
  
    
      Finding You

      
        LOVE IN BRUGES

        BOOK THREE

      

    

    
      
        SOFIE CLOET

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sofie Cloet]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      ISBN: 9789083437798

      NUR: 343

      D/2026/Sofie Cloet, publisher

      Copyright: © 2025 Sofie Cloet

      Cover: Miblart

      Editing: Elke @coomancreativeconsultancy

      Editing: Amelia @happilyeditedafter

      

      All rights reserved. Except as expressly permitted by law, no part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher or the author.

      

      This book contains explicit sexual content and is intended for adult readers only. All characters and events in this story are entirely fictional. Any resemblance to actual places, persons, living or dead, or real events is purely coincidental. The content of this book is intended for entertainment, and the situations described are products of the author's imagination.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Love in Bruges

      

      

      
        
        Sold on you

        Melting for you

        Finding you

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Alice and André.

        You would have loved this crazy book adventure.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dearest reader,

        I must warn you, because Eric is …

        Not who you think.

      

        

      
        He is different.

      

        

      
        Broken.

        Dangerous.

        Angry.

        Sad.

        Clever.

        Lonely.

      

        

      
        And you will want him,

        in your thoughts …

      

        

      
        Desperate.

        Always.

        More.
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        entirely

        for

        you

        alone.
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      “Where are we?” she asks as I hastily swipe the keycard on the scanner and take one last look around to make sure we’re alone.

      “Does it matter?” I mutter, just as the door to Andreas’s office closes behind us.

      Maybe it’s for the best she didn’t hear how curt I just was. I wouldn’t want her to change her mind now. Not that I need to worry too much. They never do.

      “The keycard is only for emergencies,” I hear Andreas, my foster brother, saying in the back of my mind. This probably isn’t what he had in mind, but I had no other choice. What started as a quick afterwork drink with colleagues ended with this blonde on my lap. She loved uniforms, but she loved what was underneath them even more. She said it with a considerable urgency, and I had no desire to slow down. My apartment and my bed aren’t an option, they never have been. She’s just out for one night out in the city, and all the nearby hotels were fully booked. So, I had no other option but to come here. This is the first time I’ve been here for such an “emergency,” and as I glance at Andreas’s couch and desk, it might be the last time too. This is awkward, to say the least. I’m not bending her over his desk. Not in a million years.

      “You’re really a cop, right?” she asks suddenly, panicked, as I press her body against the wall, for lack of better options.

      With her cheek against the cold bricks and her ponytail wrapped around my fist, it’s a bit late to be asking that question, but luckily for her, she has nothing to fear. She didn’t pick a psychopath, I’m not going to kill her if that’s what she’s afraid of. Everything else? We’re definitely doing that, and she’ll be screaming for more. They always do.

      “As real as it gets,” I snort sarcastically.

      If wearing a police uniform and having a badge are the only requirements to call yourself a cop, then yeah, I guess I am one. All the other boxes? I don’t tick them anymore. Not since my knee got shattered by a bullet and I’ve been stuck behind a desk. It won’t be long before I’m kicked out. Irreparable. Useless. Broken.

      “How do I know you’re not lying?” she pants.

      Her voice betrays a hint of uncertainty, but mostly her excitement and the game she’s playing. I grab her wrists and hold them behind her back with one hand. High enough to keep her still, low enough not to hurt her. My other hand goes to her throat. I tilt her head back and lean into her.

      “Because this uniform fits me way too well to be borrowed, don’t you think?” I whisper in her ear.

      I press my swollen length against her ass.

      “Fuck, yes. Keep it on. Your uniform, please keep it on. Do you have handcuffs too?” she asks, pleading, anticipating, yearning.

      “Lexie, do you want to talk, or do you want to shut up and find out for yourself if I have handcuffs?” I growl in her ear, tightening my grip on her throat.

      “One more thing, please. What’s your name?”

      “Do you need it?” I grumble.

      “I deserve to know your name before we do this, don’t you think?”

      “Lorenzo. You can scream Lorenzo later.”

      “What the hell, man, put some clothes on, will you?” The irritated bellow cuts through my brain, hovering somewhere between sleep and reality. What the heck?

      Oh, fuck. I’m not in the mood for this. My eyes fight against the light. That means I fell asleep on Andreas’s couch in his office. My uniform is in a pile on the floor, clearly we did take it off eventually. Is Lexie gone? I hope she’s gone.

