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Part 1: Hell Without Rebel Girl
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Description:

Three years have passed since the day Katrin left.

Three years filled with emptiness, pain, and a hope that stubbornly refuses to die.

Maxim has lost everything that made his life bright — her laughter, her daring gaze, the touches that carried the meaning of each day. Now he lives mechanically, hiding a broken heart behind a mask of indifference, and only the ghost of memory prevents him from giving up completely.

But the truth is rarely what we imagine it to be.

One accidental phrase, one look into her eyes — and the world collapses, revealing secrets that have been hidden from him for far too long. He is ready for anything to find her, to understand why she left, and to reclaim what rightfully belongs to only the two of them.

"Hell Without Rebel Girl" is the story of a man who lost his love but did not lose faith in her. A story of pain, loyalty, and the fight for his heart, even if the path leads through the deepest darkness.

Prologue:

“Hello, Katrin,” he says to me with a slight, almost imperceptible smile. His voice is low, filled with the confidence I once adored in him. 

“What are you doing here?” I ask, unable to understand how he got here. My mind refuses to work, and my heart is pounding so hard I can barely hear my own words. 

“I came to take what’s mine,” a stubborn yet caring fire glimmers in his eyes. 

“And what’s yours here?” I still don’t understand why he is here, what has changed. 

“My Rebel Girl and our daughter.” 

These words make my heart literally tighten, and I feel tears, heavy and bitter, begin to well up in my eyes. He has really come for me? How did he find out I live here? Could Vi really have told him? I asked him not to! And what should I say to Maxim now? Will he have time to listen, or, like in my dream, won’t even want to hear me?
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Chapter 1
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From Maxim’s Perspective

I sit on the couch in our apartment, staring at a photograph of my Rebel Girl. My hand trembles, but I don’t look away. The thin frame digs into my fingers, its sharp edges reminding me that even memories can cause pain. But I don’t let go. I can’t. Because in that picture — in her daring gaze, in the slight curve of her lips, in the mess of her hair blowing in the wind that day — there is everything I have left.

The last time I saw her in person was more than three years ago. Three long, painfully slow years without her voice, which could sound like a challenge or a lullaby. Without her gaze, which pierced straight through me as if it knew all my weaknesses, yet still accepted me. Without that fire in her eyes, capable of warming even the coldest evenings — not only because of the weather, but because of the mood, when the whole world seemed alien and gray.

The apartment remains almost the same as when she closed the door behind her. I still hear that sound — the quiet click of the lock, like a final verdict. Only the air has grown heavier, denser, like fog before a storm. As if the walls have absorbed all my words spoken into emptiness, all the screams no one heard, and the silence that pounds in my ears.

On the table, covered in a thin layer of dust, her things still lie — old, worn little trinkets I once found in a box she sent me back then. Her hair clip, the one she always lost, and an old T-shirt, too big for her, but one she loved to wear, wrapping herself in it like a cocoon. I can’t bring myself to throw them away. I can’t. It would feel like betraying her memory, letting go of the last remnants of her presence. Just like the pillow, which still faintly carries her scent — light, warm, familiar. Every time I press my cheek against it, I can almost hear her breath beside me.

The curtains she once chose with a smile, dancing around the room with a catalog in her hands, now seem faded with time — or maybe with my loneliness. They no longer let the light in, but rather lock it outside, leaving the room in half-shadow, where memory doesn’t die but lives its own life, confusing the present with the past.

My heart clenches with every passing minute. It doesn’t beat, it creaks, like an old floor underfoot. This apartment, once filled with laughter and the bright colors of our life, now feels like a cage. A space where I relive my loss over and over again. I miss her as if every cell of my body is calling her name. But even the echo doesn’t answer.

I shouldn’t have left back then. That was a mistake I pay for every day. I should have stayed, should have found the strength to throw Vlad out, no matter how hard it would have been, and stood between her and her pain. I should have fought. For her, for us. Yelled, begged, held her hand and never let go, even if she tried to break free. Done everything to make her stay. To keep her from slamming that door — the very one that became the final border between the past, where we were together, and the present, where only I remain. Alone.

But nothing can be changed anymore. Seconds have turned into years, and each one cuts inside like a blade. Time doesn’t heal — it only reminds me how irretrievably everything is lost.

After she left, my life split into “before” and “after,” like glass shattering on tile. With a crack, without a chance to glue it back together, without a chance to return to its former shape. Everything that had been vivid and real — her laughter, our morning talks, her touch, her eyes full of defiance and warmth — crumbled into dust, invisible but burning my lungs with every breath. The world loses its colors, becomes flat, scorched, like an old photograph where every shade has faded to gray. It loses its taste, its scent, its music. I don’t live anymore — I exist. Like the shadow of a man, like the echo of my former self.

My life after her is like absolute darkness. Dense, viscous, sticky, like swamp sludge. Without a single glimmer of light, without hope. I wander through a deserted forest with my eyes blindfolded, helpless, tired, clinging to cold trees as if to the last remnants of meaning. They are like my days — identical, soulless, silent. And every step echoes in my chest with a dull, gnawing pain, like hunger, like the absence of something vital. My heart beats slowly, heavily, lazily, as if it too, tired of loneliness, finds no reason to go on. It doesn’t pulse with life — it just ticks, like an old clock forgotten in an empty room.

I try not to drown in that darkness, choking on its density. I hold on to every little thing, every fragment of the past where she is still beside me. Her voice in my head rings clearly, especially in silence, when the city goes still and only I remain — with her ghost. I search for her in the smell of her favorite shampoo, accidentally caught on some stranger in the street. In the belongings she left behind, covered in dust but still seeming alive, warm. In the fragments of memories that replay in my mind again and again, like a worn-out record, crackling but stubbornly playing. All of this pulls me forward, toward the light. A light that isn’t somewhere out there — but in her. In my Katrin. In her smile, in her laughter, in her voice that once called me to live.

