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To everyone I met during that memorable winter of 2010 in Ryd, Linköping.




Chapter 1

Remi – 2023







If he weren’t dead already, I’d kill my husband with my bare hands. Squeeze the life right out of him the way he’s been doing to me since last night. Just when I thought this pain deep in my chest couldn’t get any worse, the black hole that was my heart doubled its gravitational force. I remember marveling at the animations of a black hole in the movie Interstellar. Little did I know it’s so much uglier when locked inside your ribcage. Widowhood, the gift that keeps on giving, until it has swallowed all the light inside.

That’s right. Going on for six months now, I have been known as the sad widower here at Stalker Coffee. Where I disliked most of my coworkers before that time, I’ve now learned to loathe them—I know how it sounds, but in my defense, with them verbalizing insensitive thoughts every time they think I’m out of earshot, how could I not?

Ooh, you’re getting married? Watch out, don’t be happy in front of Remi. You’ll set him off again.

He should have just stayed home a few more weeks. He’s not doing the company any favors.

Remi’s gone into a full-blown panic attack again. Maybe I should try those myself and get more days off.

Did you guys hear about Remi? He’s not getting that promotion. Kurt says he doesn’t want to appoint—and I quote—an unstable team leader. Sounds about right, huh?

That last one hurt so much it had me raging against my favorite punching bag in the gym for almost an hour after. The way my supervisor, Kurt—once my unlikely best friend—explained it to me was, “The guys up at corporate want to bring in an American head of sales. My hands are tied, Remi. I’m sorry.” So, in short, not only did I lose my husband of seven years six months ago, I also lost all the hours of hard work I put into this company in one go. August 11th really was the worst day of my life.

At least that’s what I’d been thinking until last night.

“I’m sorry, Remi. You’re not making any sense. What am I looking at?” Christa asks, alternating glances between my phone in her hands and my puffy eyes. Like every morning, we’re both sitting behind her desk on sleek-looking leather chairs with amazing back support—I’m going to need a lot of that today.

Christa’s our leading lady/receptionist, and the first one everyone sees when they enter Stalker Coffee’s Belgian headquarters in Brussels. She’s what I call my work mom, my closest and only friend around here. As both of us are always in the earliest, we quickly gravitated toward each other and started up a habit of taking time to chat before we really get to work. Truthfully, Christa’s been my lifeline in this place the past six months, one I would no doubt have drowned without.

“Brace yourself. Do you remember Ken’s handsome assistant at the funeral? Short black curls, olive skin, and his birth year 1999 tattooed on his arm?” I ask.

“You mean that Italian or Greek fella? The one that couldn’t stop crying?”

“Yup. That’s the one. His name’s Marco. Keep scrolling. You’ll figure it out just like I did.”

Frowning like the gesture would enhance the powers of her reading glasses, Christa takes her time to scan every single text and picture. She recoils when she finds the—admirable, I hate to admit—dick pics and slaps her hand over her opened mouth. “No. No no no.” She throws her glasses from her nose, letting them drop against her chest on its cord. “Oh my God, Remi. Tell me it’s not true. It can’t be, can it?”

“Yup. That seems to be the go-to reaction, I’m afraid. Keep that up for about six more hours and you’ll be at my stage of anger, or numbness or whatever this is.”

“1999, that’s ten years younger than you are. That son of a bitch.”

“Correction. Sons of bitches, plural. It takes two to tango.” I continue to explain how I had finally worked up the courage to go through Ken’s digital inheritance. It seemed like the logical next step after I’d mostly cleared his side of our dresser. I’d been sure that nothing could be more heart-shattering than throwing out my late husband’s favorite clothes—most of which still smelled like him ever so faintly. But boy, had I been wrong. “It started about four months before he died, or at least the messaging back and forth did.” Even though I want to tell Christa more details, I can’t—neither emotionally nor physically after the all-nighter I’ve just pulled.

“Remi, honey, I am so sorry. What do you need? What can I do?” Christa asks, covering my hand with hers on the armrest. 