      “Goddammit, asshole!” I shout. A pillow to my crotch wasn’t how I wanted to wake up. Even though I want to throw it back at his head, I wisely decide to cover myself with it instead. I rub the sleep from my face and glance at the clock. “It’s eight in the morning on a Sunday, what are you doing here?” I grumble in annoyance.

      “Are you serious, Eric? I have to explain why I’m here while you’re lying naked on my couch? You’re buying me a new one, you know that, right?” Andreas means it.

      “Nothing happened on your couch,” I defend myself.

      “You’re lying naked on it, Eric, that’s reason enough for a new one.”

      He’s not really mad—I’ve known him long enough to know that, and we’re too alike in that regard—but I know he’s not thrilled that I’m here.

      “You want me to have the walls replastered too?” I challenge him. I know he can handle it.

      “How can I ever work here again?” he asks, as if he’s actually speaking to the walls. “I just don’t want to know,” he adds himself. He shakes his head, but this time he sounds milder, almost amused. Then he turns his gaze back to me. “You weren’t there yesterday, we were supposed to watch the soccer match, remember?”

      “Right, yeah, something clearly came up,” I grin.

      “Your colleagues were there though. They were jealous of your blonde plans,” he sighs.

      He puts his bag on his desk and makes his way to the table with the coffee machine. He still sounds a bit annoyed, almost disappointed. A crooked smile is all I have left to offer; he’s not getting more than that this time. I don’t feel like I have anything good to say. I stood him up, chose instant pleasure, in his office no less. Idiot.

      Andreas clears his throat, puts his empty coffee mug back, and looks at me with a serious expression. I can immediately tell he’s not here to give a match report. “I’m worried about you, Eric. You’ve been through so much lately, more than any normal cop, you’ve been reckless with everything and everyone, and you’ve never missed plans with me before. And certainly not for the first available girl you come across. I saw that you used your badge last night to get in here, that’s why I’m here. So start talking, I’ll make coffee,” he says in an authoritative tone he normally uses for everyone except Levi, Max and me.

      “Talk? Are you seriously here to talk?” I snap immediately. I’m not in the mood for this. What I do or don’t do is my business. If Andreas really expects us to have a cozy chat, he’d better leave now. He’s entirely unimpressed with my retort and responds with a single raised eyebrow. As if I’m a little kid and he’s waiting for me to dare challenge him further. “I’m sorry, okay. I shouldn’t have brought her to your office. It won’t happen again. I’m leaving,” I spit out as I grab my clothes. I’ll make myself scarce.

      “This isn’t about my office or what you just did here, Eric. I’m fundamentally worried about you, and you keep burying your head in the sand. This time you’re not getting away with it. Stick your head under cold water, put your clothes back on, and make sure you’re back here in five minutes. The restrooms are down the hall,” he says sternly and far too loudly for this time of the day.

      My gaze follows him as he turns back to the coffee machine and sets two cups under it at once. Arrogant and assuming I won’t contradict him.

      Who does he think he is?

      “Not a chance, Andreas. There’s nothing to talk about. Everything’s fine, perfectly fine!” My voice rises too. I want out of here as soon as possible.

      Andreas has no right. I stand up and walk towards him. The pillow is on the floor so I’m completely naked, but I don’t care, I know my priorities, and I yank the plug of the coffee machine out of the socket.

      “Everything’s fine, you say?” Andreas snorts with a sour expression.

      “Couldn’t be better,” I snap back.

      “So, it’s not a problem that you’ll never play soccer again? Not a problem that next week you’ll have to choose between quitting or lifelong desk duty? Not a problem that over the past few months you’ve been increasingly sliding into what is clearly depression, or PTSD, or both, or whatever it is, because you refuse to get treated for it? And it’s okay that you’re screwing random women as if the world population depends entirely on your efforts?” he fires off in one breath.

      “And where do you get the right to hold up a mirror to me?” I take a slightly threatening step closer to him until we’re almost nose to nose. The last thing I want is to show how much his words hurt me. How true they are. He says nothing, lets me stew, and that only makes me more uncomfortable. “Is this an ‘intervention’ or something?” I finally mock, but my words don’t come out as confident and defiant as I’d like, and the crack in my voice betrays me. I’m wearing a mask, and he knows it.

