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To anyone who’s been afraid to want too much, who hopes quietly because it’s safer, or runs from the risk of vulnerability.

			You’re allowed to dream. You always were.

			



Dear Reader,

			Thank you so much for picking up a copy of Still Spinning. I hope you’ll enjoy Celeste and Isak’s heartfelt smalltown romance. If you’ve been one of my readers for years, you know this book took much longer than expected. Not because I lost motivation but because life circumstances took priority, but I kept – sometimes slowly and infrequently – showing up for these two characters and the weird little world I’ve created. 

			I’m proud of Still Spinning and I’m glad I spent the time I needed to write a book that I truly love and feel is a worthy ending to The Without Filter Series. I’m grateful for everyone who stuck around and still wanted Celeste’s book. It means more than I can put into words.

			Still Spinning can be read as a standalone but you’ll meet the characters from the previous books. It takes place eight years after Chasing Pebbles in the same fictional coastal town in Denmark.

			Still Spinning is written in British English.

			No AI has been used in creating this book. The em dashes are all mine and we go way back.

			Content Warning:

			Mention of past loss of a parent (not the Ravn family), mentions of mental health challenges, mentions of challenges connected to neurodivergence and hypermobile spectrum disorder. 

			Explicit language and content. 

			When I received my editor’s feedback she wrote “Still Spinning is full of emotion and heart, and what really shines through is how you’ve highlighted the struggles and strengths of different types of neurodivergence. It feels authentic and respectful, while never losing sight of the fact that this is, at its core, a romance.” 

			I’ve also used the phrase ‘lots of identified and unidentified neurodivergence’ when describing the vibes of Still Spinning and The Without Filter Series in general. 

			I’ve added a few more thoughts on this at the back of this book in the ‘author’s note’ if you want to hear them.

			Celeste also has hypermobile spectrum disorder. I’ve interviewed a friend with this diagnosis before I started writing Still Spinning and I had a beta reader provide a sensitivity read from her own experience. 

			I also interviewed another friend who was an adult before she knew she was dyslexic to gain insight into Celeste’s struggles in these aspects.

			Celeste judges herself harshly and has yet to make peace with who she is when Still Spinning starts. I loved writing her. She’s layered and hardened by life experiences and often misunderstood. 

			I hope you’ll love her and Isak too. These two have made me smile and giggle as I wrote their story and I adore their tender romance. 

			And I hope that I’ve succeeded in writing respectful representation that feels genuine and real while creating flawed and imperfect characters still finding their way.

			Thank you for reading Still Spinning.

			Hugs,

			Fe

			



Blurb

			Celeste didn’t expect her new colleague to be the intriguing musician she met one chaotic night over a year ago. Their connection was instant then and it’s only growing stronger. But Celeste has made too many messes in her life to risk another one—especially at work.

			She’s tired of feeling stuck. Tired of second-guessing every part of who she is.

			When she gets the opportunity to plan events and weddings in the small town where she grew up, she takes it, desperate for a change of scenery.

			Isak has spent years pouring everything he has into the family-owned beach hotel he calls home. It’s where he lives, where he works, where he quietly tries to belong.

			Then there’s his new colleague. The woman he can’t get out of his head.

			He’s never been in love. That would mean letting his guard down. Admitting how he truly feels—something he reserves for songwriting.

			But Celeste seems determined to turn everything upside down. Her energy is contagious, even if she doesn’t see it.

			She sees him, though. Believes in him. 

			He wants her to trust herself again.

			He also wants to be more than a secret. It might take patience. It might get messy. But some connections are worth the risk—especially when they lead you back to yourself.

			Still Spinning is a heartwarming new adult romance and the fourth book in The Without Filter Series. This story takes place eight years after Chasing Pebbles, in the same seaside town of Enebæk in Denmark. Each book can be read on its own, but familiar faces reappear. 

		


		
			Chapter 1
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			April - One year earlier

			I clink my sticky shot glass against Esther’s before I down every drop of sugary alcohol as I attempt to suppress a shudder. The second shot didn’t taste any better than the first, and I find myself scowling at the loud music and people bumping into me every few seconds. Maybe going out tonight wasn’t the greatest idea, but I needed the distraction.

			“Thanks for coming to Enebæk,” I tell Esther just as another local band goes on stage to perform a couple of songs at what has become a yearly tradition at Holly’s.

			“No problem, babe. Oh, look, he’s cute even with that crazy teal hair!” she yells and points to the lead singer.

			I grin at her as I shake my head. She’s right about the guy, though, especially as he smiles shyly at the crowd and announces their band, but I don’t catch the name. He’s dressed in all black, except for his bright, wavy hair. His voice is smooth and gentle as he speaks, and I’m caught off guard when goosebumps rise on my arms the moment he starts to sing. For a local competition, he’s pretty good, and there’s something dreamy and hazy about his soft vocals. I think it’s an original and I sway to the music and close my eyes just as he sings, ‘Try to get a reaction from me, I’m sure you will. If you poke, I poke. I just can’t help myself.’ 

			I snort. Yeah, me too.

			“Are you going to tell me if you’ve decided? Are you moving in?” Esther asks over the music.

			 I take a deep breath before I answer. “Yeah. Let’s do it.” I desperately want to feel good about that decision, but I can’t shake the doubt that rooming with my best friend might not be the smartest idea. Our relationship has had its ups and downs, and I don’t want to alienate another friend. I’m so done burning bridges. I’m done being told I’m temperamental, prickly, or bitchy.

			I’ve wanted to escape this town for years, so I don’t understand why I’m dragging my feet.

			Esther rolls her eyes. “Don’t sound so excited about it.”

			I smile at her. “Sorry, it’s…been a long day.” I pick at my burgundy nail polish. It matches the dress I planned to wear tonight, but since I was still cocooned on my parents’ sofa when Esther called to say she was two train stops from Enebæk, I just threw on some old jeans and a cropped black t-shirt.

			“Let’s get a drink. You need it.” She’s already walking back towards the bar. I cast another look at the lead singer before I follow, wincing at the ache in my knee. I need to sit down more than I need alcohol. I can still hear my mum’s voice in my mind, telling me that I shouldn’t be out partying so shortly after my latest surgery. Another sigh escapes me. I feel like a shitty daughter for going against my mum’s advice. I know she means well, and that she’s usually right. But I just had to get out of that flat, if only for a short while.

			My parents hadn’t yelled or judged me when I told them about school earlier. If anything, they were their kind and supportive selves, though I could tell they were worried. Mum had been so happy when I decided I wanted to be a nurse like her. For a while, it felt like I was stepping neatly into her footsteps. But the truth is, her dream never quite fit me—and now I’m a dropout with no idea what I’m supposed to do. I knew before my surgery that I didn’t want to go back, but trying to keep up with coursework while recovering made me realise that I wasn’t the least bit motivated. 