I was blinded by hope. Foolish, desperate, stubborn, like a child who believes that his mother will return, even if she is already gone. Hope that all is not yet lost. That if I keep searching, keep believing — through pain, through tears — then for at least one brief moment I could see her again. Not in a photograph. Not in memory. But beside me. Alive. To feel her presence, like once before: I would hug her, squeeze her tight until trembling, breathe in that familiar scent of her skin, bury my face in her hair, let my fingers slide along the curve of her back... And finally, say what I never had the time to say then. That I would never let her go again. That she is — my home. My light. My infinity. I clung to this thought like to a saving straw because everything else was already drowning inside me.

But days turned into other days, dim, indistinguishable, like frames in a poorly edited film, where I was not the hero but a detached observer. Everything became the same — work, studies, empty conversations, strained smiles, strange faces that meant nothing and left no trace. I woke up only to lose myself again in this endless mechanical cycle. I did not know when it was morning, when evening — the darkness inside was deeper than any night. Time lost its shape. I lived on autopilot, like a broken mechanism, but every day, every moment felt like an abyss, like a cold, empty well with no way out and no echo to be heard.

I tried to run from thoughts of her. Threw myself into tasks, into noise, into attempts to distract myself. But it was like running in circles, like fighting with my own reflection in the mirror — you can avert your eyes, but you won’t disappear. Wherever I went — she was everywhere. In the wind, in a song on the radio, in the smell of coffee she loved. In the faces of passersby, in dreams, in the pauses between words. She was inside me. And perhaps forever.

The first almost year was hell. Absolute. Like a night shadow that leaves not a single gap for light. I woke with pain and fell asleep with it too, like with a constant companion who never lets go. Every street in this city breathed her scent, the echo of her steps. Every café where we once sat reminded me of her laughter, her jokes. And all of it came alive again, painfully reminding me that she was no longer there. Even advertising posters on the corners of the streets became signs of her presence — how she would look at them, how she would shake her head, laughing at their silliness.

Her favorite music could suddenly play in my headphones, and my chest would tighten so much that I couldn’t breathe, as if someone had squeezed my heart in their fist and wouldn’t let go. I knew every song of hers, every chord — until my fingers trembled, until my throat hurt. These melodies were not just tracks from a playlist; they were her reflection. When they played, everything inside me seemed to freeze. The world stopped. The air became heavy, and I — icy, empty, as if my heart had turned into a piece of glass, ready to shatter.
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I held on as best I could. Played a role, as if on stage. Smiled at classmates, joked with friends, even winked at myself in the mirror — but I knew it was only a mask. I was no longer myself. Just a shell imitating life. At times I fell. Deeply. Into myself. Sometimes so far that I didn’t know how to rise, how to climb out of that pit of pain and longing. On such nights I would go to the places where we had once been happy. Where we laughed together, sitting on a bench with paper cups of ice cream, where she wrapped her arms around my neck and whispered little mischiefs. I stared at those places as if hoping to see her there, like a phantom, like a shadow of the past. It was like a forgotten fairy tale, where I had once been the hero, and she — the light that illuminated everything around.

And I drank. Drank until I lost myself, until thoughts quieted, giving way to a resounding silence. Until the pain receded — not forever, but at least for the evening. Then came the exhaustion. Heavy, viscous, almost physical. And after it — emptiness. Silent, icy, enveloping from head to toe. Emptiness in which I was alone. Completely. And there was nothing I could do about it.

One day my mother came. She saw me — burned out, broken, with empty eyes from which the light had gone — and asked not a single question. She simply called my father. He rushed in so quickly, as if he knew that if not now — maybe never. He tried to talk to me, persuade me, shake me. His voice sounded louder than everything inside me. At first, I pushed him away. Silently. Harshly. But he did not give up and stayed. We rented an apartment and began living together. It was strange — to be a son again. To hear someone cooking you dinner again, for the first time in eight years. To hear someone say: “Time for bed.” To scold you for socks left lying around. To care. And that became my salvation.

To distract me, my father pulled me into his work. He opened a branch in this city, slowly began introducing me to it, giving me time to adjust. And I began to get involved. Slowly, cautiously, with distrust — but I began. For the first time in a long while, I had something I could hold on to. I started studying again, working. I got up in the morning not just to drag myself through another day, but to do something, however small, however slightly meaningful.

My father didn’t overload me. He felt me. But day by day I took on more. Began to influence processes, to feel needed. Became part of something. And although our branch didn’t bring loud success, it lived, it grew. He was proud of me. And my mother too. In their eyes, I was doing well. I had managed. Rose from the ashes. But for me, all of it was not a victory, but only a way not to lose my mind. A way not to dissolve in the loneliness left behind by her absence. Because I still didn’t know where she was, what had become of her, and where, and how was Katrin. My Rebel Girl.

I haven’t had any relationships. Yes, there were girls — attentive, beautiful, sincere. A few times they themselves made a move, suggested something more, but I refused. Even the thought of touching another caused inner resistance, almost disgust. Not because they weren’t good enough, but because they weren’t her. Even a fleeting thought of another scent, other lips, other hands felt like betrayal. Not betrayal of her, but of myself. Because everything in me — everything that hadn’t died — belonged only to her.