      “This is mostly awkward, Eric. Put on some pants, kid, and then come back,” Andreas sighs. He’s almost laughing at me. Kid? Seriously?

      I thought I could show him that I … I don’t know, am big and strong or something, that it doesn’t get to me, that it’s not true, but with this one remark, he’s put me back in my place. Only he can say these kinds of things to me and get away with it. As much as I want to hold on to my anger, I know he won’t give up. Not now that he’s voiced his concerns. Besides, standing naked in front of Andreas isn’t exactly my idea of comfort, so I give in, pick up the pile of clothes, and head toward the restrooms. The excruciating stab of pain in my knee that comes with turning around reminds me that he’s right. I hate it.

      Two minutes later, refreshed and dressed, I return to his office, where my coffee is waiting just the way I like it: black. Andreas and I sit facing each other in the two armchairs in front of his desk. An uncomfortable silence fills the room. We know we need to talk, but who’s going to speak first and say something? This isn’t something we’re used to, at least not since we boys became men. Since we started working and each bought our own place, but if I’m honest, maybe most of all since my accident. If you can even call it that. I shut down, shut him out. I know Andreas better than anyone, and he knows me. We spent so much time together, always in sync. This journey through life is one we’ve been on side by side since we were fifteen, with equally heavy backpacks, but always heading toward better places. I can’t deny that I’ve missed that bond with him lately. As if I’ve ended up on a different path—limping and without a clear destination. Along with the discomfort and anger, I’m also grateful that he’s here, that he sees it.

      “It is a problem. Everything you said, it is a problem,” I start.

      “I know, that’s why I’m here. Eric, what you did by taking down that gang was phenomenal, nothing short of heroic.”

      “But no one will ever know,” I interrupt him.

      “I know it, you know it, and your former colleagues know it all too well.”

      “And they made sure we don’t forget.”

      “The price on your head, you mean?”

      “Yeah, apparently, I’m worth quite a bit, though it’s not entirely clear how serious the threats are. They’ve been lying low for a while now; we haven’t been able to track any activity since their headquarters went up in flames.”

      “So, they still don’t know where you work now? Where you live?”

      “No, it’s all been handled well. Bruges is a long way from Brussels. Even my current colleagues have no idea who I am or what I did. For now, I’m staying under the radar. I can’t do fieldwork anymore anyway.”

      “Wouldn’t it be wise to quit altogether, then?”

      “Maybe, but honestly, I don’t know what I’d do. This was the job for me, Andreas. I loved the rush, the kick, it gave direction and meaning to my life. It was amazing, leading my own team within the special units, and now I can’t even go to the store without being in pain. People look at me like I’m living off welfare. I can’t stand those looks. Sometimes I wonder what I’m even doing here. I don’t mean it in a bad way, but seriously, why am I still walking this earth? If it’s not to do what I do best, then what’s the point?” I sigh.

      “It wasn’t long ago that you almost weren’t walking this earth, and it was because of that same job, don’t forget that.”

      I don’t say that maybe it would’ve been better. Then I’d have died a hero, and the whole world would’ve known. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with this, the aftermath, the flashbacks, the restless nights, the pity. But I don’t say it. I don’t want Andreas to worry unnecessarily. I’m not going to end my life; it’s just a small part of me that wishes someone else had done it in my place. The same small part that longs to be with my mom, to smell her hair again, hear her voice, and feel her warmth. Flirting with death has never scared me. On the contrary, the attraction has always been there since her accident on the stairs. Staring death in the face time and time again, challenging and mocking it, has been the only way I’ve felt alive since then. The worst that could happen would be reuniting with my parents. That tempting idea makes life just a little more optional. But I don’t say that. Instead, I ask him if he wants more coffee.

      “No, but I do want you to think about my proposal,” Andreas says seriously.

      “Your proposal?”

      “I want you to come work for me.”

      “What?” I ask, surprised, wiping the coffee that escaped my mouth and lingered on my bottom lip with the back of my hand.

      “B-Tech is growing, I’m looking for a new building for multiple offices. I need capital and security. Max is interested, and I thought, maybe you are too?”

      “I have my inheritance, but it's no fortune, Andreas.”

      “It doesn’t have to be. I don’t need huge amounts, just enough to avoid having to attract big investors now and lose half of my company before it’s even a huge success.”

      “That confident, huh?” I laugh.