			Esther works as a waiter at a nightclub in Copenhagen and thinks she can get me a job. I’m not even sure I can stand for long enough to tend bar, but I’m meeting a new physical therapist next week to add to the countless hours I’ve already spent trying to reverse my collection of injuries—a byproduct of bad luck, unnecessary risks, and always pushing my hypermobile body. 

			I blow my fringe out of my eyes while Esther orders, not bothering to ask what I want, but that’s her in a nutshell, and sometimes that’s easier.

			Since I had to give up gymnastics, I haven’t felt a sense of purpose or ambition. I chose to apply to nursing school because I love my part-time job at the retirement home, and I’m great at talking to people and making them feel comfortable. My mum always found satisfaction in her work, and everyone was expecting me to make a decision about my future. It made sense until I was back in the classroom. My sister-in-law, Frida, might understand since she’s always struggled academically, but after finding her field, she’s been successful. I haven’t felt talented at anything since I mastered stunts far beyond my level and impressed everyone.

			Making my parents worry is almost worse than angering them. I’ll be the reason the line between my dad’s eyes grows deeper, and I’m sure my mum feels disappointed, even if she’ll do anything to cover it up. The living room felt painfully tense with unasked questions. Did I give up too easily? What will I do next? And I don’t know, but I’m sure they picked up on my clipped answers and avoidance. They’re always there for me, but it took me almost two months to fess up and tell them I wanted to quit.

			My chest feels too tight as I greedily accept the drink from Esther and gulp down a few big sips. 

			Esther leans close to me and whispers, “So, just so you know, Arthur and the guys just got here, and they are coming over.”

			“What?” I turn my head so fast I feel dizzy as I zone in on my ex, who’s just entered the packed venue. I quickly revert my gaze as I try to ignore the instant pang of sadness in my chest. “Why is he here?”

			“Chill, bitch. Arthur was the one who told me about this show. His brother is in one of the bands.” His younger brother, Rasmus, plays the drums. I didn’t realise he was part of tonight’s performance. I guess I haven’t been paying as much attention as I should have. Their family is from a smaller neighbourhood town. Arthur still lives at home, so he goes to Enebæk from time to time, but I haven’t bumped into him at Holly’s before.

			“And you didn’t think that maybe I should know that?” I shriek, anger simmering as I clench my jaw. 

			“It’s been a year since you guys broke up, and we used to hang out all the time back when we did gymnastics,” she says with a shrug, hips swaying to the beat.

			Only a few from our old gymnastics crowd are still competing, but most members of our little group stopped in the last few years. For me, it’s been almost six years. Six years of hearing my best friends discussing the thing I loved most. 

			Six years of feeling like an outsider.

			“Since you came to Enebæk and you said I needed cheering up, I didn’t expect to see my ex,” I say through gritted teeth.

			“It’s going to be fine. You’re friends now, right?” 

			Esther can be a little clueless sometimes, but she also loves drama, and I have a sinking feeling in my stomach. Especially as I notice the pretty blonde girl slipping her hand into Arthur’s as they are held up by the crowds. So that’s her. His new girlfriend. Almost on cue, I feel the tension in my knee, and I don’t know if it’s from dancing earlier or simply a reminder of what I’ve lost. 

			My heart aches as Arthur kisses his girlfriend on her adorable nose, laughing at something she said. Everyone told me not to do that stunt, including Arthur. Despite how young we were, he stayed my friend after I left the world of tournaments and training camps. Our friendship slowly turned into more. When he broke up with me, he said it was because I pushed him away. 

			Because I was hard to love.

			I take another sip of my cocktail, but I feel lightheaded already. Probably because I was too worried about telling my parents that I’d quit school to eat much. The pain meds might have something to do with it as well.

			“I’m going to get some air,” I mumble, already moving. 

			Esther grips my arm. “Don’t run away, Cella. Show him you’re over him instead.”

			But I don’t think I am. Everything about Arthur is neat and calm. From the outside, he might even seem a little boring, but bloody hell, I miss his sweet smiles, silly jokes, and the way he loved my wild streak—at least until it got too much, and he didn’t bother with my moods anymore. I loved messing up his perfectly styled hair and making him blush. 

			My eyes feel hot, and I’m clenching my fist as I walk towards the door. A new band is playing a metal cover, and I can’t hear my own thoughts, but at least I’m only a few steps from the exit now. Suddenly, my body collides with someone else. I trip, my cocktail spilling all over my hand as I fall, pain spreading through the right side of my body with such an intensity that my eyes blur for a few seconds as I try to react and not land in a position that will leave me even worse for wear.

			“Shit, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” a voice asks as I’m being steadied, but I can’t stop myself from wincing as a wave of nausea moves through me and I fear I might throw up.

			“Hold on to me. I’ll get you outside so you can sit down, okay?” 

			It takes me a moment and a few deep breaths before I realise it’s the lead singer with the teal hair. It looks purposefully messy, and he has several piercings in his ears and a ring in his full lower lip. I wonder how the metal would feel if we kissed, and I scold myself as I banish the fleeting thought. I shouldn’t be thinking stuff like that about a stranger who’s helping me. Even if a hint of anticipation runs through me, interrupted by a pained jerk in my knee. I try to support myself only to give up and lean on the guy.

			It doesn’t take long before we’re outside in the cosy courtyard with fairy lights and strings of colourful light bulbs. The guy eases me onto a wobbly garden chair as I force myself not to grimace. It’s okay to need help sometimes. I just have to keep repeating that until I believe it. 

			“Thank you,” I mumble while my cheeks begin to burn and I carefully attempt to move my leg, avoiding his eyes as I feel too embarrassed. Even though April’s been uncharacteristically hot this year, the evening air still bites and makes me shiver. At least the cold seems to chase the nausea away as I inhale the scent of blooming cherry trees mixing with cigarette smoke and a hint of salty air from the nearby coastline before I look back up.

			The singer smiles softly at me. His hands are stuffed in his jeans’ pockets as he watches me, tilting his head, body relaxed despite the fresh temperature. His black t-shirt has short sleeves. I reluctantly stop myself from studying the tattoos decorating his arms. He looks my age, and Esther was definitely right. He is cute.

			“Are you okay? Should I call someone for you?” he asks quietly.

			“I just have a bad knee, and I overdid it a bit. I’m not drunk.” Well, not more than tipsy. I don’t know why I added that bit, other than feeling self-conscious as I’m covered in sticky alcohol from when we collided.

			“Okay. I’m sorry you’re in pain. Do you want me to get your friend?”

			“How do you know who my friend is?” I ask, a challenge in my tone.

			He grins at me, eyes twinkling, before he shrugs. “I noticed you.”

			My pulse leaps at his words. I want to suggest we go back inside and dance, except I’m not sure I can stand right now plus my self-confidence has taken a serious hit lately. Still, I manage to grin back. “I saw you too.”

