

PREFACE

Many years have passed since I became a victim of romance scamming in 2009.

In my first book, Charme Fatale, I approached the subject from a strictly autobiographical perspective. The book attracted the attention of print media in Germany and Austria, as well as several television formats.

The response to those appearances moved me deeply. Viewers wrote to thank me, and many asked how they could protect themselves from this kind of fraud.

Their reactions stayed with me. Again and again, I found myself considering whether I should return to the subject and continue the work I had begun.

Several years passed before I was able to do so—before I could deepen the topic both as a writer and as a researcher. In October 2024, I published the original German edition of this book. It soon developed into a long-seller and reached a wide readership. Because of that response—and because the threat is not confined to one language or country—I decided to make the book available to English-speaking readers as well.

Through years of intensive research, I have come to see that romance scamming is still presented to the public in a distorted and often superficial way.

It is often reduced to a simple victim-perpetrator story, the kind of narrative television formats prefer when victims try to track down their scammers. Such stories may be compelling on screen, but they rarely reflect the reality most victims face. Many never report the fraud to the police. Over the years, I had to find my own way of processing what happened to me. In my case, that path led through intensive research into romance scamming, until I gradually became an expert in the field.

For the past seven years, I have studied this phenomenon globally and developed a much clearer understanding of how these crimes operate.

What you read in this novel reflects how romance scamming works today.

At its core, this book is about understanding both victim and perpetrator: the psychological mechanisms, the emotional vulnerabilities, and the criminal intent behind the predator’s actions.

I have read extensively in social and criminal psychology, studied interviews with former scammers, and developed a clear conceptual roadmap for this book. It is therefore far more than another story about romance scamming. It can also serve as a guide for potential victims, helping them recognize psychological manipulation before it leads to financial exploitation and emotional damage. My aim is to contribute to public awareness and help protect women from this insidious form of fraud—especially those who are already caught in a toxic, fabricated relationship and cannot yet believe that they, of all people, could be affected.

This book is therefore no longer solely about my own experience, even though certain situations in the novel are rooted in what I lived through myself.

Rather, it is about what romance scamming does to victims: the vulnerability it exposes, the fragility it creates, and the urgent need for society to address this form of cybercrime with greater sensitivity and compassion.

Because I suffered severely from the psychological consequences myself, it matters deeply to me to bring the facts to light—both through narrative and through analysis—in The Romance Scamming King – Based on a True Story, a title that points to the cynical mindset behind this crime.

In romance scamming, the victim-perpetrator relationship is central. What does a victim experience during the manipulation itself, and what remains after the fraud has ended?

I did not want merely to tell the story. I wanted to show how difficult it can be for a victim to return to ordinary life after such a betrayal.

It is striking how little public understanding there still is of what happens to victims afterward. Instead, speculation often turns quickly into ridicule, with victims dismissed as “stupid” or “naive.” That response is far too simple. One of the greatest obstacles to recognizing romance scamming as a serious social issue is society’s reluctance to correct its own prejudices. When victims are mocked rather than understood, the perpetrators benefit. Shame silences victims, and silence gives scammers room to continue.

A stronger political focus and a more serious public reappraisal could help society view romance fraud differently and provide better support for the victims, many of whom are women.

Society can make a meaningful contribution by ending the defamation of victims and taking this crime seriously. Anyone who wants to engage with romance scamming professionally must move beyond the loud, uninformed voices that dominate online comment sections. These voices often have little understanding of romance scamming or of cybercrime more broadly. What is needed is sensitivity, not the savage insults found in forums, blogs, and social media threads where victims are humiliated all over again. This is one of the darker sides of the digital age: a culture of mockery, sarcasm, and emotional coldness in which people too often forget how to choose the right words at the right moment.

My hope is that this true-crime psychological thriller will awaken greater understanding for the victims of romance scamming and for the psychological mechanisms behind this form of cybercrime.

I also hope the subject will be discussed with greater nuance in society and in the media.

Accepting ready-made opinions—especially when they are wrong—helps no one. This book has reawakened the rebel in me, because there is still so much to uncover in this field, as in every area burdened by prejudice. We need to value humanity and common sense again, rather than allowing social media outrage to dictate how we think.

For this project, it was especially important to include social media clearly—particularly WhatsApp, Instagram, and Facebook. These platforms keep the story anchored in the present. Younger readers, in particular, will recognize how deeply such channels have become part of everyday life. Scammers know this too. Their methods have become increasingly sophisticated, and they now target victims across different age groups, including very young people.

Scammers also use increasingly complex payment methods, digital platforms, and virtual currencies to conceal their tracks and reach their goal as directly as possible: financial gain.

Their actions reveal a complete disregard for the well-being of the people they target.

