effortlessly. I did not have to prove anything. I did not have to shine. I was allowed simply to be there.

	Again and again, he looked at me as if he were studying me, not critically, more curiously. As if he wanted to remember what I looked like when I smiled. It did something to me that I had not felt for a long time.

	It was not only desire. It was also this feeling: I am being seen.

	At some point, his friend was gone. Not abruptly. He said goodbye casually, gave him a look that said something like, Go on. I briefly saw the way the man beside me looked after him. There was loyalty there, a kind of warmth. That calmed me. People who have good friends often carry a different heart inside them.

	The evening grew later. The music changed. The faces around us blurred into scenery. There was only our small bubble left.

	I did not ask for his surname. I did not ask about his job. I did not ask about the things I usually like to check quickly in order to build safety. Maybe because this time I did not want to think it broken. Maybe because I enjoyed the fact that nothing had been defined.

	He pulled me back toward him. Another kiss. Longer. Softer. With that small pressure that says: Stay.

	And I stayed.

	When morning began somewhere without officially beginning, someone suggested going on. After-hours. The term sounded like the past, like that part of the night you eventually train yourself out of because you believe you are grown up.

	I said yes.

	We walked as if we were already a team. Shoulder to shoulder, close enough for me to feel his warmth. The streets were colder than I had expected. The sky had that pale color that is not romantic, but honest. You suddenly see how tired everyone is.

	In the after-hours club, the light was different. Softer, more artificial, a little merciless. People who have been awake for too long have something tender in their faces. Something exposed. No one performs anymore. They simply function to the beat.

	We danced for a few more hours. Not spectacularly. Not polished. Just moving. Just forgetting that the body actually wants sleep.

	At some point, I leaned against a wall, drank water, tried to keep my head clear. He came over to me, stood close. His arm touched mine. A touch that demanded nothing, that only said: I am still here.

	“Everything okay?” he asked.

	I nodded. “Yes.”

	He smiled. That smile that had caught me earlier in the evening. Harmless-looking, and yet full of possibilities.

	For a moment, I wondered whether I was doing it again. Whether I was too fast again. Whether I was turning a moment into hope again.

	 

	But then I heard myself think: Maybe I am allowed to, just once. Maybe I am allowed to pretend for one morning that I am not careful. That I am not constantly on guard.

	We went dancing again. His hand found mine. It was simple. And that was exactly why it felt good.

	Eventually, the moment came when you realize it is over. Not sadly. Simply physically. The music is still playing, people are still there, but the soul is already on its way home.

	We stood outside, breathing cold air. My cheeks were hot. My mouth dry. My legs heavy. He looked at me as if he were considering what happens now.

	There was a quiet seriousness in his gaze. Not heavy. More like that moment when you decide whether something remains only one night or whether you leave a door open.

	“Will you give me your number?” he asked.

	I gave it to him.

	He typed it in slowly, with concentration. As if it mattered not to make a mistake. Then he briefly let my phone ring so I would have his number. That small tone suddenly sounded much louder than everything else.

	We stood still for a moment. The world around us was large and empty. Sunday morning. No glamour. No backdrop. Only us, a little hungover, a little too open.

	He kissed me once more. Not as wildly as in the evening. Calmer. Almost careful.

	“Text me,” he said.

	 

	I nodded again. This time, the nod felt like a promise, even though I did not know exactly who that promise belonged to. To him. To me. To the idea that I can be part of it again.

	Then our paths separated.

	I went home, up the stairs, into the apartment above my store. It was quiet. That silence usually had something cold about it. On that morning, it was different. It was full of sounds that were still echoing inside me. Music. Laughter. His voice. The tone of my phone.

	I sat down on the bed, took off my shoes, looked at my hands. I did not feel in love. I did not feel empty either.

	It was something in between.

	Something that feels like possibility. Like a small crack in routine through which light falls. I knew nights like that can be dangerous when you make more of them than they are.

	I also knew that sometimes they are exactly what you need in order to feel yourself again.

	And as I lay down, tired and awake at the same time, one thought stayed with me: maybe it is not too late. Maybe there is still a place for me. Maybe connection sometimes begins just like this, with a look, a kiss, a number in your phone.

	Without a plan. Without armor.

	Only with the courage to go there again at all.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3 – Familiarity After One Day

	 

	After only one day, we were writing endlessly. Messages that were not planned, that simply flowed. It was not about big topics, not about biographies or future plans. It was small observations, half-sentences, laughter between two lines.

	Again and again, I reached for my phone, put it down, picked it up again. That quiet pull when you wait for a reply without wanting to admit it to yourself.

	At some point, we arranged to meet. It happened almost casually, as if it were the most logical continuation of what was already there.

	Was it a date?