			“Was it the hair?” he asks with a too-charming smile as he feigns innocence.

			I chuckle and lean back in my chair. “Yeah, maybe at first. But I like your tats.” 

			“Thanks.” He looks a little shy before his eyes trail over my arm, “What’s yours?”

			I angle my arm so he better can see my little cartoon guy doing cartwheels. Right now, I wish I didn’t have it. I wanted a tattoo and was set on a beautiful raven design as my last name, Ravn, means raven. But when I visited the parlour, one of the tattoo artists did these funny designs, and I fell in love with the child-like line. It seemed like a good way to move forward—honouring the sport that had been a part of my life for years. 

			“I was super into gymnastics.” Phrasing it like that hurts less than I was a gymnast. Another glance at the beautiful and dramatic designs on the guy’s arms makes me add, “He’s supposed to be silly.”

			“I like him.” 

			We look at each other. I’m grinning, even with the pain shooting through my knee. He’s got trouble written all over him, and he’s about as opposite to Arthur as it gets. Maybe that’s what I need.

			His flirtatious smile eases as he again asks, “Are you sure I shouldn’t get your friend?”

			Esther will likely suggest I wash down some painkillers with vodka. If she gets annoyed with me for needing a break, I’m going to lose it. And I don’t have the energy to argue with her. “No, it’s fine,” I say before I add, “You were pretty okay on that stage.”

			“I was, huh?” He smiles as he studies the ground. “I guess I’ll take that.”

			“Is that, like, your job?” I ask, cringing at my clumsy question. I really shouldn’t do shots.

			His eyes dance again as they meet mine, but he looks self-conscious as he runs a hand through his hair. If the courtyard were better lit, I’m sure I’d see him blush. “Nah, it’s just for fun.”

			He’s about to say something else when a guy comes tumbling out into the courtyard with visible eagerness. “Isak! Come on. We were asked to do another song!”

			Isak’s eyes linger on me, not hiding his interest as he says, “I’ll be right there, Kris.” But the other guy keeps calling him. His enthusiasm is toddler-like, and I giggle as I wave. “Go on. Have fun. I promise to ask for help if I need it.”

			Isak frowns at me before he disappears and I feel bad for worrying him. I shake my head when the door closes behind them as a happy, fluttering feeling rushes over me. One I haven’t felt in a while.

			I sit for a little bit longer letting the fresh air numb me. I kind of want to see where this could go, but I’m sure he’ll be popular tonight. I’m not confident enough to make a move with Arthur in the audience. Especially when I know the only things I need are rest and an ice pack for my knee. 

			With a heavy sigh, I find my phone and press my dad’s number. Mum’s working tonight, and I realise he’s sleeping when he clears his throat, “Cella? Is everything okay?”

			“I’m fine, but my knee is hurting. I should have listened to Mum. Can you pick me up? I’m at Holly’s. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay, sweetie. I’m glad you called. I’ll be there in a bit.”

			“Thanks, Dad.” My eyes prickle as I hang up, feeling guilty that I woke him up and grateful that he’s coming. 

			I have a text from Esther asking where I went. I’ll text her back once I’m in the car. Instead, I try to search for my mystery guy on social media. I can hear his husky voice as they sing a new song even if the sound is muffled, but I’m not going back to the party. This event at Holly’s usually only has local bands, so it shouldn’t be so hard to find him. But as I type in his name, I realise I have no clue how it’s spelt; Isac, Isaac…Isack? 

			With a huff, I turn off my phone and toss it back into my small shoulder bag. I could probably have my brother, Olli, check with Patricia or Jack who run Holly’s, and get their band name, but I’m not feeling it. I don’t need trouble right now. 

			I count to three before I pull myself up, cursing at the pain as I breathe through another wave of nausea.

			I manage to limp inside undetected and find my leather jacket. I’m overwhelmed by relief when I make it to the front of the building, just as my dad parks.

			I climb in and fasten my seatbelt as I avoid his eyes and whisper, “Thank you.”

			“No problem. Are you all right?” The concern is evident in his voice.

			“Yeah, I’m fine.” My voice sounds too small, and my chest feels tight again. I am fine, right?

			“Oh, Cella. Let’s get you home, okay?” He squeezes my hand, and I nod as I lean my head against the window.

			As I watch the dark landscape, I whisper, “What am I supposed to do when I just feel lost all the time?” I didn’t mean to say it out loud. The alcohol combined with the cold air might’ve hit harder than I thought.

			Dad parks at the car park outside the flat building we moved into when I was fifteen.

			“I think it’s normal to feel lost.” He laughs quietly and it sounds a little embarrassed. I shouldn’t have asked him. He’s struggled with depression all my life, and I feel selfish for throwing my silly problems at him. But when have I ever thought before I spoke?

			“I think…” He sighs. “I think sometimes you have to just embrace it, you know? Make sure you’re as present as you can be right now. If you’re present, listening to yourself, feeling it all, also the messy stuff, then I think you’ll figure it out.”

			“That’s… abstract.”

			We both chuckle, and I say, “I really wish that I didn’t want to quit school.”

			“I know, sweetheart. But you shouldn’t become a nurse because of us. And you’re only nineteen. You’ll figure it out.” 

			I’ll be twenty in a few months, and I doubt I’ll know by then…

			 As I close the car door, I firmly dismiss the heavy feelings that attempt to engulf me. Instead, I joke, “I guess you and Mum also would’ve gotten off way too easily if you had three genius children who went straight to university. Someone has to keep you on your toes. Maybe my purpose is being the wild one.” 

			In reality, I hate burdening them. They work hard, and they’re always there for us, and I haven’t exactly been an easy teenager. I know Olli and Nessa had their own struggles, even if I envy their academic successes sometimes.

			A memory of Arthur telling me I’m too angry, too difficult, flashes through my mind. He looked sad but also exhausted, like he was really done. 

			Dad shakes his head with an amused smile. “I love you, Celeste.”

			“Love you too, Dad.”

			“Come on now, let’s get you an ice pack. And maybe some ice cream just in case that helps too.” He winks and my eyes feel glassy as I follow him. 

		


		
			Chapter 2
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			Present day -May

			“Celeste?” I hear my brother call over the music blasting from my phone, and I wave from my spot on the floor, surrounded by small glass vases, freshly cut flowers, dried wildflowers, and pastel ribbons. 

			Oliver walks past the long table and leans down to hug me. He picks up one of my finished creations with great care and eagerly says, “These are beautiful!”

			I shrug. “They’re not as creative as the ones Frida made when you guys got married, but I think Nessa will like them.”

			When my brother and Frida got married a few years ago, I helped with the planning too, but Frida had a lot of ideas. My sister—who is walking down the aisle tomorrow—was more indecisive, so she has given me plenty of room to be creative. Stretching gently, I say, “Only six more to go.”