      “It’s already a success, B-Tech is bursting at the seams and ready to grow even more. I’d rather keep that success among us, as long as it’s possible. You’re as much a brother to me as Levi and Max, you know that. Levi’s still young and has other ambitions and plans; he’d rather let this one pass by. But I can offer Max and you each ten percent of the company. And then there’s the job, of course. Max would love it if you joined in.”

      “You’ve already discussed this with him?”

      “Yep, he’s a fan of the idea.”

      “Security, you said?”

      “We still need to outline what the job will entail exactly, but I want you to take charge of everything on that front. The building, me, but also the cybersecurity aspect. I could use a man like you, Eric. You’re young, smart, honest, and loyal. I trust you one hundred percent, and honestly, I can’t imagine anyone more suited for this job. The world is still at your feet; just because your last career is over doesn’t mean a new one can’t begin. Besides, you might have less to worry about regarding that price on your head. If they ever find you, they’ll know you’re no longer a threat.”

      As if that would stop them.

      “I need to think about it,” I say honestly.

      “I do have some conditions,” he says, ignoring my last sentence.

      “I’m listening.”

      “You’ll get treatment and make sure you’re back on track before you start at B-Tech.”

      I hadn’t expected such a condition, and it doesn’t sit well with me, but at the same time, I understand it’s not an unreasonable demand. I’m not currently in control of my own safety, let alone someone else’s. I swallow and nod, unable to look him in the eye.

      “I’ve heard good things about EMDR therapy and trauma processing. I brought a card for someone nearby who could help you. Make an appointment. This condition is non-negotiable,” he says firmly.

      And for the second time, I nod like a defeated dog. I stare at the card he slips into my hands. Proof that I’m not doing well and that I need help. EMDR sounds serious, difficult, drastic … and reasonable? Is this the solution, my ticket out? Am I ready for this?

      “Any more conditions?” I ask dryly.

      “Get your knee checked out. It’s not illogical that you’re not a hundred percent fit, but there must be a way to relieve your pain while you work on your mobility. This is the best doctor there is,” Andreas says, handing me another card. “I managed to secure an appointment in two weeks. You’re going, whether you take the job or not.”

      Broken, that’s what I am, inside and out.

      “If the next card is from a dating agency, I’m out. I’ll fuck who I want, that’s non-negotiable.”

      “Does this mean you’re in?” Andreas asks hopefully.

      For a moment, it’s silent, and I stare at the two cards. I consider my options, but I already know there aren’t many. My time with the police is over, whether I like it or not, and working with Andreas doesn’t sound so bad.

      “Apparently so,” I say.

      Before I even realize it, a smile appears on my face, and for the first time in what felt like an eternity, I feel a glimmer of hope. Hope, because for the first time, I feel like the path isn’t leading me away but is bringing me closer to better places again.
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      Goddammit, no matter how hard I press the gas pedal, the distance between us only seems to grow larger and larger. The road is dangerously slick, the splashing rain impairs my vision, and I’m sweating buckets from the effort. What I’m doing is utterly reckless. If I were smart, I’d just let him go, but I know I can’t. I can’t let him get away, no matter the cost. My right leg is acting up, as I try once again to find the balance between clutching and accelerating. That annoying sensation always hits me at the worst times, always accompanied by memories, and always painful. You’re not invincible. That’s my pain’s mantra. And still, I push my tachometer into the red and tear through the curves. The rush and the adrenaline have always been the biggest rivals of my common sense and today is no different. Adrenaline numbs me. Just a little faster, a few more efficient turns, wait for that one straight stretch, and then I’ll catch up. I ignore the pain, tighten my grip on the wheel, and test the limits of this rental car. It’s now or never.

      The times could appear on the screen any moment now. I take off my racing suit and place the helmet on the designated rack. It’s ridiculous that I’m nervous about the final ranking, but it was so damn close, and now that things seem to be going so well for those two in life, I feel like I deserve this win. It’s not too much to ask, and I could use any feeling of success right now.

      “Yes, I won! Awesome! Sorry, Eric. It was close, but there can only be one winner!” Andreas cheers, unusually ecstatic.

      He loves winning as much as I do.

      Exactly what I needed.

      “Eric, don’t pull a long face, it was just a game. Better luck next time,” smirks Levi, Andreas’s three-year-younger brother and thus also my “little” foster brother.

      Even Owen, Levi’s best friend, who wasn’t exactly aiming for the best time himself, seems satisfied with my second place and laughs along with the rest.

