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      Those two are … I don’t even know how to describe them. Adorable and nauseating at the same time. Nora is adorable, and my brother, Andreas, is more on the nauseating side. I don’t mean it in a bad way, but it’s downright bizarre to see how he’s transformed from a pit bull into a puppy ever since he met Nora. I barely recognize him anymore, the way he looks at her, constantly smiling, willing to move heaven and earth for her. It’s unprecedented, and until about a year ago, I would’ve simply deemed it impossible. I love teasing him about how ridiculously soft and romantic he’s become, but my jabs don’t seem to faze him in the slightest. He’s a convert, all too happy to reside in the land of blissful, lovestruck souls. Secretly, I want to get to that faraway place as soon as possible too, but for some reason, I just can’t seem to secure a ticket. The fact that Andreas managed it eases the pain a little. If anyone deserves her, it was him.

      After our mother died far too young and unexpectedly in a car accident, and our father made life impossible for himself afterward, Andreas was the one who took care of Max and me. When Max died of an overdose nearly two years ago, Andreas hit rock bottom. Nora was the only one who could bring light back into his life, and for that alone, I’ll be eternally grateful to her. Honestly, I couldn’t have asked for a better sister-in-law. I get along great with her. She’s genuine, thoughtful, ambitious, and above all, she loves my brother with every fiber of her being. Their road to happiness looked more like an advanced survival course, but they managed to overcome every obstacle. Nora has changed Andreas’s life for the better, and in turn, mine too. I can’t wait to officially call her family.

      That wait is now just a matter of minutes, because any moment now, Nora and Andreas will say "I do" and prove that love truly conquers all. I’m honored to stand alongside Eric, our foster brother, as their best man. In that role, I’m now at the front next to Andreas and Eric. Nora is flanked by her best friend, Anna. We’re in the breathtaking, incomparable Gothic Hall of Bruges’ City Hall where all Bruges natives get married. It’s a beautiful, heartfelt ceremony attended only by an intimate circle of family and friends. Once Nora had finally decided to marry, she couldn’t wait a moment longer and sealing their love mattered far more than hosting a lavish celebration. I can’t blame them.

      My thoughts come to a halt when I hear Andreas recite his vows.

      "Nora, from the first moment I saw you, I was … sold. In just a few days, you turned my whole world upside down, and for that, I’ll be forever thankful. Standing here today, calling you my wife is the greatest joy of my life. I promise to love you in good times and bad, the only way I know how: with all my heart, with everything I have, and forever."

      Andreas knows his vows by heart and speaks them word for word while looking Nora straight in the eye. She’s struggling, unable to hold back her tears. Nora is far from the only one losing that battle.

      As I glance toward the sniffling guests, my gaze lands on Elena. That’s not the first time, nor the last, and definitely no coincidence. Her eyes are tilted upward in an attempt to save her makeup. She’s making funny faces, but as far as I’m concerned, Elena is always stunning. I want to kiss away her welling tears, hold her, and tell her that we’re meant for each other too, but I know that’s the last thing she wants. Just as she dabs the corners of her eyes with a tissue, her gaze catches mine. Every single time that happens, it gives me the same feeling, an overwhelming desire and a flicker of hope, accompanied by the painful memory of her cool rejection. I could try to get her out of my head, but I haven’t managed it in the past thirteen years, and it sure as hell won’t happen today. Not when she looks like this.

      Elena is classic beauty personified—tall, blonde, slender, and elegant in her movements. She radiates pure class in her burgundy satin dress with spaghetti straps. I’ve never paid much attention to fashion trends, but as far as I’m concerned, this satin nightgown look can stay forever. The fabric clings to her body like a thin coat of paint, barely concealing anything. I’d give absolutely anything to feel her skin against mine just once more, even if it meant enduring another decade of deprivation. It makes me angry to think of all the potential that’s lost on us. How different could things have been if she had said yes to me all those years ago? Undoubtedly, she'd be wearing a ring on her finger right now too.

      My hands clench into fists, and my jaw aches from grinding my teeth. Anger creeps in over everything that never was. What if I asked her now—would she say yes, even if it’s just for one date? Would she say yes and allow one touch to free me from this torment? Would I say yes, knowing that if it's not forever, it will never be enough?

      I see in her eyes that my gaze makes her uncomfortable. The color of her dress seems to rise to her cheeks. What's going through that beautiful head of hers? Does she have any inkling of what I'm thinking and feeling right now? Does she know she's been torturing me for over a decade, haunting my dreams? That I compared every woman I ever had to her, making it impossible to fully give myself to anyone? Does she know how much power she holds over me? Would it even make a difference if she knew, or would she mercilessly reject me all over again?

      For an eternity now, we've been "friends," hanging out and pretending nothing happened. As if I never kissed her, as if I never touched her, as if she never pushed me away—literally. For ten years, I've respected her rejection, trying to convince myself I misread all her signals. I tear my gaze away from hers and leave her be, the way she probably prefers, even though it goes against every instinct and is nothing short of pure torture. I sigh deeply. Today is going to be a long day.