			“What can I do to help?” Olli asks as he rolls up his shirtsleeves, ready to work.

			“There isn’t much to do. I sent Mum and Dad home with Nessa and Zander. These decorations are the last thing on my list. But you can hang the paper lanterns according to that drawing over there.” I gesture to my plan and add, “And we need to hang the fairy lights along the windows and doors, but then we’re ready.”

			“I’ll get on that.” Oliver answers solemnly as he accepts his assignment, and I shake my head with a grin.

			As he picks up the paper lanterns, he says, “You did such a great job, Cella.” I can hear that he means it. For once, I feel like it’s a compliment I earned. 

			My pulse leaps with excitement as I take in the venue. It is starting to look romantic and as magical as Nessa dreamed of. I got permission to temporarily take down the plain white curtains, and instead, I sewed simple floor-length velvet ones in a light mossy green. Combined with the glass doors opening directly into the garden booming with every nuance of spring green as well as a small working fountain, I feel like the vibes are on point.

			Oliver continues, “I’m surprised a place like this doesn’t have more service. The location is great, but it sounds like you had to take care of everything.”

			“Yeah, I agree. It’s also a bit worn down, but the view is beautiful, and I think we made it work,” I answer as I stand up, mindful of my movements. Overly flexible joints and rigid, tight muscles are a shit combination. “And we got a great deal and lots of creative freedom because of Arthur…”

			Oliver frowns, eyes softening with concern. “I hope that’s been okay for you.”

			“It’s fine. I’ve barely talked to him,” I reassure him. Arthur’s uncle is the hotel director. When Nessa and Zander said they were looking at local venues for their wedding, I decided it was worth calling in a favour. The hotel has several function rooms that they rent out to events and conferences, but with the bare minimum of services available, which is a shame. 

			Pushing the thought of my ex away, I focus on what’s important. Our sister is getting married tomorrow. The ceremony will be right outside in the hotel garden surrounded by bright spring flowers. 

			“I’m here! Sorry, I had to pee! Oh, these are gorgeous. Can I help?” I hear my sister-in-law ask as she hurries towards us in a pretty sky-blue maternity dress.

			“Are you sure you can get up again if you sit on the floor?” I tease as I hug her before I plop back down and continue adding flowers into vases. 

			“Good point! Maybe you can pass me the lanterns?” Oliver adds quickly, and I roll my eyes at his overprotectiveness, even if he tries to keep it in check.

			Frida looks defiant for a moment before she caresses her baby bump and sighs. “Fine! But I could get up if I wanted to.” She’s thirty weeks and two days along, something she dutifully keeps track of on this silly app that compares the size of baby to everything from garden vegetables to the oddest animals. I love it and make sure to ask for updates every week. The amount of baby clothes I’ve already bought for them might be a little much to be honest. But I’m getting a niece soon and I plan to be the coolest aunt ever, which likely will include spoiling her with sparkly gifts. I grew out of my own sparkles and unicorns phase way too abruptly and my recent purchases might be a reflection of that.

			Olli smiles at Frida like he’s won the darn lottery. I get it, though. She’s amazing and one of my closest friends, even though she’s six years older than me.

			We finish putting up the decorations and while we clean up, we talk about baby names, the house Olli and Frida just moved into last month, and how excited we all are for the wedding tomorrow. 

			As Olli adjusts the fairy lights, he asks, “Are you looking forward to knowing if you got in? I mean, of course, you are, sorry. But I’m so impressed by all of this. You really got an eye for design.” He’s referring to the design school I sort of told them I applied to. If I’d pressed ‘send’ on my application, I would get an answer by the end of July…

			“Sure. Sorry, I’ll just check some details with the front desk about the catering,” I say, wincing a little at my poor deflection skills. Frida might be suspicious based on the way she’s watching me. I don’t need to check anything—I already did that —but I need Olli’s focus to switch, something that shouldn’t take too long as my brother is easily distracted. 

			I hurry out of the room, relieved when I reach the garden and take a full breath. The air smells like summer rain and freshly cut grass, and I inhale it hungrily. According to the weather report, it will be perfect mild but sunny May weather tomorrow. I can’t wait to celebrate Nessa and Zander’s love, and I’m proud of my effort to ensure that everything will run smoothly, so my sister doesn’t have to worry.

			But Oliver is wrong; I don’t have what it takes to be a designer. All of this was inspired by the Pinterest boards I made with Nessa and Zander to get an idea of their style. I probably took over a little, but I think Nessa appreciated that I narrowed down a lot of the decisions for her. She wanted a relaxed, intimate wedding that felt magical, and Zander seemed open for just about anything that made her happy. 

			I didn’t mean to lie to my family. Again. I planned on applying to design school, and I never told them that I sent my application. However, I also didn’t correct them when they assumed I had. What’s the point anyway, my marks are shit, and there’s no reason the school should accept me… 

			My hands feel restless as I spin the fidget ring Nessa gave me a while back. As the darn thing spins aimlessly, I momentarily regret giving up smoking. A cigarette sounds fantastic right about now.

			I dust off the dried hay and flowers from my bare legs and denim cut-offs before I walk back in. It doesn’t take long before we’re done. Olli thankfully doesn’t mention design school again. I double-check my lists, satisfied that everything is under control by the time I climb into Oliver’s new station wagon to drive the short distance to our parents’ flat. I really want to tease him about the monstrosity of a car he chose, but he looks so bloody happy that I don’t even bother. 
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			I’ll always miss the old brick townhouse where I grew up, even though my parents’ flat feels more and more like a real home as time passes. It’s modern and spacious with fewer maintenance concerns, and my parents are happy here. My mum’s smutty paperbacks are still scattered on every surface, while concert posters and family photos cover the walls. We still do pizza nights and dance battles. The living room is just nicer and a little smaller. There isn’t any reason for me to get all sentimental, but I also can’t seem to shake it today.

			Nessa and Zander will be staying at my family’s summer cottage tonight. I like that they said ‘screw traditions’ and are spending the night before the wedding together. 

			They’re in the living room with my mum when we enter the flat. 

			“Hello, bride-to-be!” I yell and run into the room. I throw myself at Nessa to tackle her in a hug. Zander cleverly moves out of my way.

			“Hi,” Nessa answers through her laughter as we manage to sit up again on the worn leather sofa. She fixes her glasses and adds, “What was that, a hugging tornado?” 

			 “Sounds about right. But you—” I point at Zander and narrow my eyes. “You could have protected your bride a little better. We almost rolled onto the floor!”

			“Nah, I know you’re nuts, and it’s better to stay out of it,” Zander answers with a wink. I mock gasp, but I’m also grinning. I know he’ll do anything for her.

			“What’s going on in here?” my dad asks, emerging from the kitchen with a big bowl of tortilla crisps, making my stomach rumble.