	I did not know. I only knew that I was looking forward to it, and that exactly this made me nervous. Too much joy often means too much hope, and hope had made me stumble more than once before.

	He came to my place. No neutral location, no escape room. My apartment, my ground, my rules. I told myself I would keep it relaxed.

	Not read too much into it.

	I told myself it was only one evening, nothing more. At the same time, I tidied up as if a visit could decide something about me. I wiped surfaces that were already clean. I moved things that would not have bothered anyone. Order as protection.

	I cooked for us. No grand menu, nothing elaborate. Something warm, something reliable. For me, cooking is closeness without demanding closeness. You give something without immediately asking for something in return. While the food was on the stove, I heard footsteps in the stairwell. My heart beat faster than I wanted it to.

	When I opened the door, he was standing there. Not unfamiliar. Not intrusive. Simply there. We smiled at each other as if we had only seen each other yesterday, although it had actually only been a few days. He stepped inside, took off his shoes, briefly looked around. No examining gaze, no hesitation. That calmed me.

	We ate together. We talked. There were no awkward pauses, no searching for topics. Everything felt light, almost natural.

	I noticed that I was not watching myself. I did not ask myself how I came across. I was simply there, and that being there was rare enough for me to notice it consciously.

	After dinner, we sat down on the couch. I suggested putting on a film, more out of habit than real interest.

	We chose Revenge. A film you can watch in the background without following every detail. Maybe that was exactly why it fit.

	We lay beside each other. First with distance, then closer. His shoulder touched mine. A touch that demanded nothing and said a great deal precisely because of that.

	I felt his warmth, heard his breathing. The film was playing, but I barely took it in. It was not about the plot. It was about this feeling slowly spreading through me.

	 

	It felt familiar. Not familiar in the sense of boring, but in the sense of safe.

	As if you know someone without knowing why. For a moment, I thought about how rare that feeling is. How often closeness feels exhausting because you have to explain yourself first. Here, I did not have to explain anything.

	At some point, he kissed me. Not a sudden moment, more a transition. As if everything had been preparing for it. The kiss was calm, without hurry. I let myself into it without standing on the brakes inside.

	My hand rested on his arm, and I felt how much I had missed this closeness.

	We went upstairs. Not hastily, not planned. It happened. When we stood in the bedroom, I was unsure for one brief moment. That second when you ask yourself whether you are ready. Whether you truly want it. I looked at him, and that uncertainty dissolved.

	We had sex for the first time. It was beautiful. Not spectacular, not overwhelming. No fireworks, no promise. Simply beautiful.

	Bodies finding each other without having to prove themselves. I did not feel used, not judged. I felt accepted, exactly as I am.

	Afterward, we lay beside each other. No immediate getting up, no awkward silence. We spoke softly, laughed about small things. I felt that pleasant tiredness that has nothing to do with exhaustion. More with satisfaction.

	That night, I did not think about tomorrow. I did not think about consequences. I did not think about what might come of it. I allowed myself simply to stay in that moment. Maybe that was the bravest thing I could do.

	The next morning, he had to leave again. Work, obligations, everyday life. He lived almost eighty kilometers away from me. A distance you cannot ignore. We stood in the kitchen, drinking coffee, still a little sleepy.

	I watched the way he moved, how natural he seemed. A part of me wanted to ask what this actually was. I did not.

	We said goodbye at the door. A kiss, longer than necessary, shorter than wanted. When the door fell shut behind him, I stood there for a moment. The apartment was quiet again, but it was a different silence than usual. It was not empty. It was full of memories that were still warm.

	I tried not to build it up too much. I told myself that one night means nothing. That closeness does not automatically mean future. I wanted to stay true to myself, stay careful. At the same time, I reached for my phone again.

	We wrote. Endlessly again. Messages spread throughout the day, small updates, fragments of thought. He told me about his work, about the drive, about the traffic. Nothing special, and yet it meant something to me. This natural way in which he let me be part of his day.

	In the evening, he was standing at my door again. No grand announcement, no drama. He was simply there. The eighty kilometers had not stopped him. I opened the door, and there was that familiar smile again. That feeling that something is beginning without needing to be held too tightly.

	I noticed something loosening inside me. A tension I had carried for a long time. Maybe because I felt that he was making an effort. Not with grand gestures, but with presence. With time. With the will to come back.

	That evening, I did not cook anything elaborate. We sat together, talked, laughed. It was less exciting than the evening before, and that was exactly what I liked. It felt as if something was finding a calmer rhythm.

	I asked myself whether I was allowing myself too much. Whether I was trusting too quickly again. Those thoughts were there, but they did not control me. I noticed them and let them move on. Maybe I did not always have to control everything. Maybe, just once, I was allowed to let myself be carried.