      Exactly what I needed.

      I’m an easy target when it comes to being teased, and unfortunately, they know it. I feel like lashing out, but I recognize this grumpy version of myself and know I have to actively fight against it. That and I love my brothers too much to actually stay mad.

      “The showers and changing rooms are available,” says Raf, our instructor and guide for the day at the Zolder racetrack.

      That’s what I need.

      By the time we’ve traveled from the Zolder racetrack all the way to the other side of the country to grab a bite at a restaurant here in Knokke, I’ve mostly processed my defeat. Still, I can’t entirely shake off this uneasy feeling.

      “Here, Eric, drink this,” Andreas says dryly, as he sets a glass of Jack Daniel’s in front of me. “I don’t know why you keep drinking that stuff, but if I’m not mistaken, it’s the perfect drink for days like this.”

      I glare because of his comment, but I don’t hesitate and let the first sip of the brown gold slide down my throat immediately.

      “Days like this?” I rasp.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I reply, before pouring another swig down my throat.

      Andreas sighs, his way of telling me that we’ve known each other too long and are too old for this bullshit. He’s right, and I tell him as much with a sigh of my own.

      “I’m sorry, it’s been one of those days,” I reply.

      “‘One of those days’ seems to be going on for a while, or am I wrong?”

      I look at him surprised, but after thinking about his words, I can’t disagree. The last few weeks have been tough, I’ve been quieter, more withdrawn. The nights have been restless, and the pain has been sharper.

      “I don’t know,” I reply.

      “Eric, I’m worried. I don’t want you to …”

      “That won’t happen,” I interrupt him. It can’t happen, but as I say it, I genuinely wonder if the slip toward darkness hasn’t already started again. Fuck. “Sorry, today is supposed to be a fun day. Today is a fun day,” I say quickly, forcing a smile to prove to Andreas—but more to myself—that everything’s fine. This is a fun day. A fun life with fun days, that’s what it is.

      Andreas looks at me suspiciously and sees right through my bad acting, but he’s wise enough not to push it. His message has been received, and he knows it.

      “Is Levi on his way here?” I ask to definitively change the subject. After our adventure at the Zolder circuit, Andreas and I drove straight here together. Levi was supposed to drop Owen off at home and then join us again. Meanwhile, we’re waiting at the bar of a new, trendy restaurant in Knokke until our table is ready.

      “He’s already here, but he’s still on the phone outside. It was important,” Andreas answers, nodding toward the window.

      Behind the glass, I see Levi pacing in circles while on the phone. His body language looks defeated.

      “Elena?”

      “Who else?” Andreas laughs, though he has no right to laugh at his love-struck brother, they’re both the same.

      Who would’ve thought? the De Graeve brothers are both head over heels. It’s ironic that today we’re celebrating Levi’s bachelor party, because the only bachelor here is me.

      “Let me guess, she found out we went racing?”

      “I don’t know what’s more dangerous, racing or keeping a secret from Elena,” Andreas answers dryly.

      Elena has turned out to be quite the jealous girlfriend. After keeping Levi at arm’s length for over ten years, she can’t get close enough to him now. Her pregnancy might play a role, but the fact that Levi’s life was hanging by a thread three months ago after a serious accident at work probably has a lot to do with it too.

      “We had permission from the doctor, the rest is their problem,” I laugh, this time genuinely.

      I honestly don’t feel sorry for Levi. He and Andreas chose to live their lives leashed. Two puppies, collars around their necks, each with their owner on stilettos. That’s how I see it. I do understand that there’s something comforting about being conditioned. Getting petted every day, being fed, and drooling every time the bell rings. There’s nothing wrong with that, on the contrary. I know how good Nora is for Andreas and have only encouraged their relationship. The same goes for Elena and Levi. But I’ve never been able to tolerate that leash. Once, I almost had it on, but it slipped. She let go. Maybe it was for the best. Even a muzzle wouldn’t have helped a stray like me with an owner like her. Rabies was the verdict. Untreated and therefore one hundred percent fatal. How I would’ve loved to bite her.

      “Eric, everything okay?”