			“Just Celeste’s grand entrance,” Olli snickers behind me, his arm around Frida’s waist. I hug my parents and claim a seat next to my mum, who pats my knee happily. Olli sits on my other side, so I stuff a couple of crisps in my mouth, making sure I lean close to him when I crunch extra loudly. He tickles me in return, and I elbow him in the side.

			Mum rolls her eyes at us but she’s also smiling. 

			“Thank you all so much for helping us. And Celeste, we really appreciate everything you did.” Nessa says. She’s cuddled into Zander’s side again, and he nods his agreement. I know she had reservations about hosting a party, but I can tell she’s excited about the small celebration.

			“We got you a little present,” Zander says, handing me a box. 

			“Aw, you didn’t have to!” I say, firmly ignoring how my eyes feel a little hot. I was a mess at Olli and Frida’s wedding too. I eagerly unwrap the box, finding a gorgeous thin gold necklace with tiny stones in bright colours. It’s somehow both timeless and fun, and I can’t wait to wear it. “This is so beautiful.”

			I love my family so much, even if I don’t always tell them that. 
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			I dab a little concealer under my eyes, still sniffling. The ceremony was perfect. My heart is so happy. Nessa was enchanting in her cream dress with floral embroidery and her wild curly hair. Zander looked like a model in his dark grey suit, and the way they looked at each other—all smiles and eyes shimmering with the purest form of happiness—makes me tear up all over again.

			The bathroom door opens, and Zander’s sister, Niko, walks in. She casts a look in the mirror while drying her tears away and sighs, “For fuck’s sake. And we haven’t even made it to the speeches.” 

			I snort. “I know. And I need to make sure everything runs smoothly. Instead, I’m trying to salvage this mess.” I gesture to my face.

			“You look great. And so does everything out there. One of my friends is an event planner. I can tell that you have an eye for this,” Niko says while she unpacks a small makeup bag stuffed with designer brands. The compliment means a lot coming from someone who regularly attends events for the wealthy and glamorous.

			“Thanks. It was a lot of fun.”

			“Just being honest. I can put you in touch with her if you want,” Niko says matter-of-factly. I’m too stunned to do anything but nod. Niko is known for being a perfectionist so the wedding must have truly impressed her, something I can’t really wrap my head around even if I feel a little giddy.

			After a few deep exhales to get my feelings under control, I give myself a once-over in the mirror. The highlights in my shoulder-length wavy hair bring out the colour of my eyes, and the light maroon maxi dress hugs my curves just right. Frida painted my nails to match, adding an extra layer of glitter on my request for old times’ sake.

			After refreshing her immaculate makeup, Niko grins at me in the mirror, “Ready to go cry some more?”

			“Born ready,” I answer because, well, I’m chronically dorky. 

			We walk back to the party where Niko pairs up with her handsome boyfriend, Noah. I feel a pinch of something I can’t pinpoint, but it’s gone just as quickly. I’m fine with being single, and a part of me is relieved that I don’t have a boyfriend to disappoint. I prefer to mess up adulting all by myself. 

			Nessa and Zander are out on their photoshoot, but they should be back soon to mingle with their guests before dinner. I planned an early dinner to ensure Nessa gets some breaks, so she doesn’t get too overwhelmed with small talk. 

			I check on the snacks and hors d’oeuvres, and that both bubbles and alcohol-free pear cider are available since my now brother-in-law doesn’t drink, but everything is ready to go, which means there’s nowhere for me to direct my nervous energy.

			Frida wraps her arm around me and smiles, “They looked so happy.” She sighs, “But I don’t recommend attending a wedding when you’re pregnant.”

			“Why, are you okay? Are you uncomfortable?” I ask, immediately eying her baby bump.

			“Gosh, you sound like your brother.” She giggles, “No, I just meant that these hormones make it impossible to stop crying. But I’m good, other than that I’m beginning to look like an elephant.”

			“Then you’re the cutest elephant I’ve ever seen,” I say.

			She tries to pout but grins instead, so I amend, “Sorry, the hottest elephant,” waggling my eyebrows. 

			“That’s more like it.” She smiles and gestures to the small party. “This is beautiful. I talked to Nessa yesterday, and she said you’d helped them so much with everything. She really appreciates it, Cella.”

			My eyes start to feel warm again as my throat tightens, so I shrug, “I know, I’m awesome. Actually, I’m so awesome that you should name your baby after me.”

			Frida just shakes her head, looking equally amused and like I’m not fooling her. I guess she’s used to my deflections by now.
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			I leave the dancefloor laughing to get some fresh air. It went so well. Based on the lovely speeches, I’m sure most of my mascara is underneath my eyes, but I’m tipsy and high on love, so I don’t care.

			It’s a little chilly. Goosebumps erupt on my arms, but I welcome the cool evening air as I look around the group of people smoking. I recognise one of Zander’s friends from uni. Jonas, I think. He’s kind of cute.

			I shake my hair a little and apply a fresh coat of lip gloss before I walk towards their group.

			“Hey, do you have a smoke?” I ask him with a flirtatious smile, allowing myself one, just this time.

			He grins back, but his gaze is a tad too unfocused for my liking as he hands me a cigarette and lights it for me. 

			I lean back against the building and inhale. 

			“Excuse me?” A woman with beautiful black hair and a long fringe appears in front of me. I immediately catch her name from the tag on her silky blouse. Lila. It’s vaguely familiar, and through the haze of one too many cocktails, a memory comes to light. Lila. She must be the woman I talked to on the phone a couple of times about the venue. When we got the keys to the function room we met with one of the managers— Lisa — I think.

			“Sorry, are we making too much noise?” I ask, even though the music isn’t that bad.

			She smiles warmly at me, but I don’t miss the curiosity in her gaze. “No, no, everything is fine. But I was told that you’re the event planner?”

			“Well, it’s my sister’s wedding, but I guess I did do a lot of the planning.”

			“Oh, sorry.” She laughs sheepishly. “It’s because we are going to start advertising our conference and event facilities more. The management is looking for staff. But you know how it is. People often don’t get hired until after they’re needed. So I just wanted to let you know, in case you were interested in event management.” She looks flustered and shakes her head, adding, “I’m so sorry, enjoy your evening.” She turns around and leaves.

			“Lila?” I ask as I hurry after her.

			“Yes?”

			“Ehmm, do you need a specific education to apply?”

			This time her smile is a little conspiratorial. “Honestly, I don’t think it matters if you can apply soon. Everyone is very impressed with what you pulled off tonight. The function room is completely transformed.”

			“Okay, cool. I’ll get in touch. I’m Celeste, by the way.”

			“I know. I look forward to it.” 

			I frown and take a deep drag of my cigarette before I call after her, “Who told you that I’m the event planner?”