Good fucking question. For a moment I stare at the outside world through the floor-to-ceiling windows to our left. I can see a sliver of Christmas lights all over the buildings of the American embassy—the last remaining ones along Arts-Loie Avenue. It’s weird how the sight of those Stars and Stripes always brings me back to the time of my Erasmus exchange program days, providing me with images of snow-covered landscapes stretching to the horizon, and Lady Gaga’s Monster playing through my mind’s speakers. What I wouldn’t give to travel back to those days, where I hadn’t even known of Ken’s existence. But then again, those days had their own private brand of anguish. I’m sensing a pattern here.

Giving in to last night’s anger, I say, “I need a shovel and a chainsaw. One to dig up his body and the other to take it apart. You got those lying around somewhere? That would be fantastic.”

Eyes wide and brows traveling up to her short brown bob, Christa doesn’t say anything—which means I’m sounding as crazy as I thought.

A sob escapes my throat. “I’m sorry, I don’t even know why I said that. I’m just so mad I can barely contain it. What I really need, Chris, is my heart and my head to stop taking turns in hurting the most. And sleep—God, I need sleep. You got any narcotics hiding in any drawers? The good ones that will knock me out for a month or longer?”

Christa lifts her finger, her blue eyes filled with mischief. With her other hand she starts pulling out drawers. “Oh, shoot. My good morphine expired last week, so I had to throw it out. Sorry. Maybe give me a heads-up next time your dead husband cheats on you?”

Bless this woman. My sobs mix with laughter that falls flat—progress, so I’ll take it. “On second thought, maybe I just need to keep spending my mornings here with you. Thanks, Chris.”

She pulls me in for a much-needed hug, squeezing me against her as always. “Any time. Are you sure you don’t want to go home? That new American head of sales starts today.”

I pull away. “Fuck. Was that today? I totally forgot. Oh, well, it beats being home alone, so I’ll be fine. Looking like this, I couldn’t make a worst first impression if I tried, but hey, it’s near the bottom of my worry list today.”

Christa rolls her eyes. “Please. You look gorgeous as always, Remi. Annoyingly so, I’ll have you know.”

“Sure…anyway, best to get it over with, I suppose.” I sigh. “I know it’s wrong, but I hate him already. What’s his name?”

“Uhm, last name’s Wilson, or Williams or something? Let me check.”

While Christa checks her calendar and email, I fetch us refills of Stalker’s Scorch espresso blend from the automatic machine in the corner—out on display to both fill the entrance with its dark-roast aroma, and enhance the overall experience for visitors.

“Isaac Williams,” she says, two words so volatile they might as well have been darts hitting my back. In any case, my lungs sure feel like they’re perforated. In the process, I make a shaky mess of our two Americanos in styrofoam cups.

Okay, let’s back up here. Williams is a common American last name as there ever was one, and Isaac isn’t nearly special enough a first name for the combination to be one of a kind. In other words, I could be very, very wrong about this. I just fucking have to be. No one is that unfortunate in life—not even me, in my epic streak.

“Remi? Here, let me help,” Christa says, taking two extra cups to put our soaked ones in. I must have frozen in place in my contemplations. 

“Christa, how old is this Williams guy? Is there a picture in his file?”

“I don’t know. He was hired last-minute, so his file hasn’t been completed yet—wait a second. Why do you care?” She takes a sip, looking up at me over the doubled rim of her cup.

“No reason. Just curious.” I mimic her move and cover my face behind my own cup—to no avail.

“Remi Hendricks, what are you not telling me?” she asks, one hand on her hip.

See what I mean with work mom? Nothing gets past her, and nor will the thoughts leaking through my eyes.

As soon as she’s said her sing-song good morning to the three suits entering through the carousel doors, I hold up my free palm and say, “Okay, Chris. Don’t panic when I tell you this. I’m trying really hard not to panic myself, so you’ll have to do the same. Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Remember that American guy in Sweden who broke my heart?” She nods. “Guess what his name is.”

Her breath hitches. “Get the fuck out of here,” she says—says, as in shouts so hard the sound bounces off every gleaming granite surface in this entrance hall. In a lower voice she adds, “Could it really be him? I mean, what are the odds? This is bad, Remi. I know I’m repeating myself, but you should really go home. Just in case.”