      A loud round of applause snaps me out of my thoughts. I really need to pay better attention. It's done. Andreas and Nora are officially husband and wife. Everyone watches as they kiss and embrace passionately. I think they momentarily forget they have an audience. I doubt those two will make it to the reception without a detour. The hungry look on my brother's face tells me I'm right. Lucky bastards. Eric, Anna, and I, as best men and maid of honor, sign the marriage register with a few scribbles, and then we leave the hall with the rest of the guests. It's relatively cold for this time of year, but the September sun is shining brightly, making this the perfect day for a wedding.

      With confetti at the ready, we wait for Nora and Andreas to come outside. Andreas clearly hates this fuss, but Nora beams, soaking it all in. The photographer knows this is his moment and is busy capturing it for eternity. Nora probably photographs amazingly. Her long, elegant, yet simple white dress enhances her natural beauty. Her hair is styled in a low, seemingly effortless—but actually very calculated—messy bun. Once all the confetti has been plucked out of Nora's hair, she comes over to me, signaling for me to wait.

      "Nora, congratulations! You look incredible, absolutely stunning. My brother is one lucky man!" I call out enthusiastically.

      I take her in my arms and kiss her cheek.

      "Thank you! It still feels a little weird to call Andreas 'my husband,' but at the same time, it’s so natural. I’m just glad everything went smoothly. I was way more nervous than I wanted to admit," she giggles.

      "Well, let all those nerves go now, it’s time to party." I’m already looking forward to it.

      "Speaking of the party ... I wanted to tell you something about the uh ... seating arrangement," she suddenly says more quietly, glancing around.

      "Nora, are you seriously worrying about the seating arrangement now? I thought Anna had that all handled?" I ask, gripping her shoulders and studying her face.

      "Yeah, Anna could probably start working as a wedding planner at this point," she laughs, but the humor doesn’t reach her eyes.

      She starts to say more but is interrupted when Andreas calls for her. I don’t see why she should be stressing over something as trivial as seating arrangements now.

      "Nora, everything will be fine. You don’t need to worry about a thing. Your only job today is to enjoy yourself. I’ll check in with Anna if there’s anything left to do."

      "Yeah, but ..." she starts again.

      I cut her off. "Let it go, Nora. Go to Andreas. You don’t want to keep your husband waiting today," I wink.

      She hugs me tightly again, a hug that undoubtedly drives my brother crazy. When she lets go, she squeezes my hand and gives me a sympathetic look, as if wishing me strength. I have no idea why. How bad could this seating arrangement really be?

      

      The wedding venue is stunning. It's an old barn, nestled somewhere in the sprawling fields between Bruges and the coast. No expense or effort was spared to create the right romantic atmosphere. Several round tables are set up on the right side of the hall. In the center is the dance floor, and to the left are the kitchen and the bar. Following a personalized place card, I find my seat at the bridal party table. Anna and her husband Melvin are logically seated here, as is Dennis, Nora's cousin, who couldn't be left out. I shake hands or kiss the cheeks of everyone arriving at our table before taking my own seat. The name cards for Eric and Elena are placed to my left and right. Nothing wrong with the seating arrangement, as far as I can tell. Thanks, Nora.

      Elena has earned her place at this table because she's been a close friend of Andreas for years. When Andreas turned eighteen, he started his higher education and took over guardianship of Max and me. We lived independently for the first time. Elena and her sister lived in the apartment right next to ours. Elena is the same age as Andreas—three years older than me—and started her studies at the same time as him. Andreas studied computer science, and she studied architecture. For four years, we lived side by side, and for nearly three of those years, it was amazing. Without hesitation, I can say that the period from the age of fifteen to eighteen was the most fun and carefree time of my youth. More often than not, we cooked together, watched TV together, or helped each other out in one way or another.

      It was great until "the incident" happened. After that, things between Elena and me became incredibly awkward, though invisible to everyone around us. Shortly after “the incident”, I finished school at the horticultural academy and left for a specialization year in Limburg. By the time I returned, Andreas had completed his studies, and we moved again. To the outside world, it seemed like contact between Elena and me had simply faded, while hers with Andreas remained intact, but nothing could be further from the truth. She didn't want me, and for me, just thinking about her was painful enough, let alone actively reaching out. And so, ten years and many forced, uncomfortable, and maddening encounters later, here we are. At first, I wondered if she and Andreas might have had something. That could have explained her behavior, but over the years it became clear that their vibe was strictly brother-and-sister.

      "Hi, Levi," she says softly.

      My senses immediately sharpen. Elena. I turn and look into a pair of dazzling, bright blue eyes.

      "Hi," I say, my voice hoarse.

      "The flowers are beautiful, Levi. Andreas told me you were the one who arranged them," she says kindly and politely as she takes the seat next to me.

      "I have my contacts in the industry," I reply with a smile.

      That’s certainly not a lie. As the owner of my own thriving landscaping company, I know just about everyone with green thumbs in and around Bruges. The flower auction holds no secrets for me either.