			“Arthur did. He said you’d make a great asset to our little team.” She waves and leaves as I stare dumbfounded after her. Why is Arthur recommending me to a job at his family’s hotel? My stomach churns as I realise Esther probably told him that I didn’t apply to school anyway. He’s always saying I should figure out what I want to do and that I’m not living up to my potential. Fucking hell, he thinks I should work here because he feels sorry for me again and for some reason believes he has to fix me. 

			My temples are starting to hurt as I push down my frustration. We’re barely friends these days, so why would he care? And why was I naive enough to believe that the hotel was actually impressed by me?

			I angrily stomp on my cigarette bud just as I hear my dad’s calm voice beside me. “I thought you’d quit.”

			I turn around, probably scowling. His tie hangs loosely around his neck, and his hair is sweaty from dancing with Mum. They always own the dancefloor in a way that’s equally embarrassing and bloody heartwarming. 

			“I thought you’d quit twenty years ago.” I counter with a raised eyebrow since Dad’s smoking at parties too.

			“Just because I’ve never outgrown my bad habits doesn’t mean I don’t want better for my kiddos.” He is smiling, though.

			“Well, you got two little angels,” I say, referring to Olli and Nessa.

			He grins happily, but then his brow furrows as he asks, “Why do you want to apply for an event planner position in Enebæk? That doesn’t pair well with a design school in Copenhagen.”

			My heart drums in my ears, and my palms suddenly feel sweaty. I wince, “Dad, let’s talk tomorrow… Okay?” I’m pleading with my eyes. 

			He sighs, disappointment fleeting by in his gaze, but it’s gone in an instant. 

			“All right, honey. But you can always talk to us. You know that, right?”

			My throat feels tight as I nod. I do know that. And I’m grateful. But sometimes, it makes it even harder because I want them to be proud of me.

			Am I considering applying for this job? Arthur’s interference makes me want to never ever plan even the smallest event ever again. But it’s also been a long time since I felt satisfied with my work. Like I wasn’t just fumbling but actually knew what I was doing. But even if I got it, would I then move back to Enebæk? I can’t imagine spending well over an hour on the train to get to work. But where would I even live? Despite seeing my parents almost every week and loving our movie nights, I don’t want to move back into my old room. Esther would be pissed off if she’d need to find a new roommate. 

			My dad rests his arm around my shoulders, and I lean into him. “Let’s go inside.”

			I nod.“Yeah, I think it’s time to tell the caters to serve coffee now, anyway. I got those salted caramel chocolate truffles to go with it since Nessa loves those so much.”

			“You’ve thought of everything,” my dad says with awe in his voice, but I’m not sure I deserve it.

			I won’t let my concerns ruin tonight, but I can’t help but feel that the lightness from before is slipping away.

			It’s always slipping away.

		


		
			Chapter 3
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			It takes great effort to sit still while the bank manager enters numbers on her laptop with a frown that never seems to leave her face. My shirt feels too constricted as I reach for my water glass once more and tell my body to relax with a grounding inhale. I’m sure behaving like a nervous mess isn’t going to help. Plus my stepdad, Thorsten, already looks like he’s about to pass out as he fidgets with the wrapper of a mini chocolate bar from the designer tray on the table. How he managed to finish it is beyond me. I can’t imagine eating anything while we wait for her to finish her painfully slow calculations, her nails hitting the keyboard every so often paired with a pinched expression.

			We’re in a stylish but plain conference room that only makes me more aware of Hotel August’s potential. We can host meetings and conferences with character. Where history and modern convenience meet in surroundings that inspire creativity…

			I shush my brain from coming up with another sales pitch. Instead, I return my focus to the present and the cool surface of the glass table beneath my clammy palms.Our bank manager finally turns her laptop so it’s facing us. She still looks as confused as she did when we entered the conference room together. Or when I was the one who went over our plans and new initiatives. In the past, Thorsten has brought his dad or brother with him to bank meetings, but as the director and main owner of Hotel August, he can make decisions on his own and I think he’s tired of being steamrolled. 

			She picks up a pen and uses it to point at her screen where my eyes are just starting to narrow in on her many rows and columns of numbers as she says. “I’m going to be direct with you.” 

			The words have barely left her mouth before my stomach plummets and from the corner of my eye, I see Thorsten flinch. “Please do,” I answer, keeping the emotions from overflowing my voice.

			She nods, her face a mixture of strict and impassive, “Your plans for Hotel August are...interesting.” She almost hides her patronising tone behind a rehearsed smile that tightens my jaw. I don’t like where this is going.

			“And we certainly understand why a renovation would improve the guest experience and increase revenue,” she continues and what follows is an agonising pause, the kind that sets you on edge before the rollercoaster is about to drop. “Unfortunately, we are unable to offer you a loan at this point.”

			The sentence we’ve dreaded for months reverberates through my bones.

			“Oh.” Thorstens says, barely above a whisper.

			“However,” she says and briefly my hope soars. “Your proposal to host conferences and events hold merit. If you successfully implement these initiatives and generate additional income for the hotel, then we could sit down again in, say, six months’ time? If by that time, we don’t see solid results, it might be time to consider other options.” By that I’m sure she means selling the hotel and its land.

			Swallowing my disappointment, I quickly say, “That sounds great. We’re already advertising our conference and event services more and the website is almost done—”

			“Yes, I got that from your presentation,” she interrupts, and I get the feeling she’s already mentally with her next client. Meeting Thorsten’s eyes she says, “This isn’t going to be easy. I need to see more than just some bookings and a few good reviews. We need to see a solid increase in revenue streams, future bookings, testimonials, creativity,” she huffs out that last word, adding, “but measurable. Do you understand?”

			“Yes. We do. Thank you for your time,” Thorsten answers, looking even paler than when we walked in. He’s terrified and I know I’ll spend the next many days convincing him that we got this. My chest tightens. Thorsten has always been reluctant to make changes but somehow expects Hotel August to survive and thrive again. This hotel means everything to my stepdad, there’s no doubt about it. But he doesn’t understand that if we want to make it, we need to offer more than just a place to sleep. We have so much beautiful land within walking distance of the shore, full of possibilities yet to be explored. 

			We’ve got to fight for Hotel August. 

			There are no other options. And even if he looks like he’d rather hide locked away in his office than spend another second in this room, he knows it too.
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			My smile is interrupted by a yawn as I look at my laptop. Our new website is up and running. I did most of the work myself—with lots of trial and error—after spending hours watching tutorials. I also researched for days on how to create the best possible ads with our tiny marketing budget.

			 The sunshine spilling through my window is already warm, although it’s early morning. I can feel the exhaustion from working all night as I stretch and turn on my electric fan. I could have said fuck it all, stopped caring, stopped trying to get Thorsten to take my ideas seriously. I could have attended university full-time. Moved away. Instead, I’m attempting to get my graduate diploma in business administration by taking evening courses while working here.