As I share my inner deductions about his name being quite common and repeat the reasons why I should stay away from home today, it dawns on me that it’s not her I’m trying to convince.




• • •




Conference room 1, or the Sumatra room as the fine gentlemen up the food chain are coercing everyone to call it as of this month, is filled with all shop supervisors like myself. Upon entering, I wonder how long this routined jerk reaction of my coworkers is going to last. In my widower status I’ve become reverse fireworks to conversations—boom! Chatter and joy implode as soon as I turn the corner. Subtlety is not a gift many of the dwellers in here were handed. But, taking it on the chin like always, I wish them all a good morning. I’m a fucking superhero.

We’re all waiting for Mr. Isaac Williams to come and meet his team for the first time. It feels more like we’re gossiping teens in a classroom waiting to mess with the incoming substitute teacher’s head as much as possible. Étienne and Christophe, our two Wallonian colleagues, are chatting away in French as per usual, isolating themselves from the rest of us Dutch-speakers. 

Sipping my fourth Americano of the day, I’m sitting in the middle of the U-shaped desk arrangement, facing the projector screen. Heidi and Roger are sitting on either side of me, too distracted by their phones to register my raging heartbeat. Of all the shop supervisors in here, they’re the most tolerable pair, as they’re not as full of themselves as Stephanie and Peter, the two remaining Flemish colleagues. In that regard, my seat is perfect. However, if my new boss really is my one that got away, I’ll be in his line of sight the entire time. 

Stop it. It’s not him. Odds of a meteor striking you in the head are bigger.

Fragments of what sounds like Kurt speaking his best version of English snake through the door from the hallway. 

Fuck no.

I hear him before I see him. My heart skitters to a stop, then starts up again in jumps and squeaky grinds like it’s an old-timer struggling against its last hundred kilometers with all its might. Panic has me wishing for the man just out of sight to disappear into thin air, afraid it would kill me on the spot to lay eyes on him after all this time.

“Hey everyone. Good morning,” he says the second he enters the room with Kurt in his wake. That beautiful baritone with its whiskey warmth that echoes softly—like the crackling of a stone fireplace on a snowy night.

It’s him. It really is him. Why did it have to be him?

I cover the side of my face and keep telling myself not to cry, die or start screaming alternately. Okay, I may not look exactly the same as I did thirteen years ago, but for a man who has seen me from every angle imaginable, chances of him not recognizing me are slimmer than Kate Moss. I should have brought a ski mask or something.

While he’s going through the process of hooking his iPad to the Apple TV and fumbling with the remote of the projector, I can sneak a few peeks without revealing myself.

 Fuck, he’s still hot as ever—perhaps even more. 

The problem with having a good memory is that I recall every single detail from thirteen years back. Isaac’s voice was just the appetizer. I remember all too well how his voice would turn breathy when I laid out a path of kisses from his jaw over his carved neck all the way to his navel. How he’d moan my name when he entered me completely. How his dark skin gleamed like granite that time we made love seven times one night. And what I forced myself to memorize most over the years, how it had taken two months for me to finally be able to go one day without crying—right after he had discarded me like the naive idiot he’d made me believe I was.

Standing here in front of me in his dark navy three-piece suit and mint-green tie, Isaac hasn’t changed that much to me, either. Him adding a full beard and a bald head to the mix should have made him look like an entirely different person. But all I see here from my front-row seat, is the young man I fell in love with thirteen years ago, almost to the day.

No. Do not cry, Remi. Please.

Before taking his seat to Isaac’s right, Kurt says, “Remember, everyone, we only speak English in Isaac’s presence. Understood?” Most of us nod. “Okay, Isaac. They’re all yours.”

Not anymore, Kurt. Not anymore.

“Okay, good morning everyone. How are you all feeling?” he asks, but hasn’t recognized me yet, I think. Or maybe he has, and he’s choosing to ignore me—which would be better, and so much worse at the same time.

When no one really answers, he follows it up with, “Sheesh, Kurt, I’m thinking we need more coffee,” flashing those toothpaste-commercial teeth as he pauses for nervous chuckles. “Don’t worry, we’ve got that covered. That much I’m sure of. So, hi everyone. My name is Isaac Will—”

His speech halts when his dark gaze meets mine.