The psychological trauma caused by this manipulation can be severe, which is why stronger public awareness and more effective prevention are urgently needed.

The goal of this book is to shift the perspective on romance scamming and move beyond a simplistic victim-perpetrator narrative.

The impact of romance scamming is deeply personal and can amount to a profound emotional violation.

Those who have been harmed need support, and this crime must be recognized and prosecuted internationally as a serious form of cybercrime. The issue is significant enough that major law enforcement agencies around the world have established specialized units to combat it. Readers should be aware that protecting victims—including the many thousands affected worldwide each year—must be a priority.

Only by changing the way society understands this form of digital crime can we begin to combat it more effectively.

With warmest wishes,

Jasmine Buchner
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PROLOGUE

THE DAY THE MIRROR CRACKED

LONDON – ONE YEAR AGO

The silence in my apartment was deafening, a weight pressing against my chest. I sat at the kitchen table while the glow of my laptop cast a cold blue light over what remained of my life. Minutes earlier, the final message had arrived. No declaration of love. No promise of Japan, Paris, or a future. Only a brutal silence that told me what I did not want to know: the man I thought I knew—the man I had given my soul, my dreams, and my fortune to—did not exist.

I looked at my trembling hands. I was a linguist, a woman who had built her life on the precision of language, and yet I had been blinded by a masterpiece of lies. My bank account was empty, but the void in my heart was far deeper. In that moment, I felt like a ghost haunting my own life.

I was the "perfect mark," a victim of a crime that no one seemed to take seriously. I did not know then that in exactly one year, I would be sitting in a doctor’s office in London, trying to understand the trauma piece by piece. I did not know that I would eventually follow the trail of a criminal world all the way to the neon lights of Las Vegas. All I knew was that I was broken. But as I stared out at the grey London rain, a single thought took hold, cold and clear:

I will not stay a victim.

The King has had his fun.

Now, it is my turn to speak.
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PART 1

HOW I SYSTEMATICALLY BECAME A ROMANCE SCAMMING VICTIM


CHAPTER 1

THE AFTERMATH OF THE CON

It is the dead of night. The wind moves through the London streets with a force that tears me from sleep. Moments like this pull me straight back into the shadows of my childhood. Restless, I get up and stare outside. The street is empty. Dead leaves twist and scatter as the storm lashes against the glass.

I watch the spectacle, mesmerized, too restless to sleep. Then I see a cat bolt across the street, desperate for cover, its silhouette briefly caught against the brick wall by the streetlamp.

Back in bed, the same question returns. Why did Tom do it? The memory is burned into me. I was walking home from the gym. The sun was harsh on my skin, and it was supposed to be an ordinary day. Then I saw them.

Tom was walking down the street with a blonde woman I had never seen before. She was holding on to him with an ease that made my stomach turn. I froze, unable to look away. They seemed familiar with each other, practiced, intimate.

I wanted to scream, to confront him right there on the pavement, but I stayed silent. He did not even see me. He was too absorbed in her. I dug my red-lacquered nails into my leather bag until my knuckles went white. My heart hammered against my ribs.

Hot tears blurred my vision as he pulled her close and kissed her. That was the moment everything in me gave way. I ran. I let the London crowds swallow me, wandering for almost an hour before I collapsed onto a bench in Hyde Park and stared into nothing.

This man had talked about marriage. I had never thought of myself as someone who could be deceived so completely. I had never been the suspicious type; I had not questioned the overtime, the late nights, or the growing distance between us. I had trusted him blindly. Now the truth seemed brutally simple: she had been part of every lie he had told me. I cut him out of my life as cleanly as I could, as if removing him would also remove the pain.

But I did not know then that Tom was just the beginning. I did not know that something far more dangerous was waiting in the wings. Everything could have been perfect if Alex had actually been the man of my dreams, rather than the character he played.

It hurts to know I fell for such a sophisticated predator. I was always the careful one. I was the one who noticed warning signs in others. As I press my face into the pillow, a single tear escapes. This ache is a cold reminder: true love is not supposed to be a con game, and I have lost more than money.

The Anatomy of the Sting

Survival had become a hard, daily task. Yes, Alex had taken a fortune from me—money I would never see again. But the worst part was not only the loss. It was the way he had reconstructed my reality piece by piece until I no longer knew what to trust. He became someone unrecognizable while I was still believing in the role he had written for himself.

The more I deconstruct the mechanics of the scam, the more the rage returns. I know the profile the public loves to assign to victims like me: "naive," "desperate," "weak." People play judge and jury from behind the safety of their keyboards, hiding under pathetic pseudonyms. Social media has become a hunting ground for predators who know exactly how to disguise themselves.