			Damn this windy town with its beautiful beaches and busy old harbour housing everything from posh yachts to weathered fishing cutters. This hotel I somehow fell for. It started as a fascination with the decades of memories and intertwined lives as I learned about Hotel August’s history. It grew with the pride I felt when a guest returned because they’d enjoyed their stay. It made feel like a part of something. Made me feel connected.

			Connection. I know that’s why this place, this old hotel, means so much to me. Somehow, slowly, sneakily, and unexpectedly, I started to feel at home here. Until we moved to Enebæk, home was always temporary. 

			When I arrived here at fourteen, I’d never expected that this hotel would feel like a part of me, but it does. I’ve been out of bed in the middle of the night to prevent water damage or fix a stuck old window. I’ve cleaned rooms when there’s been a mix-up with housekeeping. I’ve prepared countless coffees, checked in guests and recommended activities and day trips. I’ve cursed this bloody hotel, its poor finances, and the constant need for maintenance. I’ve sighed with frustration when it was all we ever talked about at dinner until I realised that I wanted to discuss plans, guest experiences, revenue management, and new booking software, too. The idea that maybe we don’t have what it takes, that years of history might come to an end, is unbearable to me. 

			Hotel August has deep roots in the local community—it feels steadfast, reliable. It’s a place you can belong.

			I press ‘send’ on my email to Thorsten with the updated website. I’ll walk over there in a bit, but if he’s indifferent, I don’t need his reaction in real time. I bcc the front desk since I know Lila is working. She’s excited to see the updates.

			After a quick shower and a chocolate flavoured coffee, I get dressed in a pale blue shirt and dark trousers. On a hot day like today, I appreciate that we don’t wear uniforms, only neutral business smart attire. I still like to express myself, but I usually take out my piercings when I work the front desk, and tinted hair wax has taken over from permanent hair dye when I feel the need to change it up. A few moments later, I’m closing the door behind me.

			Two years ago, I moved into this little house at the far end of our land, in what used to be part of the living quarters for seasonal workers back when this was farmland rather than a hotel. As I near the hotel’s main buildings, I smile at a group of hotel guests—regulars from Enebæk’s Ornithology Association who’ve been up since dawn and are now returning for breakfast.

			The main hotel building has amazed me since I first saw it. I love the warm yellow facade with dark green windowsills and small iron balconies, the colours perfectly complemented by the Hollyhock roses leaning against the plastered walls. Wild rosehip bushes are growing everywhere, reminding me that we’re almost a beach hotel, and I inhale the salty air that’s become a part of me since we moved here.

			I push open the newer glass door to the lobby, catching the scent of coffee and freshly baked pastries delivered from a local bakery. I lean on the counter as there aren’t any guests around and say, “Morning, Lila,”

			“I just saw the email! These photos are beautiful! And the layout is great, clean and clear!” Lila grins at me. She casts a look around the empty lobby and whispers, “We look professional.”

			I chuckle. “That was the idea.” I eye the door to the office and sigh. “Did he say anything yet?”

			She shakes her head and asks, “Do you know if he made any decisions on which candidates he wants to see for an interview? We have already started getting bookings. We really need more staff.” She looks concerned, and I feel guilty. Even if I have no clue if Thorsten considers me family, I still regard myself as a part of this hotel and its responsibilities.

			Lila has been with us for three years, but she’s an employee. If we overwork her, she’ll find something else. She is efficient, bubbly, kind and patient—basically, everything you want in a receptionist. 

			And a great friend.

			“I’ll talk to him,” I say as I run my fingers through my hair and square my shoulders.

			“Good luck. I’ve saved you a cinnamon roll, so you have something to look forward to.” 

			“You’re officially my favourite person,” I say as my stomach rumbles on cue, but I ignore it in favour of knocking on the office door.

			“Come on in, Isak,” Thorsten answers.

			I guess that means he’s seen my email.

			His office is a mess of papers and old binders. I try not to wince at how outdated his systems are.

			I sit down in the chair across from him, waiting for him to even look up.

			Thorsten is a good person. He’s just not good at looking at the big picture. He hates change, and he has no clue what to do with me. He wasn’t a bad stepdad. He was always polite and friendly but mostly let Mum deal with me. I can’t imagine it was easy to make room for me and my big feelings in his neat quiet life. 

			Finally, he looks at me and turns his screen around, opening the website.

			“This looks very good, Isak. But I’m not sure… Some of these texts you wrote, they sound like we are a bigger deal than we are.”

			I’m stunned by the compliment, but I shake it off and answer, “We need to sell our services and to do so, we have to trust our product. I promise you that this is not too sales-y. We can do this. We need to prove ourselves if we want that loan.”

			Hotel August is in desperate need of renovation. I convinced Thorsten that we had to fix up our conference rooms and that getting new AV equipment was the right move despite the investment. I believe we’ll get approved for the bank loan if we can show that we’ve made the most out of our facilities instead of relying only on selling hotel rooms. The loan would allow for a complete makeover, giving Hotel August the chance to shine again. 

			Thorsten cracks his fingers as he regards me. “I hope I won’t regret this. And I still think we should try rephrasing a bit.”

			“You won’t. But we will fail if we promise proper conferences and events, only for people to arrive at an understaffed hotel. We need at least two part-time flyers who can help at the front desk and prepare meeting facilities, and we need someone who has experience with events, weddings, and conferences.” Like yesterday. I don’t say that. Instead, I’m presenting the facts as calmly as possible, so he doesn’t feel backed into a corner. That’s when he and his brother always start fighting. Thorsten doesn’t do well with pressure, but he cares deeply about this place in his own way.

			Thorsten looks out the window, lost in thought and asks quietly, “Did Lisa tell you when she’d be back?” He’s referring to my mum. I avoid his eyes because I don’t know when she’ll return from her sister’s. Only that every trip she takes is a little longer than the previous one, and when she mentions Hotel August, she usually sounds deflated. 

			“I’m sorry. I don’t know. But I’m going to call her later anyway, so I’ll ask if there are any updates.” 

			He nods and frowns while absentmindedly playing with his wedding ring, and I think he’s embarrassed. He moves a few folders around on his desk until he finds whatever he’s looking for and picks up a stack of papers. “These are resumes. Please get Lila to set up the interviews.”

			I nod, relief washing over me. “Great, I’ll do that.”

			When I turn to leave, he clears his throat. “Thank you, Isak.”

			“You’re welcome.” I smile at him, but he’s already focused on something else. I roll my eyes at myself for feeling dismissed. 

			Lila is on the phone confirming a booking when I return to the front desk, so I help an older man book a train ticket to Copenhagen before I show a couple of young hikers my favourite nature route on a local map. I sneak into the little tea kitchen connected to the reception and munch on the cinnamon roll under the disguise of refilling the complimentary coffee. It’s delicious with an extra gooey centre and a rich cinnamon flavour. I smile with my mouth stuffed as I feel optimistic about the hotel’s future for the first time in a while. I truly believe we have what it takes to turn this around, but only if we can all get on the same page.