Fuck.




Chapter 2

Isaac – 2023







“My name is Isaac Will—”

Fuck me. It’s him. Why did it have to be him?

He may look like he was burning more than just the midnight oil last night with his sunken eyes and skin the color of oat milk, but it’s him all right. Remi Hendricks, aka my sexual Achilles heel, aka the cross-Atlantic life I could have led. And just to throw in one more of those akas for good measure, my worst fuck-up. His dirty blond hair is darker and shorter, but it’s him all right. Of all the places he could have worked, it had to be at Stalker Coffee—even worse, under my supervision as of today. 

That’s right, I’m his fucking boss. 

Remi, being the only Belgian guy I’ve ever known, I fantasized about meeting him again when I decided to move across the Atlantic for a six-figure job. I mean, what are the odds? There’s like eight people in this Sumatra room and over eleven million in this tiny, yet crowded country. This expert level of coincidence is more than enough to render a grown-ass man like myself speechless—in front of his new employees for the first time ever. I need to start avoiding those twin Swedish blue eyes—preferably before I forget the rest of my name for real this time.

I shake my head and avert my gaze to the sides of the U-shaped desk arrangement. “I’m sorry. I’m still a little jet lagged, it seems. My name is Isaac Williams and I think we’re going to make Stalker Coffee’s European branch the most successful one in the world. Starting right here in Belgium, the heart of Europe.”

No reactions whatsoever—that’s just great. The one thing I promised myself I wasn’t going to say just had to come tumbling out of my stupid mouth. Remi or no Remi, I need to get my head back in the game. He’s just some guy I used to think of as the moon and all the stars in my universe over a decade ago. Nothing more than that…and nothing less. Damn it. I can’t get my thoughts aligned. Maybe I really am jet lagged halfway to lunacy.

“A little about me: I’ll be 36 this summer, I’m recently divorced, I was born and raised in Chicago and I’m into most sports—soccer included, but I believe you people call it football over here.” One of the guys to my right fist-pumps, just like I wanted. “Also, I’m not afraid to admit this is the first time I’ve ever visited your country, so feel free to introduce me to all things Belgium any time. I’ve been with Stalker Coffee for a whole decade this year, and I’m dying to share what I’ve learned about us as a company…so far.”

Before I continue, I fire up my next slide, the one with highlights of our success in the shape of online articles and other social media posts. “I don’t need to tell you this, but at Stalker Coffee we tend to do things differently. Day in, day out, we spend our time thinking of ways to make us stand out from our competitors. Through the years, we’ve done a fine job globally speaking. That’s why we need to keep improving ourselves, to keep chasing those needs our customers themselves don’t even know about yet. To stay ahead of the market.

“The only way we can do such things is by working together as a team and maintaining an atmosphere in which no idea is considered too crazy to begin with. Now, gelling as a team is not something that happens overnight. As your head of sales, I plan on getting up close and personal with each and every one of you. See what makes you tick, how you handle stress, and what causes you to excel at the things you do for this company. I don’t want to hear you talk, I want to see you do your tasks. Therefore, for my first ten days, I will walk in your shoes—job shadowing you for a full day each. In Chicago the method worked so brilliantly that our state of Illinois broke the Midwest sales records that quarter.” I tap the screen and show my new team the figures of my Chicago winning streak, which in some shops doubled in the course of six months. Seeing as some of the eyebrow pairs are shooting up, my imagery hasn’t missed its target. “So what do you say? Time to put Belgium on the map?”

Okay, at least most of them are smiling now. I should have known Europeans wouldn’t hop on the hell yeah or hear hear train right away like most Americans would—especially not on Monday mornings.

“Right on, Isaac. That’s the spirit,” Kurt says, the Belgian COO of Stalker. For a guy in his position he looks young, and even mildly attractive. If his English proficiency went a little further than sports one-liners, he’d even be a guy I could become friends with. “Now, team, how about we all follow Isaac’s example and introduce ourselves? Come on, let’s get this ball rolling.”

See what I mean? It’s already the third one he’s rolled out in less than an hour. And now he’s found hand gestures with his figures of speech—obnoxious as fuck.