People do not understand the sophistication of the trap until something similar happens to them. Weeks have passed, but the paralysis remains. Something inside me has fractured. My family says I have lost my light, my laughter. I used to thrive in the sun—Rome, Paris, the dreams of a linguist. Now that past feels as if it belonged to someone else.

Simonetta, my best friend—a fierce Italian soul—tries to pull me back into life. We were inseparable during our university days in Paris, chasing art and journalism across borders. Those were the golden years. Now I feel isolated in London, a Viennese heart caught in a grey fog. Vienna... the charm, the grand architecture, the taste of home.

I had traded so much for love. I moved here for Tom. Tom—seven years of my life. A successful lawyer who turned out to be a man I no longer recognized. When I caught him on that street, the illusion shattered instantly. There was no going back. Now my work as a translator is one of the few things that still grounds me. My creativity is no longer only a passion; it has become a way of surviving. I have retreated into myself—too far, according to Simonetta.

“It’s good to find purpose in your work, Laura,” she told me, her voice sharp with concern. “But work can’t become the whole of your life. You have to get out again. Meet real people. Breathe a little.”

But the wound is still raw. I’m not ready. My phone buzzes—her name on the screen.

“Ciao, Laura. Are you still there?” Her warmth cuts through my lethargy.

"I'm here, Simonetta. How’s Rome?"

“Radiant. Thirty degrees, blue skies. We’re going for a picnic. You should be here, away from all that grey London sadness.”

I sigh. The regret is heavy. "I know. Look, when you’re back, let’s go to Brighton. A day trip. I need the sea. We can have our own picnic there."

"It's a deal. See you next week. Ciao!"

*

After we hang up, I seek refuge in the London Eye, high above the restless movement of the city. From up there, the world looks almost manageable. But the pods are full of couples—people sealed inside the same fragile bubble I inhabited a year ago, back when I was still certain Alex was coming for me and had no idea the illusion was already beginning to collapse.

Now shame and loneliness are my constant companions, two shadows pushing me closer to the edge of a breakdown. A few nights ago, a true-crime documentary about romance scamming came on, and something inside me snapped. Whenever I see the faces of these predators—men who treat financial ruin like a sport—I feel rage rising through me. For them, it is a game. For the victims, it can destroy an entire life. The most sickening part is the grooming: the way they simulate a Great Love until you are completely disarmed.

Sometimes I have this dark, irrational urge to fly to Nigeria, find the man who stole my life, and force him to face what he did. It is a fever dream, nothing more, but it shows me how trapped I still am in a loop of déjà vu, haunted by screens, headlines, and memories that refuse to loosen their grip. Yet I am not a victim to be discarded. I am a fighter. I have decided to bring in a professional—a psychologist—to help me understand what happened. I need to understand the mind of the predator before it consumes mine.

Dr. Johnson

Exhausted and hollow, I sought out a psychologist two days later. I was looking for a spark of survival, but the thought of opening myself up made my skin crawl. The trauma of the scam still sat heavily in my chest.

I was desperate to find my way back to my old life, but somewhere inside me I knew there was no way around the wreckage. If I wanted to survive this, I would have to walk through it. I would have to look at every detail again—the messages, the promises, the staged emergencies, the humiliation—and somehow remain standing.

A thousand questions flashed through my mind as I sat in the waiting room. How had I missed the warning signs? When had Alex Simpson’s mask first begun to slip? Before I could find an answer, my name was called. My stomach tightened. Shame pressed down on me so heavily that sitting in that chair felt almost unbearable.

My therapist offered me a practiced, professional smile.

“Welcome, Ms. Schneider. I’m Dr. Kim Johnson. We spoke on the phone. I’m glad you came in today.”

I stared at her, my pulse hammering. A ghost of a smile touched my lips while cold sweat prickled across my forehead. I sank into the chair, feeling small, exposed, and strangely unreal.

“Ms. Schneider,” she said, “what happened to you would shake anyone’s sense of reality. It is also natural for older wounds to come back to the surface. We can work through this step by step.”

I nodded, fighting back tears. I wanted to be composed, untouchable, made of steel. But inside, I felt worn thin.

It took what felt like an eternity before I found the words.

“You’re right. I feel destroyed. I was targeted by a predator. What I went through changed something fundamental in me. I used to be vibrant. I’m a translator, an interpreter—I used to love the nuance of language. Now even words feel dead to me. That terrifies me. I have never felt this hollow.”

My desperation seemed to take up space in the room.

Then she asked a question that landed exactly where I was most vulnerable.

“Can you imagine why someone like Alex might have seen you as vulnerable?”

I froze. A sharp unease moved through me.

But her gaze remained steady. She was not trying to shame me; she was asking me to look at what still hurt.