      "It's been a while since we last saw each other. You look good," she says, still just as softly.

      I have the urge to scoot closer but restrain myself.

      "You too, Elena, as always," I say before I’ve really thought my words through. Maybe I was too forward.

      I swallow and brace for her reaction, but it doesn’t come. Instead, I’m treated to a disgusting little performance starring a leading man in beige pants, a checkered shirt, and way too much gel in his light brown hair. His hands land on Elena’s shoulders before he leans down, kisses her neck, and utters the dreaded words, "There you are, sweetheart." Elena turns and smiles at him. This can’t be real.

      "No problem, I knew you’d be running late," she says.

      "And that’s why I love you," Mr. Beige simpers.

      I nearly gag, then clear my throat pointedly, trying to disrupt their moment, and thankfully, Elena gets the hint.

      "Levi, this is Glenn, my boyfriend. Glenn, this is Levi, Andreas’s brother," Elena introduces us.

      I stand up, making a hellish noise with my chair, but I don’t care. The need to make myself loud, broad, and imposing as I grip his hand with excessive force is too strong.

      "Pleasure," Glenn says.

      "Pleasure," I reply, but the crushing pressure I apply to his fingers makes it clear there’s nothing pleasant about this moment.

      How did I miss that name card? Glenn. Next to Elena.

      

      Suddenly, everyone in the room is rising to their feet. I release Glenn's manicured hand and look up. Half an hour later than planned—I know why—Nora and Andreas enter. Accompanied by rousing music and loud applause, they make their rounds through the hall. They're radiant and look so happy. Andreas only has eyes for Nora, who sways her hips as she navigates the room, waving her bouquet and greeting everyone with a blissful smile. My heart struggles to switch gears so quickly between jealousy over Elena and Glenn and the intense joy for my brother and sister-in-law. Our table, where all the people who mean the most to Nora and Andreas are seated, is their final stop. Here, they take ample time to greet everyone. I'm the last person to hug Nora, and that's probably not without reason. She and I have something to discuss.

      "Everything okay with you?" Nora asks me as quietly as possible. She doesn't let go of the hug but gives me enough space to look at her.

      I hold her shoulders and give her a look that leaves no room for doubt. I'm pissed. Because of Glenn's presence, but also because she didn't warn me. She might have tried, but clearly not hard enough.

      "Is this what you needed to tell me about the seating arrangement?" I grumble as quietly as possible, then silently mouth the name "Glenn."

      "I'm sorry. She only asked the day before yesterday if she could bring someone. I couldn't exactly refuse," Nora whispers apologetically.

      Nora knows almost everything. The tension between Elena and me, invisible to others, but glaringly obvious to her. She noticed it the first time she saw us together, and she's the only one I've confided in about this. Even though it stings now, I know it's not her fault.

      "You could've tried," I mutter, more defeated than accusatory.

      "See it as a sign, Levi. You've wasted enough time waiting. If you don't act now, you'll never win her over," she lectures me.

      "She's with Glenn, Nora. What do you expect from me?" I defend myself.

      "Levi, listen carefully. I've known Elena for a while now. I don't know exactly what's going on between those two, but I don't think you're out of the running. Plus, he wears beige pants and, from what I've heard, sometimes white ones with moccasins underneath. Moccasins, Levi! He can't hold a candle to you, and you could eat him for breakfast. Do you understand what I'm saying?" she snaps, almost angrily, then glances around nervously, hoping no one heard what she just said.

      "Okay, okay, calm down. I get it." I do get it, and I genuinely wonder how on earth it got to the point where she'd choose "a Glenn" over me.

      "Nothing ventured, nothing gained," she whispers softly and sweetly.

      This time, she gives my arm an encouraging squeeze, a subtle difference from the pinch earlier in the day. She lets go and takes her seat next to Andreas at the center of the bridal party table. When she’s seated, we all sit down again.

      I mull over her words. It's not like I couldn't have thought of them myself, but sometimes you need to hear them from someone else to truly believe them—or to finally take action. Elena has had boyfriends before, but this is the first time she's brought one to something important. Maybe I needed this confrontation to shake me out of my heart-wrenching yet strangely comfortable and passive state of longing. I've lived with a no for ten years—what if I take my chance again and actually, finally, get a yes?

      When I look up, I see Andreas giving me a meaningful wink. He's clearly in on the conspiracy. It feels good to know he supports Elena and me, and it's strange to think that after all these years, he's only just learned about my feelings for her. I simply never dared to tell him. Part of me was probably always afraid of his judgment. Now that I know I have two cheerleaders, I feel somewhat emboldened in my mission to win Elena over and put Mr. Moccasin in his place.

      "So, tell me, how did you two meet?" I ask Elena and Glenn with feigned enthusiasm.

      The first offensive move of the evening is underway.

      "We've known each other for years. Glenn is a family friend," Elena answers.

      A family friend, could it get any less romantic? I should've known. Where else would you find a guy like this? Elena comes from an old-money, well-to-do family, and that inevitably attracts these Glenn-types.