			When Lila hangs up, I almost run to the desk and hand her the papers. “Here you go. He said to go ahead and set up interviews!”

			Lila’s eyes light up as she claps her hands. “Yes! About time. I’m so glad!” She sorts the resumes as I lean on the desk since the lobby is again empty. 

			 “Oh! She did apply! This is the woman who arranged that lovely wedding at the beginning of the month. Arthur knows her and asked me to talk to her. She’s probably got something else by now, but my gut feeling told me he was on to something!”

			Lila’s gut feeling is rarely wrong—it’s stopped thieves from taking off with the breakfast room’s piano and helped save a man’s life. She’d sensed something was off and urged us to unlock room 131. We barely made it in time to use the electric heart starter and get an ambulance to the scene.

			Still, my jaw clenches at the mention of Arthur. He may be my stepcousin and therefore family, but he drives me up the wall. Even though he’s never worked at Hotel August besides a few weekends and holiday shifts, he always thinks he knows best.

			I take the application from Lila as I attempt to mask my annoyance. Celeste Ravn. When I scan over the resume, my skin tingles as I’m hit with a feeling of recognition.

			Lila continues to gush over the wedding the applicant planned for her sister and maybe that’s when I met her. But it isn’t the woman in the professional headshot with the well-behaved hair and navy blazer that I remember.

			It’s the tenaciousness in her light brown eyes and that small, confident smile that had me desperate to impress her. Suddenly, I see her sitting under the twinkly lights at Holly’s. The memory is fussy, but I recall that she was in pain, how she fell and flinched when she walked into me, and how it was always there in her eyes when she smirked and flirted with me and pretended to be unaffected. A fleeting image of her dancing near the stage with a mix of goofiness and a confidence that immediately intrigued me flies through my mind as my heart rate picks up.

			I thought about her for a long time after that night, especially since she’d disappeared after our final performance. I was pretty sure she wasn’t doing okay, though I doubt she would have opened up to a stranger. Still, I hope she made it home all right. 

			I pull out my phone and send a quick text to Rasmus, my best friend and Arthur’s brother. “Arthur got someone to apply for a job here. Do you know who Celeste Ravn is?”

			I walk around the desk and power on the second computer, busying myself with allocating rooms while Lila calls the applicants. My eagerness when my phone buzzes is a little embarrassing, but I click open Rasmus’ message in seconds.

			My stomach tenses as I frown at my phone, reading his answer once more. “She’s his ex. They broke up… 2yrs ago? Dunno. She’s cool.”

			I have a hard time comprehending the idea of Arthur with the Celeste I met that night, even if our encounter was brief. I know he had a girlfriend for years and that she sounded like a lot of drama. If I’d attended more family functions I might have met her, but I usually steer clear of Rasmus and Arthur’s parents. From the moment they met me, they decided I was bad news. They blame me for Rasmus ‘wasting his time’ with our band, and they don’t hide their dislike of our friendship. I might’ve gone a little out of my way to get a rise out of them when I was younger, but they acted like they’d never seen a guy with piercings and a little eyeliner before. Thorsten generally avoids most people, so family gatherings were far and few in between.

			“It’s weird she didn’t mention that she knows Arthur,” Lila says as she holds up Celeste’s resume, interrupting my pondering.

			“Yeah.” Maybe she assumes the job is already hers? Or maybe she doesn’t want his help? I know everyone uses their network to land jobs, but something is telling me she might be stubborn enough not to use that advantage.

			Not that people are queuing up to work at our small-town hotel. 

			I huff out a laugh at the mental image, and Lila raises an eyebrow at me in question.

			“I’ll just go check on the bunnies. I’ll be right back if Thorsten asks,” I say and leave, eager to clear my mind.

			I walk around the building, past the outdoor tables where a few guests are enjoying their breakfast in the late May sun. I smile and nod before I walk past the function rooms we use for events, a few guesthouses, and down to the enclosures at the back of our property, lined by old oak trees. We have six bunnies and four goats. Thorsten has already let the bunnies out and fed them this morning, but I always start my day here. Many of our five-star reviews mention our animals as families with kids adore them.

			“Hi, Poppy,” I say while I step into the first enclosure and pet the cute light-grey goat with black and white details who’s always up for back scratches. 

			After saying hello to our goats, I continue to the rabbits. I instantly feel calm as I pick up Muffin, a chocolate brown lop. She shuffles in my arms, and I stroke her soft fur. 

			“How are you today, lovely?”

			She’s mild-tempered compared to a few of our other rabbits. Especially compared to Frodo—he’s a biter.

			I sit down on the small wooden bench and enjoy the moment. I never had pets before we came here, never had the same address for more than a few months, and now I can’t imagine a life without cranky rabbits, stubborn goats, and this annoying as fuck hotel.

			I run a hand through my hair as I deeply exhale, wondering once again if I’m where I’m supposed to be. Or am I missing out on opportunities the longer I stay in Enebæk… 

			I hug Muffin before I set her down. “But if I leave, I’ll have to leave you too. We can’t have that, can we?”

			I guess at twenty I should care more about world adventures than my favourite bunny and an unlucky small-town hotel, but then again, I never did fit in that well with my peers.

			As I close my eyes, enjoying the morning sun on my skin, my mind wanders to the day I arrived here, fourteen years old and scared that I once again had to start over…

			The reception looks welcoming, and I like the big vase of summer flowers on the dark wood counter. There’s a brass bell that looks as old as the hotel. My fingers twitch to ring it. The receptionist is talking to Thorsten and my mum while I study the stone tile floor, upholstered antique chairs, and the selection of international newspapers. One wall is dedicated to newspaper clippings about the hotel through the decades and family photos of Thorsten’s family. I hide a chuckle as I notice that he’s worn the same style of boxy polos and plain wired-frame glasses since he was a teenager.

			I absentmindedly turn the pages in a few glossy tourism brochures about hiking routes and local bird wildlife while an elderly couple checks in and gushes about coming back every year for their anniversary. Thorsten knows them by name, and they hug and talk as the receptionist makes their electronic keys. Their movements are slow, and they walk shakily, but their eyes are full of happiness and joy. A genuine smile tugs at my lips for the first time today. Apparently someone likes this town enough to return and even look thrilled about it. Madness. 

			Thorsten is still talking to the woman when her husband reaches for their luggage, so I quickly ask, “Can I help you with your bags?” 

			My cheeks turn warm as everyone’s attention tune in on me. The older man even looks a little afraid that I’ll run off with his suitcase. I guess I don’t look like a hotel employee with my piercings and all black clothes.
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