“That question matters,” she continued. “Not because you are to blame, but because understanding the vulnerable points helps us understand how the manipulation worked. The answer may not come today. It may only become clear as we go along. For now, we need to make room for the pain and the anger. You are severely traumatized. But you want to survive this, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I said. “Of course.”

“Then we have to let those feelings exist instead of pushing them away. This will not be a quick fix. Therapy can feel brutal at first because it asks you to revisit what you most want to escape. But you won’t have to do that alone. We’ll work together. Are you willing to try?”

“I am,” I said, my voice steadier than I expected.

Looking into her eyes, I felt the smallest possibility of hope. So I began to talk.

“The scam stripped me of my faith in people. It was a calculated humiliation. The idea that some people can treat trust as a resource to exploit makes me sick. I feel frozen inside. And as for why I was the ‘perfect victim’—I don’t have an answer yet. I’m still too close to the pain to see the whole pattern.”

“That makes sense,” Dr. Johnson said, her voice calm and anchoring. “The answer is a process. Even if I gave you a neat explanation today, it would not undo the damage. What matters is that you begin to feel like yourself again and stop seeing yourself only through the eyes of the crime. Romance scamming is a calculated criminal enterprise. It can affect people of any age, education, class, or profession. Intelligent, capable, experienced women are not immune.”

Her words lingered.

Suddenly, I felt as if I were searching for the missing link in my own life.

“What did your life look like before the scam?” she asked.

“Were you in a relationship? Married?”

The knot in my throat tightened again. “I had a partner for seven years. I moved to London for him.”

“That was a big step,” she said. “Did you feel that commitment was returned?”

“In the beginning, yes. But then the connection between us started to fade.”

“So the relationship had become emotionally empty?”

“Essentially. He cheated. Repeatedly.”

I watched her pen move quickly across her notepad. With her long dark hair, heavy eyeliner, and blood-red lips, she looked less like a clinical psychologist and more like a high-stakes editor from Vogue. But her appearance did not matter. I just needed her to help me survive.

“Alex appeared at the perfect psychological moment,” I said. “I was starved for affection. Even when I was still with Tom, the loneliness was a constant shadow.”

Dr. Johnson looked up, her eyes sharp.

“Tell me about that loneliness. How did the isolation affect your daily life?”

“Tom was a lawyer—always at the office, always ‘working.’ I was a freelance translator, anchored to my desk at home. I drifted further and further into my own head. After work, there was a void. No one to talk to. I worked longer hours just to keep the silence at bay. Sometimes a glass of red wine was my only company. I had friends, even a best friend, but that is not the same as a partner. The intimacy, the shared meals, the small rituals of a relationship—it all evaporated.”

“And did that hurt?”

“Like a physical wound. We fought over absences, over silences, over things that were there but never named. Eventually, the love simply disappeared. I could no longer live in that waiting room—waiting for him to come home, only to be told he needed space.”

“This is important,” she said gently. “We are beginning to see why you may have been vulnerable to someone like Alex.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my nerves on edge.

“Your last relationship seems to have left you lonely and hungry for real emotional closeness. That is not a weakness, but it can become a point of vulnerability. You were looking for a confidant, someone who would really see you. Tom, from what you describe, was drifting further away. Perhaps he was too cowardly to end it. Perhaps he wanted the security of you at home while keeping other possibilities open. Whatever his reasons were, you were left emotionally abandoned.”

I had not expected this subject to affect me so deeply. After all, I had come here to talk about my experience with romance scamming. Having to speak at length about my ex-boyfriend instead felt depressing. My psychologist noticed it too.

“Ms. Schneider, if this feels like too much for today, we can leave it here and return to it next time. But eventually we will need to look at what your relationship with Tom did to you, because it is connected to what happened with Alex.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “I would prefer to discuss it another time.”

Suddenly, a deep sadness came over me. After the breakup with Tom, I had been determined to silence the pain before it overwhelmed me completely. In my case, tragically, that escape had come in the form of a romance scammer.

During that first conversation, I realized for the first time that healing would not be a straight path back to the person I once was. It would be a long process of looking at what I had avoided for too long—and learning, slowly, how to return to myself.

Tom

After a violent downpour, the sky over the city opens into a brilliant blue. The first rays of sun transform London into a wash of gold. Puddles catch the light like broken glass, and the scent of rain-soaked asphalt rises from the pavement.

A week has passed since my first session with Dr. Johnson.

Tomorrow is the next appointment. I’m tired of being haunted by my own history, so I decide to lose myself for a while in the chaos of Oxford Street.