      "And a few weeks ago, the spark really ignited, didn't it, sweetheart?" Glenn eagerly chimes in.

      He clearly hasn't forgotten my earlier handshake.

      "Exactly," Elena agrees.

      To emphasize her words, she flashes a wide smile and rubs his shoulder. Is it just me or does it feel forced?

      "So just a few weeks then?" I mutter.

      "Indeed, but it feels much longer since we've known each other for years. I'm glad Elena finally realized how good we could be together. She was worth the wait," he grins.

      He strokes her cheek, turns her face toward his, and plants a firm kiss on her lips. I can almost smell the ammonia as he marks his territory. Once again, I suppress my gag reflex.

      "What do you do for work?" I ask while his mouth is still glued to hers.

      He takes his time ending the kiss. This scene hurts my eyes. Elena dries her lips and laughs nervously. At least it's good to know his behavior embarrasses her too.

      "I'm an ER doctor, specializing in neurology, at the general hospital in Bruges. Elena mentioned you do something with plants?" His condescending tone is unmistakable.

      "Elena probably told you I own a landscaping company," I say dryly.

      I know Elena respects what I do. I may have started with nothing, but these days, my bank account could give our ER doctor’s a run for its money—strictly on salary, of course.

      "Landscaping, that’s what it was," he replies smugly.

      Just as I'm about to ask another probing question, I hear my name. Anna taps my shoulder.

      "What is it?" I ask, slightly irritated.

      "It's time for our speeches, remember?" Anna is nervous and impatient.

      "Yes, of course, who's going first?" I ask.

      "I'm way too nervous. Will you start?" she asks with her most innocent smile.

      "No problem," I hear myself reply.

      Spotlights aren't exactly my comfort zone either, but I doubt I could refuse any woman at this table. Anna retakes her seat as I stand. I retrieve the cheat sheet from my suit's inner pocket, take a wine glass, and tap it several times to get the room's attention. Here we go.

      "Nora and Andreas, before you stands an exceptionally proud brother and brother-in-law. It's an absolute honor to witness your happiness today. Andreas, you and I know better than anyone that happiness isn't a given, sometimes you must fight for it. You sacrificed your entire childhood taking care of Max and me. What you wanted always came last. If anyone deserves to be happy today, it's you. Nora, in winning your heart, my brother has simply outdone himself. Not only do you look stunning, but everyone knows handling Andreas requires a strong personality with endless patience and perseverance. You somehow transformed him into a soft marshmallow, so respect." The guests laugh, they clearly recognize exactly what I mean. There's a pre-Nora Andreas and a post-Nora Andreas. I continue more seriously: "Nora, I'm certain Mom would've adored you and that Max is looking down approvingly. I'm convinced you and Andreas are meant for each other, make a beautiful couple, and will experience ultimate marital bliss for the rest of your lives. I wish you all the best, take good care of each other." I raise my glass. "To Nora and Andreas!" I conclude loudly, prompting the entire room to toast the lovebirds.

      Nora blows me kisses as I sit back down, relieved. Andreas gives me a broad smile. He knows I could've taken this speech in a completely different direction—regaling everyone with tales of his or our childhood antics—but I chose emotion instead. It felt like the only right choice. Those two awaken something in me.

      I listen as Anna takes her turn playing the emotional card, describing how Nora and Andreas fell head over heels for each other. She strikes deep chords, and again several people fight back tears. Elena barely succeeds, as with watery eyes, she applauds along with the room as Anna seals her speech with one final sentimental anecdote.

      "I've been so emotional all day. What is it about those two and all this sentimental stuff?" she asks, not expecting an answer.

      "You're not pregnant, are you, sweetheart?" Glenn asks.

      I wish I hadn't heard that. I choke violently. Pregnant? You can't be serious. I cough forcefully, as if trying to expel my soul from my body. Elena, flushed bright red and clearly also somewhat shocked by Glenn's remark, pours me a glass of water. Gasping, I thank her. I look at her desperately. The thought of her and Glenn sharing a bed is more than I can bear. I can't—won't—let myself imagine it. If I had any doubts earlier about making another attempt to win Elena over, they're now completely gone. The only children Elena will ever carry will be mine. I'm certain Darwin would support me on this. I'm not just doing this for myself; it's in the interest of the entire human species.

      "I'm not pregnant, Glenn. It's just an emotional day," Elena says in a relatively calm voice, given the circumstances.

      "A man can dream, can't he?" he says cheerfully.

      He seems to genuinely mean it too. Trouble brewing.

      I get that Glenn is, on paper, a good match for Elena: doctor, family friend, wealthy, and—as much as it pains me to admit—not unattractive aside from his fashion sense. But he's not what she needs. Glenn is the safe choice, one she made with her head, not her heart. The latter she doesn't dare to do. And Glenn isn't the man to see that, to know it, or to feel it. Elena can dazzle any man with her beauty, with a sweet smile here and there, but she can't fool me. I know who she really is, and I know she needs me, even if she thinks she wants Glenn now.