	Later, as we lay beside each other, I thought about how quickly closeness can develop when you allow it. How strange it can feel because you have forgotten how. I did not know where this would lead. I only knew that, right now, I did not want to close myself off.

	Sometimes something does not begin with a great explosion, but with many small steps. With messages you do not expect. With evenings that feel familiar. With someone who drives eighty kilometers simply because he wants to.

	I fell asleep with the thought that I did not have to decide anything. Not today. Maybe not tomorrow either. It was enough that he was there. That I was there. That something felt good without me having to name it immediately.

	And maybe that was exactly the beginning of something that was allowed to grow slowly.

	Without pressure.

	Without promises.

	Simply because it was there.

	 

	


Chapter 4 – Between Closeness and Responsibility

	 

	After a few days, Johnny began leaving a few things at my place. At first, casually. A toothbrush in the bathroom, a T-shirt on the chair, later a jacket in the hallway. None of it was discussed in any great way. It simply happened. As if it were the most natural thing in the world, as if that threshold had never existed, the one people usually cross consciously.

	At some point, he opened my wardrobe and put a few of his things inside. No hesitation, no asking. He did it calmly, naturally, almost carefully. I stood beside him and said nothing. Not because I was thinking nothing, but because every word would have felt like too much. In that moment, it did not feel like intrusion. It felt like arrival.

	We grew together without naming it. Without that conversation that usually comes. That “What are we?” or “Do we belong together?” We did not ask those questions. Maybe because we were afraid of the answers. Maybe because we felt they would change everything. Or maybe because it simply was not necessary.

	It was there, that feeling. Hard to explain, even harder to hold on to. It was no rush, no drama. It was a quiet clicking into place. Two lives moving beside each other and eventually realizing they had long been walking in the same rhythm.

	 

	 

	Johnny was there often. Not only in the evenings, not only on weekends. He came after work, stayed overnight, sometimes simply stayed. There were days when I only noticed in the evening that he had not really left anymore. And it did not bother me. On the contrary. It calmed me.

	We developed routines without consciously creating them. Shopping together. Cooking together. Being silent together. Things people usually try out carefully after months. With us, they simply happened, as if they had long been part of our everyday life.

	I observed myself taking him into account. Buying his favorite things without thinking about it. Adjusting my rhythm without losing myself. And I wondered when exactly that point had arrived, when two people had become a shared everyday life.

	After three months, we made a decision that did not feel like a decision. We moved in together. No grand planning, no long weighing up. It was more of a logical step, almost inevitable. As if we had long been living that way and were now only making it official.

	I still remember how we spoke about it. Not dramatically, not solemnly. More in passing. One sentence here, another there. And suddenly it was clear that we would do it. Three months is not much. And yet it felt as if we had known each other much longer.

	His father bought him a new car. A diesel, cheaper to maintain than a petrol car. A rational decision, justified, practical. And yet, for me, it had another meaning. It was a sign that others could also see Johnny was changing something. That he was moving. That he was taking a step that could no longer be undone.

	When we cleared out his apartment, I became aware for the first time of how big this step truly was. Boxes, furniture, personal things. All the things that make up a life once you pack them into crates. Memories you suddenly hold in your hands. Clothes that smell like him. Objects carrying stories that have nothing to do with me.

	I walked through the rooms and felt a pull in my chest. Not out of doubt, more out of reverence. He was leaving something behind. For me. For us. And with every box we carried downstairs, a feeling grew inside me that I could not ignore.

	Responsibility.

	Not that heavy, suffocating responsibility that creates fear. A different one. Quieter. Deeper. The responsibility to be careful. Honest. Awake. Because someone was changing his life because of me.

	I wondered whether I could live up to that. Whether I was enough. Whether I was stable enough for this closeness, for this commitment that was forming without becoming loud. I did not want to disappoint him. I did not want to lose myself.

	Johnny seemed calm. Certain. Almost relieved. When we loaded the last things, he smiled. That open, unguarded smile that kept pulling the ground from under my feet. For him, it seemed clear. For me, it was beautiful and frightening at the same time.

	In our shared apartment, everything found its place quickly. Maybe too quickly. His things mixed with mine as if there had never been a separation. The wardrobe was suddenly ours. The bathroom was shared, the kitchen, the bed. I noticed how I was getting used to having someone beside me without it feeling strange.

	In the evenings, we often lay beside each other, tired from the day, and talked about nothing special. About work, about small things, about things that had to be done tomorrow. And sometimes we simply stayed silent. That silence was not empty. It was full of closeness.

	Yet inside me, a question remained, one I did not ask myself out loud. I am in love, yes. But is it love too?

	Being in love is easy. It carries you. It makes you soft. It forgives many things. Love is different. It stays when things become uncomfortable. When everyday life spreads out. When doubts appear where only hope had been before.