A shopping trip with Simonetta, followed by a detour to our favorite Japanese haunt, "Wasabi." I’ve always had a weakness for Japanese cuisine—vibrant, exotic, meticulously arranged. Just my style. We take a seat by the window.

While Simonetta scrolls through photos of her Roman holiday, her voice warm with enthusiasm, I suddenly freeze. Across the street, I see him. Tom. My ex. And beside him is another woman. Apparently, the blonde from before is already history.

In an instant, the old wound opens again. My appetite for sushi vanishes, replaced by a bitter taste in my mouth.

"What is it?"

Simonetta’s eyes are wide with concern.

I take a sharp breath, bitterness tightening my voice.

“It’s Tom. Across the street.” My voice is tight with bitterness. “I’m sitting in therapy trying to get him out of my head, and then he just appears.” Every muscle in my body tightens. The pain feels physical. Before Simonetta can reach for my hand, I bolt. I am across the street before I can think, almost stepping straight into traffic.

A driver blasts his horn, but I barely register it. Tom turns.

He gives me that cold, superior look I know too well. Seconds later, he and the woman disappear around the corner. I stand there, shaken, as the truth cuts through me:

Dr. Johnson was right. Tom had left the first opening—the vulnerability Alex later knew how to use.

He is part of the reason I was vulnerable enough to fall into Alex Simpson’s carefully constructed arms. I can barely name the loathing I feel. Love had not simply died; it had curdled into something bitter. Tom was behaving exactly as he had during the breakup: careless, self-absorbed, untouchable. No wonder we had been sinking for so long. But he had still broken something in me, and it hurt.

Simonetta catches up, her hand firm on mine, guiding me back to safety. The world does not stop; double-decker buses and an endless stream of cars keep moving through the streets while I stand there, shaken and exposed.

Back at "Wasabi," the other diners mercifully ignore my breakdown. Simonetta grips my hand across the table.

“Listen to me,” she says, her Italian accent sharpening with protective anger. “It was an awful coincidence. Nothing more. Be glad he’s gone. Look at him—still the same idiota.”

"I know."

Hot tears blur the neon lights. Humiliation has become a familiar companion. It is the thread that connects Tom to everything that came after. But Alex Simpson took that humiliation and turned it into something far more devastating.

Simonetta tried to shift the conversation gently. “Laura, what about Dr. Johnson? Do you think she might actually help?”

I stare at my untouched sushi, the colors suddenly too bright. After a long silence, I find my voice.

"You know what? She was right. Tom is the reason I was the perfect victim."

"What do you mean, 'perfect victim'?" Simonetta pauses, a piece of sushi halfway to her mouth.

"She asked me that last week. It was the last thing I wanted to hear, but it planted a seed. I’ve been dissecting what went wrong with Tom. I wasn’t just in love with him; I had made myself smaller for him. I was so terrified of the void—of being alone—that I let him hollow me out."

“That loneliness was the open door. Alex knew about Tom because I told him. He used that to become the opposite of Tom: attentive, patient, sensitive. He knew exactly where I was hurting.”

“The same fear of being left. The same urge to do too much just to keep someone close.”

Simonetta’s face softens. “Laura, finally. You’re saying it out loud. You’re starting to see the pattern. And once you see it, you can begin to free yourself from it.”

Her words are a lifeline. For the first time in weeks, something inside me loosens. The day is not exactly saved, but it is no longer lost.

The Rebirth

Since yesterday’s breakthrough with Simonetta, the dread and despair from my first session with Dr. Johnson have eased. I feel a surge of energy, raw but useful. I have always been a fighter; now I need direction, something to hold on to. The time for passivity is over.

“Ms. Schneider, you seem different today. What changed?”

“A lot, to be honest. I’ve been thinking about what you said—the question about why I was vulnerable,” I say, meeting her gaze with a steadier smile than I expected.

Dr. Johnson nods. She seems encouraged, but cautious, as if she knows how quickly a breakthrough can turn into overwhelm.

“I have to admit, I was carrying a lot of emotional wreckage I hadn’t even begun to process. I brought all of that into my connection with Alex. If Tom hadn’t left me so exposed, Alex would not have found the same opening. He saw a woman in pain and knew exactly how to move closer.

I see the mechanics of it now. I am beginning to regain some control.”

“I’m glad you were able to face that so directly,” she said.

“Understanding why you were vulnerable is not about blaming yourself. It is about taking back agency. The more distance you gain, the more you will be able to look at what happened without being swallowed by it. That is where healing begins.”

Her words steady me. I want nothing more than to find the person I used to be before everything turned grey.

“If you feel ready, I’d like us to go back to the beginning.”

“Tell me about the moment Alex Simpson first contacted you.”

Just like that, the armor cracks. The euphoria fades, replaced by a cold, familiar surge of panic. My resolve is tested, but I do not want to run from the story anymore.