      The meal is served, providing a welcome distraction. After spending the entire day working on this wedding, the food tastes even better. I talk to Eric about groundwater levels in West Flanders, the rising price of a portion of fries, and how Bitcoin will save the world. Neutral topics that give me just enough time for my stress-sweat-soaked armpits to dry out. To keep them that way, I decide to not think about mini-Glenns anymore.

      

      If you disregard Glenn's foolish remarks, disgusting groping, and the seven times I had to restrain myself from hitting him, the rest of dinner goes smoothly. We conclude the meal with crème brûlée. Simple, but my brother's favorite dessert for centuries. Shortly afterward, we all gather around the dance floor for the first dance.

      Everyone is packed tightly together. Glenn stands to Elena's right, but I've strategically positioned myself on her left side. Our upper arms touch. Her bare skin presses against the thin fabric of my shirt. I'm so close. I can feel her, smell her, and thanks to my vivid memories, almost taste her. Through the speakers, the first notes of John Legend's "All of Me" begin to play. Andreas and Nora take hold of each other and gaze deeply into each other's eyes. The lights are dimmed and the smoke from the fog machine creates a magical atmosphere. Anyone who managed to stay dry-eyed until now can forget about it.

      After gathering the necessary courage, I extend my arm touching Elena's in an attempt to maximize our skin contact. I'm shivering from head to toe. Please, Elena, meet me halfway. I keep looking straight ahead at Nora and Andreas, but only Elena has my attention. With all my senses heightened, I feel exactly how she moves. Her arm mimics my motion. Frustratingly slow but unmistakably deliberate, the back of her hand eventually reaches mine. This isn't an accidental touch; this is Elena deliberately seeking my hand. This is nothing less than confirmation of my suspicion. There is something to build on here. Our knuckles touching is the most hopeful sign she's given me in the past ten years. Encouraged and without breaking contact, I turn my hand hoping to grasp hers. Unfortunately, the four-and-a-half-minute song isn't quite long enough for that. Just as everyone starts applauding, Elena quickly pulls her hand away as if burned. In one swift motion, I turn my head toward her and look at her. She stiffens, stares straight ahead, and struggles to compose herself. Oblivious to what just happened between us, Glenn takes her hands and pulls her onto the dance floor.

      "Let’s multiply!" shouts the DJ, as if deliberately taunting me.

      I feel like walking away and raiding the bar, even if it's just for the colas, but Nora takes my hand and drags me onto the dance floor too.

      "I think those two are already planning to make babies," I say dejectedly.

      "Ew!" is Nora's spontaneous reaction.

      It's nice having Nora unconditionally on my team.

      "Exactly what I was thinking too," I confirm.

      "But they've only been together a few weeks, right?" she asks, surprised.

      "I don't know if it was a serious comment, but let's just say Glenn wouldn't mind if she were pregnant."

      "What matters most is what Elena would think about that."

      "You're right about that. I'm trying, Nora, really, I am."

      "Oooh, you two would make such beautiful babies, Levi. Your dark hair, her blue eyes, just imagine," she swoons.

      "Nora, stop it," I say sternly.

      "What?" she asks, startled.

      "It hurts to even think about that," I admit honestly.

      "Oh, Levi. You're really going through it, huh?"

      "You have no idea," I sigh.

      We continue dancing in silence. From the corner of my eye, I follow Elena's movements. I spin Nora—who willingly lets herself be led—around to maintain my view of Elena. I watch as Glenn pulls out his phone, puts it to his ear, curses, apologizes to Elena, and sprints off. What's this about?

      I don't have time to process what I'm seeing. Nora's noticed too and drags me toward Elena.

      "Elena, my husband's getting jealous, I'm afraid. Would you take over with Levi?" she asks as innocently as possible.

      I stand there shocked and a bit awkward, waiting for Elena's response. Five seconds feels incredibly long but is quickly forgotten when she finally says "okay." The DJ announces the final slow dance is starting. Thank you, Nora. Best. Sister-in-law. Ever.

      Elena and I stand close together. This is my golden opportunity. I look straight into her eyes as I slowly, teasingly slide my hand along her waist to hold her. Without breaking our eye contact, I pull her equally slowly against me, and my other hand finds her delicious body too. She breaks our gaze and looks down at her hands, which can do nothing now but rest on my chest. Her touch feels amazing. I lead her through the notes of Ed Sheeran's "Perfect," and I can't think of any other word or song to describe this moment.
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      Adrenaline surges through my body. He shouldn't be allowed to hold me like this. Levi is the only man who makes me this uncomfortable and flustered. For ten years he's gotten under my skin, for ten years I haven't known what to do with myself when he's around, and for ten years things between us have been painfully awkward. It completely drains me because I just can't seem to let go, and I don't understand why it's so damn impossible. I know it's my fault things are so strained between us now. I remember the "incident" like it was yesterday.