My mother tried. She pushed me. Persuaded me to go on a date, to start with friendship. She thought that time heals. But she don’t understand. She couldn’t understand. She didn’t know that in Katrin I had found an entire universe. She wasn’t just a girl. She was my meaning, my hope, my breath. Katrin was the light that warmed me on the darkest days, and the rain that cleansed me, washing away everything unnecessary. She was the air. And her leaving didn’t stop that. I waited. Like Hachiko. Faithfully, devotedly. Without looking back.

The fact that she physically left didn’t mean that she had left my heart. It didn’t mean that I had let her go. I couldn’t. Because her voice was still echoing within me. Her touches were my skin. Her light — my eyes. Everything in me was about her. I still belonged to her. My soul, my heart, my body — all wanted only her. No one else. It wasn’t just a feeling. It was a need. Vital, like water, like air. Without her, I didn’t know how to exist. Because we weren’t “Rebel Girl and I.” We were one. She was me. And I was hers. Forever.

Vi. He was the only one who somehow supported me, even though he couldn’t do anything to change what was happening. His help was especially important when, during another breakdown, I drank so much that I felt so bad I wanted to leave. And he saved me — saved me with conversations that, although they couldn’t bring her back, at least distracted me a little from the madness. If it weren’t for him, I definitely wouldn’t be alive. He picked me up in that state, took me either to the dormitory or to his place, without asking and without judging. He was just there.

We constantly called each other, talked. Sometimes he sent me photos, snippets of their phone conversations — the ones he recorded and cut so that I wouldn’t hear too much. Vi was like a caring grandfather, who calms, who hurries to help, who instills in me at least some hope. Hope for something better. And the best for me had always been only her.

Right now, I am looking at a new photograph of my Rebel Girl, where she is smiling—so sincerely, so truly, as only she can. Her eyes shine with warmth and freedom, and a whole universe lives within them—my universe. It seems as if she is about to laugh out loud, and I hear her voice, so familiar, beloved, painfully known. She is beautiful... wild in her own way, untamed and real. I feel her energy, like an invisible spark, transferring to me, making my heart beat faster. I sense her laughter, as if it still lingers in the air, filling the space with her presence.

How much I miss her. This longing creeps in unnoticed, piercing my chest like a sharp blade. My heart tightens with pain and tenderness at the same time—as if time has stopped and the whole world has frozen in this single moment. I want to hide from everything—from the noise, from unfamiliar faces, from reality—and simply dissolve into her memories. In the scent of her hair. In her laughter. In those fleeting glances that warm better than any words. I feel how this emptiness she left behind squeezes me, not letting me breathe, and at the same time, how it fills every corner of my being.

But even through this pain, I know—she is with me. Wherever she is, I feel her, as if a thin, invisible thread connects our souls. And I wait for her. No matter how much time passed. Because in this world and any other—she will always be mine. And I—hers. And that thought warms me, giving me the strength to carry on.
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I bought this apartment a year ago from the new owners who had moved in after Katrin. It was important for me to reclaim it—not just a space of concrete and glass, but a piece of the past, infused with her scent, her voice, her laughter, lost within these walls. I knew she had once been here, that every corner of this apartment was familiar to her, and even in the empty rooms, I tried to feel her presence.

When I started earning decent money at the company, I made a decision—I borrowed a little more from my father and opened my own nightclub. The business turned out to be profitable, and, for me, very convenient. Especially if you needed somewhere to drown your thoughts in a glass, hide from reality under the roar of music, and then fall asleep right there, knowing you were safe. Grandpa Vi also worried less now, knowing where I was. But this club, everything I was creating, everything I was building, was for her. She was the inspiration, even though she wasn’t around.

But, to be honest, I opened the club because of her. Because of Rebel Girl. Because of her passion for nightlife, for those places where the lights flicker like her eyes in a moment of joy, and the music roars like her laughter. I started going to the places she had once frequented, trying to spot traces of her—in the dim light, in the shadow by the bar, in a stranger’s glance. I imagined how she danced, how she raised an eyebrow when teasing me. I remembered... and drank. That club was the place where she had left a piece of herself, and I tried to keep her there, even if only in memories.

Six months later, I had completely repaid my father. Then I proposed an idea to Grandpa Vi. We often work together in his workshop, and I notice that after repairs, he always has a bunch of leftover parts. I have an acquaintance at university who can make websites, and I suggest, "Why not sell the parts online?" People were looking for them anyway, especially for old models, for which almost nothing could be found. The plan worked. The website started running—and orders began to come in. They still do. We even started going to auto markets, buying rare parts and adding them to the catalog. Vi was delighted and didn’t know how to thank me. But I simply said: consider this my gratitude for everything you did for me when Katrin left.

Gradually, life began to normalize. I studied, and quite successfully—I was among the top in my course, winning competitions, representing our university. The team treated me with respect; many even sought friendship. But I, like Rebel Girl, felt that true friends were rare. Apart from Vi, I had no one really close. The others were just good acquaintances. I couldn’t believe how quickly everything had changed, but even in these moments of success, a void remained inside me, and at some point, I realized it wasn’t achievement—just a way to distract myself.

Work is steady, the business is growing, the club is thriving. No problems arise. Income keeps coming. And in my free time, I still help Vi. It feels as if I am driving myself into routine, into endless busyness—to avoid thinking, not feeling, not missing her so acutely, just living. As best as I can. But in every moment, even amidst all the tasks, her image is with me. And I know—if I wait, she will return.

But inside, I feel dead. Nothing brings joy, and I do everything on autopilot, because it is necessary, because there is no strength to resist. My soul, like a shadow, wanders, devoid of meaning, and my heart, trampled by time and pain, can’t find its place. It only comes alive in moments when messages from her arrive through Grandpa Vi. Only then do I feel that I am still alive, that she is somewhere near. But even these moments, filled with her presence, bring pain—the pain of how far away she is, how unattainable.