	I observed myself looking at Johnny when he did not know it. When he was focused, when he laughed, when he was annoyed. I searched for answers in those moments. For a feeling that would tell me: yes, this is it.

	At the same time, I was afraid of that question. Because an answer also means commitment. Because love is not only beautiful. It demands. It requires honesty, even when it hurts.

	Sometimes I lay awake at night while Johnny slept and listened to his breathing. I thought about how quickly everything had happened. About the first messages, the first evenings, the natural way we had found each other. And I asked myself whether speed was a sign or a warning.

	Yet then I would wake up in the morning, see him beside me, and all those thoughts would move into the background. Because it felt right. Not perfect, not flawless. But real.

	 

	 

	Maybe love is not always that great, clear feeling. Maybe sometimes it is quiet. Maybe it does not show itself in excess, but in the willingness to carry responsibility without losing yourself.

	I knew I needed time. That I had to allow myself not to know everything immediately. Johnny did not push. He did not ask questions that would pin me down. And maybe that was exactly why I stayed. Why I kept opening up.

	We were together without constantly saying it. We lived it. And while we unpacked boxes, moved furniture, and rearranged our lives, a cautious confidence grew inside me.

	Maybe love is not the moment when you recognize it. Maybe love is the process in which you allow it.

	Step by step.

	Day by day.

	And maybe that was exactly our beginning.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 5 – A Good Team

	 

	We are a good team. That thought comes to me often, very quietly, without me consciously forming it. It shows itself in small things. In routines that work. In glances that are enough. In the feeling of not being solely responsible without having to give myself away.

	What makes me especially happy about Johnny is something I never would have expected. He started riding because of me. Not half-heartedly, not as a nice gesture, but seriously. He wanted to understand what moves me. He wanted to become part of this world that, to me, is far more than a hobby. That touched me more deeply than I have ever told him.

	We are at the riding stable almost every day. For me, that place is peace and home at the same time. The smell of hay, leather, and earth, the snorting of the horses, the steady clatter of hooves on concrete. It is a language of its own, a way of measuring time all its own. Johnny has entered it step by step, without impatience, without arrogance.

	While I take care of our foal, he is usually not far away. This little creature means a great deal to me. It stands for hope, for growth, for something that needs time. I groom it, speak to it softly, watch every movement. Johnny often watches too, attentive, interested. He asks questions and listens. Not to shine, but to understand.

	 

	 

	He has taken on a part-loan horse. A conscious decision. Not “I’ll come along sometime,” not “I’ll try it eventually.” He wanted to do it properly. Twice a week, he takes riding lessons. I watch him sometimes from the edge of the arena. The way he concentrates, the way he tries, the way he makes mistakes and learns from them.

	It moves me to see him like that. Not perfect, not confident, but learning. Riding forgives nothing. Horses sense uncertainty, honesty, tension. Johnny faces all of it. For me. For himself. Maybe also for us.

	There is a special atmosphere at the stable. People sit together, often after work, often tired, but content. They talk about horses, about the day, about small things that would interest no one outside this world. There is laughter, there is silence, there is that feeling of community you cannot force.

	I see Johnny differently there than I do at home. More grounded. More real. He helps out, pitches in, becomes part of it naturally. No one asks anymore why he is there. He belongs. And I realize how proud that makes me, even if I rarely show it.

	With him, I feel comfortable. This comfort is calm, not excited. It is not a tingling that makes me nervous. It is arrival. And yet there is something inside me that always keeps a small distance.

	It is not mistrust. It is not fear of him either. It is more a restraint I feel within myself. I show closeness, but in doses. I allow touch, but not without limits. I open up, but not completely.

	Sometimes I watch us from the outside. The way he searches for my hand. The way he looks at me when I speak. How happy he becomes when I laugh. And then I feel this quiet pull inside me. Not unpleasant, more questioning.

	I believe he is more in love than I am.

	That thought feels harsh, almost unfair. And yet it keeps returning. Johnny shows his feelings openly. He holds me, seeks my closeness, seems certain in what he feels. With me, it is different. This time, I am not as fast as I used to be.

	Before, I fell. Quickly. Violently. Headfirst. I searched for closeness, demanded it, sometimes forced it. Not this time. This time, I remain more conscious. Maybe more careful. Maybe wiser. Maybe also more vulnerable than I want to admit.

	I ask myself whether he notices. Whether he senses that I sometimes stay one step behind him. That I need time, without knowing exactly how much. He says nothing about it. He does not push. And that is exactly what makes it complicated.

	Sometimes I wish he felt a little less. Then it would be easier. Then there would be no imbalance I feel I have to compensate for. No responsibility quietly echoing when he looks at me as if I am his center.

	At the stable, when we sit beside each other, I notice how well we function. How naturally we move around each other
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