May 2020 – The Digital Hook

It was May 15, 2020, when the first ping arrived. A Facebook message from a man calling himself Alex Simpson. I used social media as a gallery for my hobby photography, a digital footprint shared across Instagram and Facebook.

In a world built around the small reward of a like, I tried to keep my distance. For me, social media was mainly an archive for my photographs, not a place to invite strangers into my life. I was usually careful, almost invisible when it came to random messages. Most of them disappeared before I had finished the first sentence. But Alex Simpson understood exactly where to begin.

Hello Laura, he wrote. I don’t usually contact women on Facebook, but there’s a depth to your work that caught my attention. I saw your last post on Instagram—the one titled "Longing," with the woman on the bench, the sea, and the heart-shaped balloon. It stayed with me. I’d love to connect and talk about photography, if you’re open to it. It happens to be my profession as well. More on that later. Best, Alex Simpson.

I hesitated, then took the bait. The prospect of professional validation for my art was a powerful lure.

Hello Alex,

Thank you for your message. It sounds as if we might have a few things to talk about. I’d be interested to hear more about your work. Photography is only a passion of mine; professionally, my world is language. I work as a translator and interpreter. When I need to clear my head, I usually take my camera and go to the coast—Brighton, most often. It gives me a sense of freedom. Perhaps we’ll talk again soon. Best, Laura.

After the wreckage Tom had left behind, Alex seemed at first like a safe harbor, a place where I could breathe again. But the walls I had built were still high. I was guarded, almost clinical. When he messaged again and I went silent, he reacted perfectly: he backed off and behaved like a respectful man. Then, after a calculated three-week silence, he reached out again:

Dear Laura, I wasn’t sure whether I should write again, but our shared interest in photography stayed with me. You didn’t respond to my last note, and I completely understand if now isn’t the right time. I would simply enjoy exchanging thoughts with you—about photography, culture, or whatever happens to be on your mind. Warmly, Alex.

I felt a small stab of guilt, and that was the first quiet movement of the manipulation. He had made his patience seem generous, which in turn made my silence feel almost impolite.

That is one of the subtler mechanisms in a romance scam: the victim begins to manage the scammer’s feelings before there is any real relationship to manage.

I thought I was setting a boundary. In reality, I was also giving him the information he needed to shape himself around my wound.

Hello Alex. I’ll admit I’m surprised you wrote again. I’m naturally cautious, and I’m still recovering from a relationship that ended badly. So if you are looking for anything romantic, I should say clearly that I’m not available for that. I’d rather be honest from the beginning. Best, Laura.

He did not hesitate. His response came almost at once, calm and reassuring.

Hello Laura, I just happened to be online. Please don’t worry—I’m not looking to rush you into anything. A platonic friendship is perfectly fine with me. I enjoy the idea of exchanging thoughts with someone who seems to look at the world carefully. Photography, culture, life in general—whatever feels natural. Until next time, Alex.

Facing the Inner Demons

It has been a week since my last session with Dr. Johnson.

Seven days of turning the Alex Simpson case over in the quiet of my own mind. To process what I cannot yet say easily in therapy, I have started a journal. It is a habit from my childhood.

Writing has always been my refuge—a way to put feelings on the page when I cannot say them aloud. I have never been much of a talker. My parents could confirm that. They often had to draw every detail out of me. To me, being forced to explain my inner turmoil felt like an interrogation. That is why psychotherapy still feels so demanding. My instinct is to suppress everything, to bury it and keep going. But suppression never truly disappears.

My insomnia, my lack of appetite, the shadows of depression—they are all signs that the truth is trying to surface.

Dr. Johnson is skilled at noticing the smallest shifts in her patients.

“Ms. Schneider,” she began, watching me carefully. “I notice that talking about the past is extremely difficult for you. Do you have a sense of why?”

I shrugged, the tension tight in my shoulders.

"I don’t know. I’ve always been the quiet type."

“I’m trying to understand the history behind that silence.

Did you struggle with depression or deep loneliness when you were younger?”

"I was a sensitive child," I admitted, my voice small. "I preferred the company of animals. We had a Border Collie, Bobby. I loved him more than anything. And I rode horses—the cliché of the lonely girl."

School was difficult. I was “the smart one,” which made me stand out, and not always in a good way. I was ostracized and bullied. Animals felt safer than people; they did not expect me to perform or explain myself.

Dr. Johnson’s pen moved steadily across her notepad.

“How does it feel to say that out loud now?”

“It feels bitter. The humiliations go deep. I think it will take a long time to get Tom out of my system. And Alex will take even longer.”