Now, sitting in this apartment, I close my eyes and try to imagine her here, beside me. I see her walking toward me, her smile lighting up everything around, and her lips, warm and familiar, touching mine. But when I open my eyes, there is only emptiness before me. A place that would be full if she were here. And that feeling of emptiness tears through me like the edge of a knife, a sense that something is missing, that even the air has grown heavy. My heart dies again. Without her, everything seems dull and meaningless, like in gray tones, where there is no light and life.

Suddenly, my phone vibrates. I look—it is a message from Vi. He has sent me a video from Katrin. I freeze, not believing my eyes. I open it, and there she is, my beloved, smiling at me from the screen. Her face is so alive, so real, that for a moment, I feel her presence beside me. It seems she is right there, so familiar and vivid, just like those days. But still—it is only an illusion. All that remains is the screen and her voice, but I am ready to drown in that moment, just to feel her again.

"Hi, Grandpa Vi. We haven’t seen you in a long time. Come visit us, we all miss you..." Her voice is so warm and bright that I can feel it even through the screen. It is like a gentle touch to the soul, a ray of light piercing the darkness of my life.

Katrin looks into the camera, and I can’t look away. The same—just as beautiful as before. The same facial features, the familiar curve of her lips, the same eyes in which one could easily drown. But there is also a difference. Elusive, subtle, yet noticeable. As if before me is not just a person from the past, but a new incarnation of her, grown from pain, time, and experience.

Her hair no longer has red streaks — now it is its natural color, softly framing her face as if highlighting her calmness. Instead of a black leather jacket and ripped jeans, she wears a cozy multicolored sweater and loose, light-colored pants. She looks different, but not worse. The audacious Rebel Girl I once knew is gone, replaced by softness, warmth, a kind of bright serenity. That inner silence, which wasn’t there before, now lives in her gaze. And because of that, she becomes even deeper, even more real.

I watch her — so familiar and yet so new at the same time — and try to grasp that three years have passed. Three years without her. Three years during which I search for her in other faces, in streets, in dreams. And here she is — in front of me again. And no matter how much she has changed on the outside, inside — she is still the same. Only now — grown up. And perhaps even more beautiful. Because now she carries something greater. Something that cannot be explained in words. Only felt. Only loved again.

The video cuts off. I play the next one, unwilling to break this moment. It seems that if I press pause, not only the image but that subtle sense of her presence, which has filled the room, will disappear. My heart thuds heavily and unevenly, and a strange warmth settles in my chest — fragile, almost painful, as if my body doesn’t know how to handle this sudden surge of feelings.

She appears on the screen again — calm, radiant, with a slight smile, as if speaking to me personally, as if these words were recorded just for me. Katrin tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, looks away for a moment, and, sighing, begins to speak. Her voice is soft, filled with that special hint of tenderness.

"That’s how things are with us. Say hi to Vera. Don’t forget to take care of my Max."

I freeze. My heart tightens — sharply, intensely, as if her words pierce through my skin and strike the most vulnerable spot. My Max. She still calls me that... After all these years. Across the distance. Across everything that has been between us and is no longer. That phrase — simple, fleeting — breaks a dam inside me. I grip my phone tighter, as if afraid it will slip from my hands and take her voice away forever.

Meanwhile, she continues, unaware of the storm raging inside me.

"Alright, I’m being called, I have to go. Bye. Kisses."

She blows a kiss to the camera, and I, like a fool, lean closer to the screen, as if I could catch that kiss with my lips, as if I could reach her across the boundaries of reality. The video cuts off, and I am left alone with the hollow silence, the throbbing pain in my temples, and that sharp, defenseless feeling of love rising in me again, like a tide, like an obsession. The video has been cut, as Vi said, so I won’t see what he doesn’t want me to see.

That feeling — that she is so close, yet everything remains so far away. I feel my hands start to shake, and the pain grips my chest.

I cry. Hot tears roll down my cheeks as I realize that my little one, even not being near, hasn’t forgotten me. She has asked Grandpa Vi to take care of me, and that is the truest gift for me, strange as it might be. I am happy. Happy because she still remembers, because she still cares. It is like an oasis in the desert, like rain after a long drought.

I am so grateful to see her, even just through video, to hear her voice, to feel her presence again. Rebel Girl has mentioned me, and those moments are a true breath of life for me. For I have felt dead, existing in this void, and only come back to life for a while when I see her, even if only through the screen. But even that short moment is everything. My heart begins to beat a little faster, not wildly, but at least somehow. I feel alive again.

I quickly type a message and send it:

"Thank you, Vi."

No sooner have I done that than the doorbell rings. Rising from the sofa, I go to the door. I don’t know who it is, but a strange anxiety creeps into my soul. Opening it, I see her.

"You could’ve at least said you were here, I already searched for you!" her voice sounds slightly annoyed, but I see in her eyes that warmth I have long missed.

I sigh silently and, unable to hold back my emotions, let her into the apartment.
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“Hello to you too, Mom,” I say dryly, not even trying to hide my irritation.

The words slip from my lips like an icy wind—cold, alien, almost mechanical. Everything inside me tightens: not because I’m not glad to see her, but because I know the conversation will circle back again. Old wounds and reproaches.

“Tell me, why did you even buy this apartment? Wasn’t it already enough suffering for you?” Her voice sounds sharp, like a blade honed by years of accumulated discontent. In every intonation, I feel that familiar tension, that prickly, insistent manner with which she always speaks about Katrin—as if every word of hers has to erase her from my life forever.