      I love cooking, especially desserts. I'd made a delicious apple crumble and put it in the oven to finish baking while I quickly took a shower. The oven beeped right after I turned off the water and I wrapped myself in a towel. I wanted to take the dish out of the oven and then finish getting ready, but things didn't exactly go as planned. The oven mitts had shifted, I didn't have a good grip, and before I knew it, I burned my thumb. The pain shocked me so badly that purely on instinct, I dropped the dish on the floor. It shattered into a thousand pieces and all I could do was scream. My heart was pounding in my throat and my hands were shaking. I should have thought longer about my next move, but unfortunately, I didn't. I reached for the shards to pick them up, but they were both hot and sharp, so I cut my other thumb. The cut was deep, blood gushed out. My heart skipped a few beats and again I had to try to stave off an oncoming panic attack. How could I be so stupid? I didn't have time to be frustrated and angry with myself because the wound needed to be staunched.

      The nearest kitchen towel served as a quick fix. I had three seconds to recover from my clumsy adventure when the door flew open and Levi stormed into the kitchen. His presence somehow immediately calmed me. He quickly assessed the situation, his sharp green eyes darting between me and the mess.

      "That needs to go under running water, Elena, so the blood can clot a bit," he commanded.

      "This one too," I said, holding up my burned thumb with a touch of irony.

      "Oh Elena," was all he said to that.

      He muttered under his breath as he followed my instructions to look for antiseptic, bandages, and burn ointment. Meanwhile, my thumbs enjoyed the cold running water. It wasn't unusual for Levi to come over to my place, but that day, that moment, changed everything. He was almost eighteen, tall and solidly built. His T-shirt stretched around his broad chest and biceps, this wasn't the boy from three years ago anymore. When had this happened? How had I missed these changes? His dark brown hair, as usual, couldn't decide on a direction, but for the first time I interpreted this as something positive, something wild and masculine. His eyes, his bright green eyes, flicked attentively back and forth as he tended to my hands. Why had I never noticed those eyes before? Because he was so focused, he was biting his lower lip without realizing it. He'd always done that, but today I looked at his lips differently too. How would they feel? How would they taste?

      Levi finished wrapping my thumbs and looked up. He held my hands and was probably about to say something practical about wound care when his gaze caught mine. At that moment I realized I was also biting my lower lip and concentrating—not on my thumbs, but on him. He saw it immediately. He saw how my gaze had changed. I could have melted on the spot. My breath hitched. He gave me goosebumps all over, and suddenly, at twenty-one years old, I was the biggest teenager of the two of us. With one step he was no longer beside me but in front of me. He trapped me between his body and the counter. My hands rested on the counter to either side of me, he'd placed them there and was holding my wrists.

      Levi didn't need time to think. One look had been enough for him. He looked into my eyes, let go of my left hand and stroked my hair, still damp from the shower. Gently he took a lock of hair and squeezed the water from it. With his fingers he followed the droplets down my neck toward the curve of my breasts. I gasped for breath again and couldn't understand how such featherlight touches could completely undo me. When his hand reached my towel, I thought for a moment he'd untie it, but instead he continued downward. His hand found my waist through the opening of the towel. His fingers crept exploratively over my bare skin. I felt like I was being burned all over again. Never had physical contact felt so intense. I can still remember exactly how rough his hands were from all the outdoor work he always did. Levi had always been a man of nature, and as far as I was concerned, at that moment he was Mother Nature's most insane creation. I let myself go and enjoyed it. For the first time, I truly enjoyed a man's touch. I hadn't disliked it before but enjoying it was something else entirely. Levi was different.

      His left hand now released my right wrist too. He cupped my face and stroked my cheek with his thumb. Again, those rough fingertips. I tilted my head up and let him kiss me. His soft lips found mine. Levi elevated kissing to an art. He started slow, tender, and gentle, only to then make me feel desire, excitement, and passion. He pulled me against his jeans, tightened his grip, and deepened our kiss. I was completely lost, melting into a puddle right there on the spot. For a brief moment, he could have done anything he wanted with me. For a brief moment, I was entirely absorbed in what was happening. No one, absolutely no one, had ever had that effect on me before.

      And then, then something ... strange happened. I still don't really know why, but I panicked. I froze. The wonderful feeling from moments ago suddenly vanished, replaced by pure fear. Instinctively, I broke our kiss, pushed him away, and slapped him across the face. He didn't deserve it, and I still feel terrible about it, but it was as if I wasn't making my own choices anymore. My fight, flight, or freeze response took over.

      The look in his eyes at that moment is an image that still haunts me to this day. Since then, everything between us has been difficult. Levi is a joker and a bon vivant, but when I'm around, everything suddenly becomes very serious. We walk on eggshells and barely dare to speak to each other. I wish I could let it go or that we could talk it out. I don't necessarily regret that it happened, but I do regret that it created so much discomfort between us. Maybe it would have been better if I'd apologized at some point—then we could have put it behind us once and for all—but it never happened. And that's my own fault. Now it's been ten years, and it's ridiculous to even bring it up. Levi has probably forgotten all about it, while it lives on in my head. No other man has ever stayed in my thoughts this long. I have no idea how he does it, and it frustrates me endlessly.

      

      "Glenn must be amazing in bed," Levi suddenly says, dead serious.