“I’ve noticed a recurring pattern in your history,” she said, leaning forward slightly.

“Ms. Schneider, think of it this way: there is a younger part of you that learned very early to long for unconditional love. That part of you may have kept you in situations where you accepted far less than you needed, because even crumbs felt better than nothing.”

“That can create a powerful inner conflict. Part of you sees the truth, while another part still tries to preserve the hope.

That is one reason Alex’s fictional world became so compelling.”

“You wanted to feel seen,” she said. “But because the need was so deep, every little sign of recognition became more powerful than it should have been.”

“In psychology, we often describe that kind of inner conflict as cognitive dissonance: the mind tries to bridge the gap between a painful reality and a hope it is not ready to surrender.”

“Our goal is not to make you someone else. It is to help you become more autonomous again. That takes honest self-reflection, not self-blame. Have you considered keeping a journal to track what triggers you?”

A flicker of genuine pride touched my face.

"I’ve been doing exactly that for a week now."

“And does it help? Are things becoming a little clearer?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “Writing is slow and painful, but it helps. It gives the pain somewhere to go.”

“Take all the time you need,” Dr. Johnson said gently. “You are not only processing a failed relationship or a fraud. You are also touching something much older: a long history of feeling alone.”

I felt a sudden weight in my chest. She had touched the exact place I had been trying not to look at.

A lifelong solitude had been eating away at me more quietly than I had realized.

“Like I said... it’s hard for me to talk. I’ve never been good with words,” I stammered. The helplessness embarrassed me. I felt trapped inside myself.

Dr. Johnson did not let me retreat completely. “Then perhaps we begin there. Not with everything at once, but with giving your emotions a little more room. This is your life, Laura. You are allowed to change the script.”

“Some people hope that talking once or twice will solve everything. But therapy is really about changing perspective and recognizing the places where you were left unprotected.”

She glanced at her notepad, choosing her next question carefully. I felt the old resistance rise, but deep down I knew this was the only way through.

“Please understand me, Ms. Schneider: you do not have to tell me everything today. But if everything stays locked away, therapy will remain another place where you cannot breathe freely.”

I nodded, my gaze heavy. Every breath felt like a chore.

Tears pricked my eyes as one part of me wanted to stay silent, while another part—the part still longing for freedom—wanted to be heard.

“This is all still new to me. Silence has been my main defense for as long as I can remember,” I said, my voice strained.

“I see. And within your family—could you talk to your parents?”

"No. Never. The shame would have been too much. I come from a traditional Viennese academic family—doctor father, teacher mother."

"The only one I could trust was my brother. He’s the one who eventually helped me. He’s seven years older—a surrogate father figure. He’s my only true safety net. He stands behind me, a hundred percent."

“That is important. We can look at that more closely another time,” she said, her pen hovering. “For now, tell me about the first time you communicated with Alex.

What kind of picture did you form of him?”

"Exciting. Sophisticated. He claimed to be a professional photographer—my lifelong dream."

“So photography was the door he found first?” Dr. Johnson asked.

"Yes. I suppose it was."

“And beyond the profession? Something about him made you respond differently than you usually would. What was it?”

“I can’t fully explain it. It wasn’t love then. Not even close.

It was the excitement of meeting someone who seemed to understand the way I saw the world.”

Tom had never cared much about my interests. With Alex, the world suddenly seemed to have color again.

“A deep unmet need, then?”

I could not hide my reaction.

“Walk me through that first exchange,” she said. “I want to understand how he appeared to you then.”

I toyed nervously with my fingertips.

“I was working on a translation when the Facebook notification appeared. I usually keep messages off while I work, but that day I made an exception.”

“I usually read messages but don’t engage. You never really know who is behind the screen. But Alex felt different. The wording, the tone—it seemed thoughtful.

Authentic, even.”

There was no immediate red flag. He was polite, restrained.

At first, it was strictly about photography. He was testing the ground, seeing whether I responded to the identity he had created. And as I know now, I did. Photography became the bridge he used to reach me.

"Had you shared this passion before? Groups? Friends?

Tom?"

"With my father and brother, yes. But never with anyone else. Certainly not with Tom. The thought of him makes me sick—and Alex even more so."

"But those early days were magnetic. The loneliness just... evaporated. I thought I was talking to a world-class professional. I was fascinated by the legend he created."

“So at that point, were you looking for a colleague? A platonic connection? Or had something romantic already begun to enter your mind?”

“Platonic. Absolutely. I was still too wounded from the breakup.”

For the first time, the emotional pressure became too much. I was close to breaking. Dr. Johnson sensed it. “I think we have touched something very painful,” she said softly.

“I’m just tired of my ex being the center of the conversation,” I snapped, running a hand through my hair.