I clench my jaw. My cheekbones tense so much it feels like they might crack. That pain is the physical reflection of what boils inside me. My chest tightens with rage, helplessness, and a grievance that cannot be voiced. My lips tremble, but I don’t allow a sound. Only tension, only steel in my muscles, only anger with no outlet.

Mom has never hidden that she can’t stand Katrin after she leaves. In her eyes, she simply hurts me, and that is enough to cross her out of memory. Coldly, decisively, without a shadow of doubt. No right to forgiveness, no attempt to understand. For Mom, it’s simple: anyone who causes her son pain doesn’t deserve a second chance.

But I... I can’t. I can’t cut someone out of my heart as easily as a photo from an album. Memories of Katrin live in me like a fire in the hearth—quiet, hot, inevitable. They warm me in the darkest moments and simultaneously burn from within, leaving scars. I hold onto them like the last thread connecting me to what has been real. To the time when I still believe that love is forever. When her voice sounds closer than my thoughts, and her touch feels like home.

“I already told you. Because I wanted to,” I answer briefly, trying not to reveal the real reason.

My voice sounds strainedly calm, like a string about to snap. I don’t want to discuss my beloved with her. Too painful. Too personal. Some feelings don’t need someone else’s opinion. They simply exist.

Mom rolls her eyes and immediately goes on the attack:

“Yeah, right. And you don’t see that there are plenty of other apartments in the city that need a caring hand? No, you cling to this one as if it were a part of you and refuse to let go. It just doesn’t suit you!” Her endless lecture starts again.

The words fall like icy rain—prickly, piercing, merciless. They break through armor, get under the skin, leaving a feeling of bleak, viscous exhaustion. Not the kind that comes in the evening, but deep, ingrained, accumulated over many years. Her voice leaves an unpleasant ringing in my ears, as if someone is scraping nails across glass—sharp, disgusting, unbearable.

Her attempts are as old as the world: to make me forget, convince me to let go, push me toward a “new life.” She says I should find someone else. Start a family. Breathe fully at last. Breathe anew. What nonsense... How can one breathe when the air has long been burned from within?

My heart has long been taken. Not just infatuated, not just open to someone—it’s given. Completely. Without right of return. It lives in the past, in her touches, in her gaze, in losses that never vanish, no matter how many years pass. No other woman can revive what died with her. No other can make my heart beat truly—as it did then.

“I don’t want another apartment, nor another woman. And yes, I got your subtle hint,” I say coldly, as if placing a full stop on this conversation.

My voice is icy, foreign. As if it doesn’t come from me, but from some deep crack inside, from the part that has long stopped hoping. But inside, everything boils. Seethes with furious, blind fire. From helplessness. From pain that doesn’t fade, no matter how much I hide it. From love—true, only one, that doesn’t leave. That stays, despite everything. Even death.

I go to the kitchen, trying to escape, even for a moment, the stifling atmosphere of reproaches and hints. My fingers touch the cold metal of the kettle—unexpectedly icy, as if it feels my tension too. The sensation is sobering, returning me to a reality where she isn’t—Katrin. Where only emptiness remains, wrapped in the mundane.

I slowly pour water, watching the thin stream hit the bottom. A simple, mechanical action, but in it is salvation from thoughts that clang too loudly in my head. I turn on the kettle. Click. Everything inside is stretched to the limit—like a string that only needs a touch to snap. Too many words, too much pain that I hide, pretending I’m in control.

But it’s a lie. The storm inside grows, rage and longing tangled into a tight knot, and I barely restrain myself from snapping. Why is it so hard just to remember and love? Why does everyone need me to forget?

“Tea or coffee?” I ask, taking out two cups.

My voice sounds calmer than I feel. Inside, everything trembles like water in a glass bowl from an imperceptible vibration—tension, anger, pain. But on the outside—only an even tone, almost polite.

“I want grandchildren,” Mom states demanding, as if speaking not a request, but a verdict.

No “ifs” or “maybes.” Only harsh, unsolicited necessity, which she places on my shoulders without a shred of doubt.

I smirk, though there is more pain than amusement in it. My lips curve, but my eyes remain dull.

“Find me Katrin—and we’ll have so many grandchildren you won’t be able to count them,” I say, looking her straight in the eyes. Directly, openly. Without fear. But in this directness, there is a wound, fresh, as if it all happened yesterday.

Mom frowns. A shadow of irritation flickers across her face.

“I don’t want anything from her,” she snaps sharply, as if Katrin were an object she once owned but now doesn’t even want to see.

“You liked her before,” I remind quietly, remembering how once Mom smiled warmly at Katrin. Her gaze had been full of approval.

“I changed my mind. Find another mother for your children,” her voice sounds cold, uncompromising, like a judge who delivered a verdict long ago and no longer wishes to hear any defense.

I lower my eyes, pressing my lips together. Everything inside me tightens, as if someone is squeezing my heart. Slowly, but inevitably. As if an invisible hand is wringing all the warmth out of it.

“It won’t work. My GPS only works in the direction of one girl. And you know who I mean,” I say, staring into nowhere.

Every time I speak Katrin’s name aloud, everything inside me contracts with longing, as if these words awaken a part of me I can no longer revive, yet cannot let go.

“You just didn’t even try,” Mom says stubbornly, brushing away my feelings like an annoying fly.

“And I don’t want to. I’ve already said I love only one girl. My decision won’t change,” my voice becomes firm, like granite. This is the truth, and I have to live with it every day. Not like a burden — like a destiny that cannot be altered.

“You’re impossible to talk to! Last time I brought a girl over — you ran from her like from fire!” Mom throws up her hands. Her face twists with indignation, but in her eyes — despair. The part of her that cannot understand why I don’t just live “like everyone else.”