      He interrupts my thoughts, and suddenly I'm back in the present, on the dance floor, in his arms.

      "What?" I ask, completely surprised.

      "You heard me," he says sternly.

      "Why would you say that?"

      I thought things couldn't get any weirder between us, but apparently, I was wrong.

      "There must be something compensating for that personality," he says dryly.

      "Levi! Glenn is a ... he's ... he's a sweet man. Don't be so arrogant," I snap at him.

      I remove my hands from his chest but immediately feel him tightening his grip around my waist. I can't go anywhere, so I loosely drape my arms around his neck, trying to touch him as little as possible.

      "I'm being arrogant? Have you heard him talk?" he shoots back.

      "That's easy for you to say, considering you nearly cost Glenn his hand. Don't think I didn't notice. Lives are saved with that hand, Levi," I defend Glenn again. "As a surgeon, he can't afford to injure his hands."

      Even I think it sounds ridiculous when I say it, but Levi has no right to meddle in my love life. Besides, Glenn really is a fantastic man.

      I avoid Levi's gaze and keep dancing on autopilot.

      "Is that why he left? Does he have to go save lives?" Levi asks in a slightly friendlier tone.

      "Yes, there was an emergency, and he's on call."

      "I'm sorry, Elena. I just want what's best for you, and surgeons are just ... beneath you," he jokes.

      He squeezes my waist, and I can't help but laugh too. I appreciate that he's trying to lighten the mood, but it doesn't make things any less awkward between us.

      "Is he coming back?" he asks, almost bored, as he glances casually over my shoulder.

      "No, there were multiple victims, so by the time he's done operating, it'll be hours from now," I reply.

      His casual demeanor vanishes instantly, and when he looks into my eyes with narrowed, predatory intensity, I know I've fallen right into his trap.

      Before I can react—not that I'd know how—the music fades out, and the DJ saves me from my predicament. Our dance is over. Levi releases his grip but then, ever the gentleman, takes my hand. He looks me straight in the eye, brings my hand to his lips, and kisses my thumb exactly where the scar from the apple crumble baking dish remains. He hasn't forgotten. He doesn't even need to glance at my hand to know where his kiss should land. Without words, this gesture speaks volumes. In his eyes, I see the reflection of ten years' worth of pain. Pain I caused, pain that wouldn't exist if not for ... feelings for me?

      I'm beginning to understand why Levi takes such offense at Glenn. I inhale sharply. Just like ten years ago, everything shifts between us in an instant, and we understand each other with a single look. If I'm completely honest, I now recognize what I've always known but refused to acknowledge as reality: Levi still has feelings for me, even after all these years. Hope and longing flicker in his eyes, but I don't know what to do with them. This is too much, too unexpected, too direct. I need air. I pull my hand back and quickly leave the dance floor, searching for the nearest exit.

      Outside, I finally feel like I can breathe again. Sometimes I genuinely need physical distance between Levi and me just to function. It's cold outside, and I'm barely dressed for it, but right now I don't care, cooling down was necessary too. I take a few steady breaths, staring up at the stars, but beyond that, I'm not sure what to do next. Inside, facing Levi is inevitable, but it's far too cold to stay out here long. The thumping bass from inside vibrates through the walls, they're clearly kicking the party into high gear. Not thinking, just dancing—that's exactly what I need right now. With or without Levi, I don't care; I want to dance. I head back inside, swap my heels for sneakers in the cloakroom, and make my way toward the dance floor.

      "Eric, you’re on the dance floor?" I ask, amused.

      "Apparently," he grumbles in his typical fashion. Eric is a man of few words, but over the years I've learned to decode his various grunts. This one tells me he's not entirely comfortable here. A hint of anger? Defeat?

      "Wonders never cease," I quickly add, trying to cheer him up.

      I mean it, in all the years we've known each other, I've never seen him on the dance floor. Even if his movements aren't exactly smooth, Eric dancing is undeniably a sight to behold. Judging by the eager glances around us, I'm not the only one who thinks so. Eric is tall, blond, and muscular—exactly what you'd expect from a security agent and former special forces member. The tattoos creeping up his neck and covering his solid arms make him the perfect bad boy. Too bad for him, I see right through it. Eric's a softie with a heart of gold, dangerous glares and tattoos notwithstanding. I've known Eric as long as I've known Andreas—the two are inseparable—so over the years, I've gotten to know him well too. While I understand the drooling women around me, he doesn't quite make my mouth water. Like Andreas, he's like a brother to me. He means a lot to me, and whether it's because of his job or not, I always feel safe around him.

      "Apparently not," Eric says, glancing toward Andreas and Nora. "If he can get married, I can at least stand on a dance floor for a bit."

      You'd think he's laughing, but I know better. I place my hand on his chest and meet his eyes.

      "As if that's such a punishment," I say.

      "You have no idea." The corners of his mouth lift as he takes my hand, but the pain in his eyes remains.

      "What's wrong, Eric? Aren't you happy for them?"