As I try hard to focus on the jagged pieces of English coming out of Étienne, one of the French-speaking store managers for the Liege and Namur provinces, Remi looks me dead in the eye for the first time since I’ve entered. For a long moment, neither of us breaks away. Where he was expressionless before, I could swear the tiniest hint of a smile is working its way through the murky waters of his tired face. He keeps finger-combing his sandy-blond hair back. God, I remember the sensation of those soft locks between my own fingertips like it was yesterday. The sight of him shouldn’t brighten my day, but I might as well be saying things like there’s ice on the sun.

“Oh, okay. So, you two are our Walloon force. Good, we’re going to need you guys. Nice to meet you, Étienne and Christophe. Good. Next.” Thank heavens I’m good with names.

Talking a mile a minute in a fake TikTok-inspired LA accent, Storm Stephanie, the Antwerp shop supervisor, starts rambling about her job in a speech so incoherent and mind-numbing I’m soon distracted by Remi’s presence again. He’s now studying his hands on the desk while his jaw is clenching so hard the muscle in his jaw starts twitching. Down the collar of his black business shirt with purple buttons his Adam’s apple bobs like he’s going to be sick. His forehead is creasing a little more with every passing second, too. Shifting in his seat, his breathing becomes audible.

Shit.

He is not okay. Not even close. And in all likelihood, he’s about to dash for the door before his turn. I can make an educated guess as to who the reason for his unease is.

“Excuse me,” he pants. His foot catches on one of the chair’s legs, causing him to fall to his knee. The sound of his wince through his ragged breaths reverberates in my chest. Without looking back, he brushes the dust off his knee and runs out limping.

As soon as he clicks the door shut behind him, the energy in the room changes—changes as in splits in half. Kurt wipes his brow with his thumb and index finger like he’s biting his tongue. The same can’t be said about Étienne, though. “Encore une fois,” he says beneath his breath—yet loud enough for everyone present to hear. When I look around the room, more eye rolls and sighs decorate the space.

One more time. I know enough French to understand the snarky comment. Now I’m certain something is wrong with Remi. The question is, will I ever find out? Will he ever let me get close enough for him to share anything with me besides work-related stuff? If I were him, I know I wouldn’t. Not in a million years.

“Is he going to be okay? Should someone go after him?” I ask, breaking the silence.

“He’s… Yeah, no. He’ll be fine. Nothing to worry about. Stuff going on at home,” Kurt says.

“It happens all the time, Isaac. It will pass, don’t worry. It’s best not to pay him any attention when he gets like this,” Stephanie says, making me want to rip out a few strands of her blonde hair.

What the hell is wrong with these people? One of their teammates is the emotional equivalent of a nuclear fallout, yet no one cares. Even worse, they act like he’s doing this for attention. That can’t be right. Can it?

Well…only one way to find out.

“You guys, if it’s all the same to you, I’m going to check up on him. It doesn’t feel right not to. We’re only a team if everyone’s on it. I’ll be right back.” I put my iPad on the lectern in front of me and make my way to the door. Gone is the intention of only speaking English in my presence. Even Kurt’s talking—trash, I assume—behind my back. If only I could give a fuck. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in leading teams of salespeople, it’s that you need to lead by example in times of crisis. And these folks are about to get a lesson in how to be a team player. Yup, day one and I’m making waves as I go.




• • •




Hey Remi, you okay? I’m sorry, man. I had no idea you were going to be on my team. This job, it…it all happened so fast. How have you been? Do you ever think about me? About our long nights in Ryd? Are you still mad? Wait, don’t answer that. Of course you are. You have every right. Do you wish you never met me? It’s all right, you can say it. Tell me what to do to make this easier for you. I’ll do anything. 

On my way to the bathrooms—I hope—I keep mulling over my first words to Remi in thirteen years. It’s futile, as there’s nothing I could say that would be worse than how I spoke to him during our last conversation. Like I said, my worst fuck-up—the one Lady Karma’s still got a bone to pick with me over.

“Isaac? Hey, stop right there. Do not go after him, you hear me?” the receptionist shouts at me when I pass her half-moon desk, pointing.