“She acted like a girl of easy virtue. You could at least check before bringing someone like that to me,” I can’t hold back. The words burst out with disgust, with the pain I have been trying to hide. But Mom stubbornly refuses to see them. She doesn’t hear my truth. She doesn’t feel that I’m not just refusing — I’m protecting a memory, protecting the love that has been the only real one in my life.

I still shudder from that nightmare I go through. Everything feels unreal, like a bad dream where time drags on too long. We have dinner together — or rather, I agree only under Mom’s pressure. The unbearable discomfort from the girl, as if every glance, every word of hers is aimed at making me part of her world, a world I have no desire to enter. I sit, watching her, and everything seems detached and unnatural, like in a hazy fog. She tries to be funny, spilling her silly jokes in my direction. Every movement, every laugh feels like knives cutting along my nerves. I can only sit, smiling, pretending it’s fine, while a storm rages inside me. And as a well-mannered boy, I pretend everything is okay. In reality, I want to grab the wall in frustration, to scream, so exhausted I am by the artificial joy she tries to impose on me. I literally feel her emptiness filling the space around us, causing an unbearable, suffocating sensation in my chest.

But the ending hits me like a blow. It’s an unbearable sight. I walk her home, hoping it will end soon, so I can finally leave, exhale, and forget the evening. But she — this girl, completely unaware of boundaries — drags me to her place. In a daze, I try to understand what is happening and cannot find an answer. And suddenly, she begins undressing. Just like that, without embarrassment. Her words:

“Take me, I’m burning up!” — hit me like an icy shower.

I freeze. My mind refuses to work. In that moment, I realize I don’t know how to react. All I can do is grab a vase of water, pour it on her, and then push her away, as if trying to escape a terrible dream. I run outside, not even realizing I have just fled from a nightmare she herself created.

I stand outside, trembling from what I have endured, and realize a simple truth: it’s better to be alone than with such people. Better solitude than the emptiness she tries to fill with her endless presence, her constant demand for attention. I feel the weight of the evening lift from me, as if I have shed some invisible burden that has been constricting my breathing.

And then I realize that I’m not attracted to female bodies. It even sounds strange to me, and I cannot understand why. I try to find something arousing, something that could stir even the smallest emotion in me, but I can’t. I feel a void filling me, as if I’m outside this world entirely. I try watching porn to relieve the tension, but feel nothing. Emptiness. Cold. But the moment I turn off the screen and think of her — my Rebel Girl, her face, her body, her gaze, how close she is to me, how her touches fill me with living energy — I suddenly feel something warm and real awakening inside me. It isn’t imagination. It is real, because she is mine. I imagine her making love with incredible passion and tenderness, and in that moment all emptiness vanishes. Everything becomes meaningful, alive, real. Only she can restore that feeling; only her love can fill me. It is so vivid, so real that I feel my soul thawing. I realize that all I need is her. And no one else.

“Why don’t you listen to me and keep contradicting me?” Mom’s voice sounds irritated, but despite the harshness, there is worry. She sits on the sofa in front of me, clenching her fists, as if holding herself back with all her might — from shouting or losing control.

“My ears listen, but my heart refuses — absolutely. How can’t you understand this, Mom? I love her, and nothing will change that,” I say, feeling a wave of rage rising inside me. My throat tightens. Air becomes scarce. My breathing falters, like a cornered animal. I boil, like water in a forgotten kettle on the stove — with a dull whistle inside.

"And what about her? Do you think she needs you?" Mom raises her eyebrows, crosses her arms over her chest, and squints. Her voice becomes harsher, colder. "No! She ran away from you and doesn’t even think about you!"

Every word hits my chest like a fist. As if there isn’t a single drop of doubt, a single trace of pity in her. I grit my teeth until they ache, trying to hold myself back from screaming, from the storm raging inside me.

"How would you know, Mom, what she thinks about me or not?" Pain creeps into my voice. The real kind — deep, burning from the inside.

"Then she would have shown up by now. And she didn’t even send you a lousy text!" she blurts out. Desperation rings in her voice. Almost hysteria. "Understand this: she’s already found someone else, and you’re still suffering over her like a fool!"

I lower my gaze. My chest tightens, as if a concrete slab presses down on me. I am suffocating — not from her words, but from the truth she is trying to drive into me like a nail. But I can’t... I can’t betray my faith.

"She loves me. I know it. I don’t know why Katrin did what she did, but... we will be together again, no matter what," I say quietly, almost resignedly. Like a whispered prayer. As if I don’t fully believe it myself... but I do, nonetheless. Alone. Alone against everyone.

Mom twists her lips and throws at me a smirk with no trace of sympathy:

"Why the hell would she want you? She’ll be with you only for money, at most."

"She’s not the materialistic person you think she is!" I shout. My voice trembles, cracks, but remains firm. It carries the last line of defense. I am ready to protect Rebel Girl to the very end. To my last breath.

But her next strike hits like a knife under the ribs.

"Oh? Then why did she take money and leave you?"

And then Mom freezes. For a fraction of a second — seemingly by accident, but in that pause is the whole truth. Her face goes pale, her eyes dart aside. Her lips quiver. She covers her mouth with her hands, scared, as if she has just blurted out a terrible, irreversible secret.

I stand frozen. The world around me stops. My heart skips a beat. And then another. My whole body goes numb, like after an icy wave.

"What money did she take?" My voice becomes almost a whisper, but there is a threat in it. In that whisper is everything: despair, anger, fear. I don’t know what else has been hidden from me. I thought I knew the truth... But now I realize: they have left me only crumbs of her.