      "Of course I am. Andreas deserves to be happy more than anyone. I watched him change for her. I encouraged him to go for it, to believe in it, you know that."

      "I do. I know what you mean to him and how you helped Nora, but ... do you not believe in it yourself?"

      "For them, I do."

      "I mean for you, and you know it."

      "For me, it's too late," he says sharply.

      He spins me around, but I end up right back against his solid chest, and I have no intention of dropping the subject just because of some weak distraction tactic.

      "Eric, we're the same age, the world's still at your feet. Of course there's still time."

      Nobody wants to end up alone, right? I genuinely believe what I'm saying. He still has a shot at happiness, with a girl by his side and maybe even a family if that's what he wants. Eric hasn't had an easy life, and as far as I can recall, he's never had a steady girlfriend. But surely there's someone out there who can see through his hard exterior, who can knock him off his feet and help him rediscover that forgotten heart of his, despite everything he's been through. Someone who can make him believe it's still possible. At the very least, he's got plenty of options. If the stares from other women could cut, I'd already be in a thousand pieces on the floor.

      "Since when did you get so romantic?" he scoffs.

      "Okay, fine, maybe I'm not the most romantic person on earth, but deep down, I believe in what we're celebrating here today. I want to believe in it."

      "For you, I believe in it too," he winks before spinning me around again.

      "I know, Glenn and I are⁠—"

      "I wasn't talking about Glenn," he interrupts.

      He lets me go and leaves me standing alone on the dance floor as he heads toward the bar, grumbling that he needs a drink. I freeze. What was that all about?

      I watch as he fakes a punch to Levi's stomach on his way to the bar, and Levi plays along perfectly. Levi then bumps fists with Eric's shoulder, which only prompts Eric to ruffle Levi's hair like a kid. Every chance Eric gets to make his "little brother" feel small, he takes. That's how it's always been. Eric turns and throws me another wink, while Levi, at that exact moment, looks up, catches my gaze, and runs his hand through his dark, messy hair to fix it. For the second time tonight, my heart skips a beat.

      

      The next few hours, I try to avoid getting dragged into heavy conversations, romantic or otherwise. I lose myself in the pulsing music and ignore how my body reacts every time Levi dances too close. Each time he gets near, I flutter away—deliberately, swiftly, gracefully, and most of all, completely free. By the time the last song plays three hours later, I'm utterly exhausted but also incredibly happy. It's been ages since I've had this much fun. Even in sneakers, my feet ache from dancing, but it was more than worth it. I'm so grateful for all these people in my life. Levi had fun too, despite me dodging him all night. It was nice watching from a distance as he cut loose with his brothers. Times were different once, back when they were young, and when Max died two years ago. But now? Now they shine. On the dance floor, Levi thankfully gave me the space I needed, only to take it all back later. With the exception of Andreas and Nora, I said one big collective goodbye to everyone, but I should've known that wouldn't be enough for Levi, that he'd follow me outside.

      "How are you getting home, Elena?" he asks, concerned.

      "I'll call a cab," I reply, fishing my phone out of my clutch.

      "Did you reserve one?"

      "Reserve?" I ask, surprised.

      "At this hour, in the middle of the night, this far outside the city? You'll be waiting at least an hour for a cab," he says.

      "Oh."

      I hadn't thought of that.

      "I'll drive you home," he says.

      "No!" I blurt, way too fast and way too loud.

      He glares at me, eyes wide and stormy. No, I think to myself, because then I'll feel all that electricity again, and you'll throw me completely off balance. But I can't tell him that.

      "You're coming with me, Elena," he says firmly.

      The electricity doesn’t subside.

      "I'll call my mother's chauffeur."

      I know I won't.

      "Elena, it's three in the morning," he sighs.

      "Have you been drinking?" I ask, a last desperate attempt to refuse his offer.

      "I don't drink, Elena. You know that." And I do.

      His father didn't exactly advertise the merits of alcohol.

      "Fine," I say.

      I'm out of excuses, and I really, really want to go home. I'm dead tired.

      "You're cold."

      I've got a scarf draped over me, but I'm still shaking like a leaf. Levi takes off his suit jacket, steps behind me, and drapes it over my shoulders. His hands linger just a fraction too long before he lets go. The cold doesn't bother me anymore.

      "Come on," he says, turning toward the parking lot.

      He doesn't look back as I follow him, getting a premium view of his backside, muscular thighs and broad shoulders. The seams of his crisp white dress shirt are under considerable strain. Levi works a lot, and it shows everywhere. Although I try to deny it sometimes, Levi is a handsome man. It's simply impossible to ignore. After all these years, that hasn't changed—if anything, he looks even better now than he did ten years ago.

      He swings open the door of his pickup truck and holds it for me. Using the step as he indicated, I settle into the passenger seat. Levi closes the door again, and for a brief moment, I sit in complete silence, utterly alone in his vehicle. Everything in this truck—including his jacket draped over my shoulders—smells like him: his aftershave, his cologne, his sweat. Purely on instinct, I close my eyes and inhale the intoxicating blend of his scents. What in God's name am I doing?
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