      I look up and see Andreas giving me a concerned look, and it’s in that moment I realize how deep I might already be. Sunk, defeated, angry, and indifferent all at once. Cynical, impulsive, and tired. So terribly tired. I try to relax my fingers which are clenching the whiskey glass and search for more oxygen for my lungs. I try to find an explanation for why I’ve been feeling so terrible lately, because I can no longer deny it. Things aren’t going well for me. Since Christmas, I think, or maybe even longer, I don’t know. Since Nora and Andreas’s wedding, since the pregnancy and the engagement of Elena and Levi? Is the increase in their happiness the reason mine is decreasing? I feel almost nauseous at the mere thought. I wish them the world, I’d give my life for any of them, and yet my stomach turns at the idea that I have to be cheerful all evening. I can’t do it. I just can’t. I want to go home. To sleep. I don’t want to be a burden and just leave. That’s exactly what I would’ve done, if Levi hadn’t come back inside, visibly upset.

      “Andreas, maybe you should call Nora,” he says, running his hand through his hair as he sits on a bar stool next to us. He looks worried, and his cheeks are flushed as if he’s just made a huge effort.

      “What happened?” Andreas asks sharply, jumping off his stool and pulling his phone from his pocket.

      Pavlov.

      “I don’t know if you want me and Eric to know, but she was talking to Elena about … uh, your situation,” Levi says carefully, almost whispering his last two words.

      “What situation are you talking about?” Andreas asks, confused.

      Levi looks at me and then back at Andreas. I have no idea what he’s referring to, so I take another sip of Jack Daniel’s to wash away the discomfort.

      “Just say it, Levi. I can’t imagine there’s anything Eric can’t know that you can,” Andreas says almost reproachfully.

      It’s these little things that remind me that the bond I have with Andreas as a foster brother means no less than what he and Levi share as biological brothers, and for the first time today, in the midst of this annoying situation, I feel a tiny bit of gratitude and happiness.

      “Okay, okay. You know the girls are hanging out together today too. At some point, Elena was going on and on about her pregnancy, the symptoms, the preparations, and apparently Nora burst into tears. She told Elena everything about the fact that you guys … uh, are having difficulties in that area,” Levi says carefully. Andreas’s expression darkens, warning, but he says nothing, forcing Levi to continue quickly, giving me hardly any time to process his words. “Andreas, I didn’t know you guys were trying to have a baby. Elena didn’t either, and she feels guilty because Nora’s upset now, but Nora’s also worried because she doesn’t want to make Elena feel bad about her pregnancy.”

      “Where are they now?” Andreas asks curtly.

      “Andreas, I’m sorry. Elena knows, and so do I, if there’s anything we …”

      “Where are they, Levi?” Andreas interrupts him.

      “At your place, they’re having food delivered and are planning to watch a movie together. There’s not really a problem, but Elena said it might be a good idea for you to call Nora.”

      Levi tries to give his brother a pat on the shoulder, but before he can, Andreas is gone. Now he’s the one pacing outside, making phone calls.

      “Wow, so Nora and Andreas are also on the baby train? Who would’ve thought?” I say out loud.

      Meanwhile, I signal the bartender to fill my glass again because this news also needs to be washed down. Levi orders a cola and sighs.

      “I had no idea either. I really didn’t think he was ready for that yet. It’s not illogical now that he has Nora of course, but if you’d told me two years ago that Andreas would be married now, I wouldn’t have believed you, let alone that they’re trying to have kids,” Levi says.

      “Which, apparently, isn’t working,” I add.

      “No, apparently not. They only started recently, but it turns out Nora has a certain condition. She’s going to need surgery soon. I get that it’s tough, and Elena’s pregnancy must be really confronting for her right now.”

      “But it’ll be okay, right? I mean, if she goes through with the procedure, it’ll be okay?” It all sounds way too simplistic when I frame it like that, but this topic isn’t exactly within my comfort zone.

      “That’s how it sounded, so let’s hope they’ll be able to provide a niece or nephew for us soon,” Levi chuckles carefully.

      The family is expanding, and that news makes me pause for a moment and reflect. Levi and Andreas might be celebrating Father’s Day together next year. The idea feels both absurd and fantastic. They deserve it, I know they’ll be great fathers. Their future looks so hopeful. Their dark past, even Max’s death, seems like a distant memory when I listen to them talking now. They’ve made it. And although I know the grief we share will always weigh heavy, they’re moving forward with their lives. Everything they’ve ever wanted—or didn’t even know they wanted—they’ll achieve. And me? I’m the foster brother. Life had other plans for me. For the first time in a long while, I feel like I don’t quite belong. Maybe I’m just imagining it, because earlier I felt so connected to them. Until Levi dropped this bomb. It’s not like I want to celebrate Father’s Day next year. I can’t even think about it. I shake my head, grateful that my second drink has just appeared in front of me.