"You know... I think I’ll go home," Mom mutters, hurriedly grabs her purse, and stands up. She steps toward the door. Running from the answer, from my gaze. From her mistake.

But I step forward quickly and block her path. I stand tall, looking her in the eyes. No compromises. No way out.

"You’re not leaving, Mom, until you tell me the truth. What money did she take?"
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Silence hangs between us, heavy as lead. It presses down, squeezing the air, as if the room has half the oxygen it should. Mom lowers her gaze, exhales, and in her voice, for the first time, something human appears—fatigue. The kind that builds up over years, pulling the shoulders down, turning a person into a shadow of themselves.

"Alright. So many years have passed... It’s time I tell you. But you, my son... don’t be angry with me," she says quietly, almost pleadingly. For the first time, her eyes hold not righteousness, not pressure, not reproach, but... fear.

She comes over and sits on the couch. Slowly. As if her legs can no longer hold her, as if they are buckling under the weight of the guilt she has carried all this time. I sit next to her, tensed to the limit—muscles taut like strings. My heart pounds not in my chest, but somewhere in my throat, hammering against my bones, echoing in my temples.

"Do you remember when I came to visit you?..," she begins hesitantly.

"Yes. And? You liked Katrin, you wished us happiness," I remind her, holding back the tremor in my voice. Inside, fear begins to stir—a nasty, cold, sticky fear.

"I lied," Mom’s voice becomes cold as ice, like a knife blade calmly cutting bread. "I didn’t like her from the start. You don’t need a girl like that, understand it finally!"

The world inside me seems to creak. Cracks begin to form.

"Please, Mom, get to the point," I cut in, feeling the tension in my chest grow, like a volcano about to erupt. "What about the money?"

She lowers her eyes, as if afraid of mine. Or of her own conscience.

"I didn’t leave the city back then," Mom continues, barely above a whisper. "I texted her to meet... and she came to me."

Everything inside me constricts, as if someone suddenly squeezes my heart with an iron grip. My chest burns from within, a dull thrum pulses in my head. So that was it... that very call from Vi. I remembered waiting for her, standing by the window, matching every shadow outside the glass with my gaze. Hoping that any moment she would come from Vi. But in that moment... she went to my mother. And with each word, Mom turns my world upside down, breaking the foundation I have stood on all these years.

The whole picture in my head reshapes itself, and fear takes hold. A fear that makes my joints ache. Could it be that all this time I have believed a lie? Clung to an illusion not even worth the air I spent on her name?

"Why did you call her?..," the words slip from my lips like blades. Saturated with disbelief and shock. The air between us thickens, heavy, as if it could be cut with a knife.

"To offer her money," she replies calmly. Almost matter-of-factly. As if she were discussing buying a new coffee maker, not destroying my life.

"For what?..," I whisper. My lips barely move. My fingers tremble, and I feel a storm rising inside. Something ancient, wild, primal—anger, pain, despair, all at once.

"To make her leave you. And disappear from your life," her voice doesn’t waver. Not a hint of doubt. Not a trace of regret. Only a dry, merciless fact. "She agreed. And I, as promised, transferred everything I had promised her."

For a moment, everything around disappears. Walls, couch, even the air—gone. Only I remain. And the pain. Dull, monstrous, tearing.

The world around me sways. The ground beneath my feet seems to crack. My heart jerks in my chest so sharply that it becomes hard to breathe. I hear her, understand every word—but I can’t believe it. It sounds like betrayal from both sides.

And the most terrifying part—she agrees.

"Mom..." I jump up from the couch. My head buzzes, my ears throb with anger and despair. How can she? How can mother interfere in my life so cruelly?

Grabbing my head, I begin pacing the room like a trapped beast in a cage. The air feels too heavy—every breath cutting my chest from the inside. Thoughts race through my head with a crash, colliding, breaking, refusing to let me focus on a single one. I don’t know what to do, what to believe, where to put myself. Everything is falling apart.

My heart constricts with pain—sharp, all-consuming, the kind that makes you want to howl. I can’t understand—why did Katrin agree? Why did she leave? She had written that she love me, that she had to leave. That it was necessary. Then why?..

I’m not angry at her about the money. I don’t care whether she took it or not. Money means nothing in this situation. But her leaving... it destroys me. Breaks me from the inside. She just left. Left me. As if everything between us means nothing. As if I am one of those people easily forgotten.

But I know Katrin. I know her too well to believe she could just erase everything like that. No. I don’t believe it is that simple. I can’t. I try again and again to find a justification for her actions. Maybe she truly has no choice. Maybe it is the only decision life forces her into. Maybe she suffers no less than I do.

But those "maybes" do not lessen the pain. They only eat me from the inside, turning every thought into torture.

"How could you do this to me, Mom?" I turn to her, trembling with rage and pain. My voice breaks into a scream.

"You’re defending her again!" she flares. "Yes, I did it. And let half the blame be on me. But what about her? When will you finally admit that she betrayed you and left?"

"She’s not here," I say steadily. "And I’ll ask her everything myself when I meet her."

"When?" Mother smirks, contempt in her voice. "Don’t make me laugh. Do you really think you’ll find her?"

"Someone promised me..." I admit for the first time, struggling for words. "Someone promised that as soon as I finish university, they’d tell me where she is."

"Someone lied to you, like the last idiot!" she shouts angrily. "Don’t you get it?! No one is going to tell you anything. She doesn’t love you and never did. Took the money—and happily splurges it somewhere, if she hasn’t spent it in the first months."

I have had enough. I can’t take it anymore. I stand in the middle of the room, clenching my fists so tightly that my nails dig into my palms, leaving painful marks. Everything inside is trembling—not from fear, not from anger, but from complete, utter exhaustion. It feels as if there is nothing left of me.