The fuck?

I take two steps back and turn to face her, trying my best to puff out my chest and maximize my traps. I can be a big scary guy if I want to. “I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met, but what gives you the right to order me around?”

“The right? Ha!” She stands up and walks over to my side of the black granite counter, blocking the path to the bathrooms down the hallway with her short yet stocky figure. 

She holds out her hand, “Christa De Wit, nice to meet you, Isaac Williams. I’m the receptionist, and Remi’s friend around here. Among other things, the one in charge of keeping you away from him, for the moment.”

Despite being somewhere in her fifties, her English is fantastic—ten times better than Kurt’s. Blue eyes blazing, this woman means business. It’s actually a relief to see someone care about Remi’s well-being.

I shake her hand. “Okay, got it. I respect that. Is he okay?”

She scoffs. “Of course he’s not. Remi hasn’t been okay for a while now. And you showing up here out of nowhere isn’t helping him heal at all, either. That is why you need to go back to your meeting and stay away from him as much as possible. After what you did to him, it’s the least you can do.” Her words are dripping with venom.

Fuck.

“You…you know?” There goes my authoritative posture.

She nods and crosses her arms. “Lucky for you I’m the only one in this building who does. For future reference, you should always assume I know everything that goes on around here, Isaac. Everything.”

I rub my scalp. “Okay, fine. You can hate me all you want. I won’t even blame you, I swear. But listen, Christa, you seem like a reasonable woman, so I have a proposition for you. I promise I’ll leave him alone as much as I can, if you do me one favor.”

She cocks her head. “I’m listening.”

“Can you tell me what happened to him? I’m getting all kinds of weird vibes from his coworkers. This can’t just be about seeing me after all those years. Something’s not adding up.”

“Assholes,” she mumbles. “Sorry about that. Anyway, you got yourself a deal. It’s better if you hear it from me, I guess. This way Remi won’t have to go through it again.” She clears her throat. “Isaac, Remi’s husband died last August. It happened out of nowhere and completely knocked his life sideways. They were married for seven years. He’s doing his best to cope, but…” her voice trails off while she looks out the floor-to-ceiling windows behind me. “Long story short, he hasn’t been handling it well.”

Fuck, Remi… Poor guy.

No wonder he’s a hot mess. My chest squeezes when I think about all the heartbreak Remi’s had to endure. Of course he freaked out when he saw my face in that Sumatra room. On his monstrous emotional rollercoaster, I added another loop and free-fall track. I might have just destroyed the tiniest new sprout of confidence he’d fostered by barging into his life again. Add it to the list, Lady Karma. I officially suck.

Smoothing my hands over my face, I say, “My God, Christa. Thank you for telling me. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome, I guess. All right, you go back to your meeting with those assholes, and I’ll make sure he heads home. It’ll take some persuasive action from my side, but it’s what I do. I drink coffee, I know things, and I make people do stuff that’s best for them. Nice to meet you, Isaac.”

I smile at her Game of Thrones reference. “Likewise, Christa.”

As I turn and start walking, she stops me again. “Oh, and Isaac?”

“Yeah?”

“Hands down, he’s the best one on your team. Don’t fuck things up again. I’ll come for you if you do.” She eyes me for a few seconds, then puts on her headset and gets back to work like she didn’t just threaten my ass.

I can’t explain why, but I kind of love this sassy lady already.




Chapter 3

Remi – 2010







Come to our corridor party, my Dutch friends said. It will be so much fun, they said. Much cheaper than Herrgården and twice as epic, they said. 

Bullshit, I say. Last time I trusted them, I swear. First of all, the music’s awful—if I hear that Black-Eyed Peas song I Got a Feeling one more time, I’m going to volunteer for a lobotomy to get rid of its endless repetition of platitudes. Secondly, everyone bringing their own booze in a what could possibly go wrong state of mind has resulted in eighty percent of these partygoers being shit-faced. It’s fucking 9:00 pm and some of them look like they’ve been vomiting. Thirdly, I finally understand why these people felt the need to cover up the smoke detectors with plastic bags and tape. Oh yes, they’re smoking all kinds of stuff, not one of which is cigarettes. So, in short, standing here in my best pair of latex jeans with my arms crossed and not a sober soul in sight to talk to, I am not having a good good night, woo-hoo.