      “Damn, how did we get here?” I laugh.

      “Haha, you’re telling me, unbelievable. This is my bachelor party, if you told me this a year ago, hell, even six months ago, I’d have thought you were crazy.”

      “I still think you’re crazy,” I say.

      “The good kind of crazy, Eric. The good kind. What about you? Anyone on your radar?” he asks. I can’t help but laugh at his remark. “Just wait, before you know it, you’ll meet the love of your life and be just as crazy as we are.”

      “Wishful thinking, Levi.”

      “Would you want it, someday? A partner, kids?” he asks seriously.

      His question catches me off guard. No one’s ever asked me so explicitly. I think the answer has always been clear. It should still be today, honestly. I never got to be a child myself, how could I raise one? I can’t even live with myself, how could I be someone’s husband? I’ve seen so many terrible things, how could I bring a child into this world? And yet, would I want it, if it were possible?

      “I don’t know,” I say honestly.

      “I think maybe you can’t know until you meet someone you can actually see it happening with.”

      “Maybe,” I answer evasively.

      The green exit signs beckon temptingly to me.

      “So, you’d be open to it?”

      “What? That’s not what I said,” I defend myself.

      “You said maybe.”

      “Maybe in another life, that’s what I meant,” I snap.

      “You’ve already used up at least five lives, so four more to go. It’s still possible,” he laughs.

      “Imagine that,” I sigh.

      “Imagine what?” asks Andreas, who has just rejoined us.

      “Eric and his girlfriend,” Levi responds faster than I can shut this conversation down.

      “What? Your girlfriend? Why don’t I know about this?” Andreas asks, way too enthusiastically. So enthusiastically that the somber expression with which he re-entered the restaurant immediately disappears. And so enthusiastically that I feel like I’m disappointing him because I have to tell him there’s no girlfriend to speak of.

      “Because there’s nothing to tell. I don’t have a girlfriend,” I say with the last bit of my patience, just as the waitress comes over to guide us to our table. Her interested glance doesn’t escape me.

      “Who knows what the night still has in store,” Levi winks as he takes his seat. He hasn’t missed the glance either.

      “Eric, we’re not trying to pressure you. You do what you want, but just keep an open mind. The right woman at the right time, and who knows, maybe you can believe in love again. We also thought it wasn’t possible, and look at us now,” Andreas says without looking up from his menu.

      Levi’s head, on the other hand, shoots up. He lowers his menu and gives me a questioning look.

      “What exactly do you mean when you say ‘believe in love again,’ Andreas?” Levi asks, emphasizing “again,” as he divides his gaze between the two of us. I see Andreas flinch, just a fraction of a second, but enough for Levi to catch it. “What aren’t you telling me?” he reacts immediately. This conversation is going off track.

      “Is it just me, or is it really hot in here?” I say evasively, as I take off my sweater. The tattoos on my arms, creeping up toward my neck, come into view and stand out against the respectable crowd in this restaurant, but as usual, I couldn’t care less.

      “Eric?” Levi asks again. Rarely have I seen him so serious.

      “Thanks a lot, Andreas,” I snap at him.

      “Sorry,” he says, but he doesn’t look very remorseful.

      I sigh and play with my utensils, weighing how much I can tell both men. Andreas seems indifferent, but I know he’s observing me closely. He’ll never force me to say something I don’t want to, but I can feel how much he wants to know more, and Levi simply won’t let this go. It’s not that they’re not allowed to know; it’s just that it’s no longer relevant, but I hate the fact that I have to talk about it. I’ve never done so before, and I didn’t plan to either. As long as I didn’t say it out loud, maybe I could still believe it wasn’t real. I’m not sure if that’s exactly what I want, but I do know that thinking about it hurts as much as it was beautiful.

      “Her name was Leila,” I say. “I met her during our university years. She was in her first year, I was in my last. She studied linguistics and literature. I saw her for the very first time in the university library where she worked. Tall, pitch-black hair, dark eyes, a slightly tanned complexion, and her face a blend of the best of East and West. She was the first, but immediately also the last woman I ever held out hope for.” There, it’s out.