My mother’s words still ring in my ears like slaps—sharp, humiliating, destabilizing. Every word hits exactly the most vulnerable spot, as if she knows where to aim. These phrases don’t just sound—they burn. And the more I try to shut them out, the louder they become.

I want to scream, to tear the walls down to drown out that voice. I want to hide, to disappear, to erase the memory. But I can’t. They sit deep under my skin—not words, but poison, coursing through my veins.

“Leave,” I say hoarsely but firmly.

“What? You’re kicking me out?” There is genuine surprise in her voice, as if she doesn’t realize she has crossed a line.

“Yes. And don’t come back to this apartment,” I straighten up, suppressing the trembling in my hands. “You can go to another place. But not this one.”

I forbid her from coming here. This is my space, my territory of pain, anger, and silence. Yet I still allow her to come to the house my father still rents. My mother lives there—and I have no right to interfere. I can’t and don’t want to. That is her world. And this—this is mine.

But now she stands in the doorway as if none of it matters. As if I haven’t spoken. As if my boundaries are meaningless to her. She smirks—coldly, contemptuously, as if my displeasure were a childish tantrum. A flicker of pain crosses her eyes—quick, vulnerable, almost imperceptible. But there is no remorse. Not a drop. Only detachment, carved over years. It is as if a wall has grown between us—and she no longer intends to try to tear it down.

“So why? I offended your holy goddess—and now I may not cross the threshold of her sanctuary, the one you made here, Max?”

“Mom, leave. I’ve said it all,” I repeat wearily, as if saying these words aloud could quiet the storm inside.

“Oh, please!” she shouts, and a second later the door slams with such force that the walls shake.

The room empties, but the air remains heavy, like before a storm. It feels as if the walls press in from all sides, soaked with the echo of the recent conversation, filled with silence that screams louder than any words. The ringing in my head doesn’t stop—dull, intrusive, like someone’s distant heartbeat inside my skull. I stand motionless, staring into emptiness, feeling thousands of thoughts squeeze me. They whirl like a vortex, scratching me from within, peeling me down to the raw.

Enough.

Enough lies. Enough half-truths, forced smiles, and lowered eyes. Enough suffering in guesses and burning with uncertainty while the truth quietly rots in others’ silence.

It is time to learn the truth. All of it. Without embellishments. Time to piece together what has been so carefully hidden from me. Time to confront her. My Rebel Girl. To look her in the eyes. To hear from her—why. Why did she left? Why did she stay silent? Why did she agree?

I know where to start. The one who knows everything. The one who is there when they are keeping me away. The one who stays silent when he could have spoken. Grandpa Vi.

With trembling fingers, as if even dialing were a feat, I enter his number. Each ring strikes my nerves. He answers almost immediately—as if he has been waiting. As if he knows this moment will come.

“Enjoyed the video?” the man asks instead of greeting me, with that usual twinkle in his voice, as if we’ve only been apart a couple of hours, and everything is still easy and simple.

But for me, everything has changed.

“Yes...” I exhale. A monosyllabic answer, devoid of joy or interest. Only restrained detachment, a dull fracture. “But that’s not why I’m calling. Where are you?” My voice becomes firm, harsh, as if the ground beneath me has ceased to be stable. No trace of previous lightness. No jokes. No smiles. All gone.

“Something happened, Max?”

He understands immediately. Hears it. Reads between the lines. Even through the speaker, I can feel his concern—that particular alertness that appears when trouble is near. His voice grows quieter, more serious, as if he is straining alongside me.

“We’ll talk in person. Where are you right now?” I ask, unable to contain the rising tension inside. My chest pounds like a frantic bird trapped in a cage.

“On the road. Heading to the workshop. Want me to stop by?”

He offers immediately, without hesitation, like someone ready to lend a shoulder. But I have already decided.

“No. I’ll come myself. Wait,” I say sharply, cutting off any objections.

And just like that, he hangs up. Quickly. Without goodbye. Without pause. Not giving either of us time for questions I simply can’t bear.

The phone screen goes dark, and in the reflection of the black glass, I see my own face—pale, frozen, eyes squinting, jaw tense. I can no longer delay. The truth is waiting. And perhaps, along with it, the destruction of everything I believe in.

I could have let him come. It would have been easier—just stay in place, wait. But no. I need time. I need space between conversation and decision. At least a little. To collect myself. To avoid exploding. I need to walk. To breathe in the icy air to suppress the volcano raging inside. To avoid snapping, to avoid shattering into pieces the moment we meet.

I call a taxi. When the car arrives, I get in automatically, barely noticing the driver, the streets, life outside the window. The world seems blurred, unreal—as if I am looking through frosted glass. Yet I feel every heartbeat, every engine turn. The road seems endless. And all the while, as the streets rush past, I stare out the window, repeating one thought to myself, like a mantra. Like a verdict.

Soon I will learn the truth. Whatever it might be.
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When I come in, I see Grandpa — he is buried under the hood, his arms up to the elbows in metal and grease. Vi is already fixing yet another car he has bought for a song at an auction. He looks focused, even inspired — his lips pressed into a thin line, brows furrowed, that very spark of passion on his face that only appears when he works with engines. Vi loves this work with all his heart — dismantling, searching, figuring out why yet another metal beast has suddenly gone silent.

Since his business starts to grow with my help — thanks to the website and steady sales — he even allows himself to hire two assistants. Before that, he has help only from old friends, and even then rarely; mostly he manages alone, stubbornly and silently. The business is small, but it seems that for the first time in a long while, he feels like he is living the way he wants. And in that lies true joy.
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