“That’s not why I came here.”

“Ms. Schneider, I know this is painful. But this is exactly why we have to look at it.”

“Alex did not enter an empty space. He entered a space that had already been shaped by years of loneliness, disappointment, and unmet emotional needs.”

“That is why Tom is part of this story, even if Alex is the crime you came here to understand.”

Her expression stayed calm, but she did not withdraw the question. I remained silent. She was right, and that made me furious. Did she have to keep pressing this point? We sat in a heavy silence before she asked, “Did you know what he looked like from the start?”

"No. He didn't use a personal photo for his account. It allowed me to focus on the craft—the photography—without the distraction of a face."

"And that didn't trigger any red flags? The anonymity?"

"Because there was no photo? No. Why would it?"

I reacted sharply, exhausted by the feeling that my choices were being examined under a harsh light. For a moment, I wondered whether therapy was supposed to feel this difficult.

“I’m sorry if my questions feel intrusive,” she said, sensing my hostility. “I’m trying to understand your inner state at the time, not to judge you. You know that, don’t you?”

"Yes," I lied.

The irritation crawled under my skin. I wanted to leave. But there were still twenty minutes left, and I felt as if every one of them would expose something I was not ready to face.

She seemed to notice the shift in me and paused, searching my face. “Are you all right?”

"Not really. Today’s session... it’s left me wired. I’d like to end this now, if possible."

"If that’s what you need, I won't stop you."

With a quiet apology, I left. The door clicked shut behind me with a final, mechanical sound. Tears began to run down my cheeks. The session had cut deeper than I had expected. In sixty minutes, I had been forced to look at my life with Tom again. For someone like me, someone who survives by burying the truth rather than speaking it, it felt almost unbearable. I took the stairs instead of the lift, my heart hammering. When I reached the ground floor and stepped outside, the rain-heavy air felt like a reprieve.

Within seconds, the downpour soaked through my clothes and hair, but I did not care. I was outside.

A panic attack rose in me—the same racing pulse and shortness of breath that had haunted the end of my time with Tom. I had never wanted to admit how much damage he had done. Usually, I would lose myself in the woods of Richmond to calm down, but today I was in the hard center of London. I needed something familiar. I found a café and ordered a slice of Sachertorte and a latte. The first bite—the rich chocolate, the apricot jam—brought me back to Vienna for a moment. As I began walking through the rain-slicked streets, I felt a strange, fragile sense of being alive.

The pain of the session had proved one thing: I had suppressed too much for too long. Dr. Johnson was right.

My silence had made me easier to reach than I wanted to admit. It had left too many emotions unspoken, too many needs unnamed. Alex stepped into that space and filled it with the promise of a Great Love, carefully staged and perfectly timed.

It was becoming clear to me that I could not free































































































































































































































CHAPTER 2































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































CHAPTER 3:





















































































































































CHAPTER 4














































































































CHAPTER 5:








































































































































































































































































































































Die automatisierte Analyse des Werkes, um daraus Informationen insbesondere über Muster, Trends und Korrelationen gemäß § 44b UrhG („Text und Data Mining“) zu gewinnen, ist untersagt.

Bibliographic Information Published by the German National Library

The German National Library lists this publication in the German National Bibliography; detailed bibliographic data are available online at dnb.dnb.de.

© 2026 Jasmine Buchner®

Herstellung und Verlag

BoD · Books on Demand GmbH, Überseering 33, 22297 Hamburg

First English-language edition, 2026

Typesetting, production, and publication: BoD – Books on Demand

Editing, proofreading, and translation: Jasmine Buchner® Cover design: Buchcover.de, Chris Gilcher

ISBN: 9783696303594


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JAS"I\/\IN\E BUCHNER

£ B~ &\
> ’
G S\ \
= y \ ®
“4 § i SN
|

TRUE CRIME

ROMANCE
KING

Based on a true story





OEBPS/images/11_1.jpg
- - -
R o b






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




		PREFACE



		About the Author



		PROLOGUE



		PART 1: HOW I SYSTEMATICALLY BECAME A ROMANCE SCAMMING VICTIM

		CHAPTER 1: THE AFTERMATH OF THE CON



		CHAPTER 2: ROMANCE SCAMMING AND SOCIAL MEDIA



		CHAPTER 3: WHEN ROMANCE SCAMMING NEARLY DESTROYS A FRIENDSHIP



		CHAPTER 4: THE INNER BATTLE



		CHAPTER 5: THE PSYCHOPATH LOOKS FOR NEW WAYS TO GET MONEY







		PART II: THE REVENGE

		CHAPTER 6: ZULU OKUBA







		Epilogue: Writing the new script



		COPYRIGHT









Page List





		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		4