      For a moment, I’m back there, in Ghent, in the library, with her. The image of Leila has never faded from my thoughts, but it suddenly seems much sharper. Her laugh, her captivating eyes, her humor, her dreams and worries—it all comes back. Her slender waist, wide hips, delightfully round buttocks, and full breasts—Leila had it all. It’s been years since I truly allowed myself to think about her, even though almost no day goes by without some image from our past flashing through my mind. I stop talking and look up. Four half-squinted eyes stare at me inquisitively.

      “Eric, what the fuck? Why am I only hearing about this now? I’ve never heard you talk about a woman like this. Where is she now? What happened?”

      “Pick one question, Levi, because I’m not giving you more than one answer. I’ve already said too much.”

      Levi and Andreas exchange a glance and seem to reach a consensus without words.

      “What happened?” Levi asks, calmer this time.

      “She cheated on me, that’s what happened,” I say sharply. The hatred for what she did has barely diminished after ten years. Just when she had pieced my heart back together, she broke it again. And right as I drop that bombshell, the waitress approaches our table to take our orders. She coughs to break the awkward silence that has fallen over the table. For the second time tonight, she looks at me with intrigue. Her demeanor is seemingly casual, but the corner of her mouth curling up betrays her intent. This woman is interested. She can’t know that my story took place ten years ago, she heard what she wanted to hear. And I saw what I wanted to see. Or maybe not entirely.

      The craving for a cigarette between my lips is strong, but after three weeks without it, it would be weak to give in now. The first few weeks are the hardest. With my hands in my pockets, leaning against the waiting taxi, I decide to give her another thirty seconds. If my intuition is correct, she’ll have had enough time to decide what she wants. Enough time to wrap up, grab her things, and come find me.

      Ten, nine, eight …

      There she is.

      Just as predicted.

      “Still here?” she asks, seemingly surprised and indifferent, as if she didn’t just run outside to look for me.

      “Which hotel do you choose?” I ask, looking her straight in the eye.

      For a moment, she’s silent, standing there as if frozen. Assessing the situation and me. Weighing how easily she can give herself away tonight. And then she straightens her shoulders, tightens her grip on her handbag, and takes a few steps closer. Shamelessly, I let my attention wander over her entire body. From her stiletto heels, all the way up to her voluminous, fiery red hair and bright green eyes. This woman is a feast for the eyes, and my hands itch at the sight of so much beauty. Curves that scream for a firm touch, full lips eager to prove their potential, and an angelic face that camouflages the devil within.

      Bring. It. On.

      “I don’t even know you,” she says. The obligatory line, hesitant and shocked, but the challenge is evident in her steps.

      “Everything you need to know is standing right in front of you.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Maxwell, double ‘l’,” I say.

      “I’m Charlotte,” she answers, though I know as well as she does that it’s a lie.

      I see my eagerness and desire reflected in her eyes, and just like me, that’s all there is to see. Beyond that, there’s only emptiness in our gazes. An emptiness we’ll spend the next few hours trying to fill in vain. An emptiness that will only grow larger afterward.

      If I still smoked, I would toss away my cigarette now and smugly blow out the last bit of smoke, but that doesn’t happen. The smug grin is there, though, as I open the door for her and she steps in willingly.
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      Oh God, that tongue, the drool, the noises. It’s completely over the top, and yet I let it happen. I planned to shower anyway, but if I had any doubts, this just sealed the deal. I try to twist my torso and turn my face away, but I know it makes no difference. Every day I wake up like this, he’s just so fond of his morning rituals, and honestly, so am I. He usually sleeps on his own dog bed, here or in the guest room, but once he’s awake and has eaten, he comes over to me and climbs into my bed. He’s the only one I allow in my bed, the only one I wake up to in the morning.

      A good half hour later, I’m finished showering and having breakfast. Spike is wagging his tail by the door, leash in his mouth, ready for our walk. That ritual is just as important to him. I get up an hour earlier every day to do this before heading to B-Tech for work. Those who aren’t dog lovers might never understand. I don’t always understand it myself, but I think it has something to do with the fact that sometimes he’s the only reason I get up at all. He and I share the same past in the police force and the same pain of an early retirement. It’s only logical that we get along so well. Since we live on the edge of Bruges’s city center, we usually follow the ramparts or walk in the city itself. I love the green belt around the city. It’s often quieter than crossing the road toward the various suburbs.
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