This dorm room corridor, just like mine a few Soviet-inspired buildings over, is too tiny for this many people. Out went the rule to take off snow-covered shoes, so my guess is it’s never going to be clean again. It’s got the same dry-eraser whiteboard on the wall as mine with attempts at funny scribbles, and the common area is sporting identical IKEA furniture. The only difference, aside from mine being inhabited by sane people, is that my own corridor always smells of stale Chinese food, even though the Chinese exchange student moved out weeks ago.

Just as a Swede is explaining how he DIY’ed the piss-colored wine in his coffee cup—a weird-ass conversation I got sucked into as an unfortunate bystander—the smell of whatever the idiots in the common area are inhaling is getting to me. If I stand here much longer, I’m going to pass out or puke. And God, why is it so warm in here? 

I apologize to the lanky winemaker—who’s very unattractive for a Swede with his beady crow-like eyes—and make my way to the stairwell. Instantly, the cool air soothes my distress…and reminds me I forgot my down coat inside.

Fuck me.

Hands on my knees, I gulp down buckets of oxygen as the nausea eases and the throbbing of my temples halts. Maybe I’m just allergic to parties, which would explain so much. No matter how much I keep forcing myself to go out and have fun with the people I meet from all across the globe here in Ryd, Linköping, I usually only last two to three hours before I can’t stand the sensory assault any further. Watching Desperate Housewives on my laptop in my easy IKEA chair back in my room with a tub of Häagen-Dazs—beats partying any night in my playbook.

A sudden waft of party decibels coming from the corridor again. I look over my shoulder to witness one of the only black guys in all of Ryd stumble out into the hallway, grinning and laughing as he goes. 

“Hej hej, how are you? Great party, huh?” He says, using the Swedish trademark double greeting we’ve all adopted. Yup, he’s drunk. And holding a green Heineken bottle in one hand. Just my luck, another memorable conversation in three, two…

“Hej hej to you too. Obviously, I’m feeling fantastic. Best party ever, hand on my fucking heart. Can’t you tell? How about you?”

“I know, right? Don’t you just love Sweden? By the way, have we met already? It’s hard to keep track, am I right?” My sarcasm went straight over his head.

On the upside, though, at least he’s American, so I won’t be wanting to shoot my brains out like I usually do because of the choppy English everyone else speaks. Given he won’t remember this at all, I might as well mess with him a little while I’m at it. “As a matter of fact, we did. I’m that guy you fucked senseless in the bathrooms at Herrgården. Remember? You even told me you loved me when you came.” Herrgården is the official student pub near the shopping mall of Ryd in its center, known for its Thursday night parties.

There’s a real chance of me getting beat up because of this, but seeing as he’s imbibed more than a few bottles of booze, I’m taking my chances. 

Instead of recoiling or putting up his best what the fuck face, he rolls his eyes up and down my body with his head tilted. “No, I don’t think that was me. I’d remember fucking a guy like you.” He takes another sip from his Heineken. “Also, I’d never do it in a public bathroom like that. Not when the guy I’m entertaining is as pretty as you.”

By far, this is the weirdest, yet best conversation I’ve had all week. Blushing more than a little, I have to look away from his unfaltering gaze. After a month of mingling with the international student crowds of Ryd, I thought I’d discovered I was the only gay in the village—like on Little Britain, but more disappointing than hilarious. Now, I’m not so sure anymore. Of course, this could be his Heineken doing the talking.

I raise my palms. “Okay, you got me. I was messing with you. Name’s Remi Hendricks. Belgium.” Conversation goes faster around here when you skip a few get-to-know questions. I picked that up in week two.

“Remi. I like that. Nice to meet you, Remi. Isaac Williams, Illinois. You here for the full semester?”

“Nice meeting you too, Isaac. Yes, I am. Can’t wait to see what this place looks like underneath all that snow, am I right?”

“Tell me about it. It’s a lot like Chicago, actually, so I’m feeling right at home.” He polishes off his beer in one swig. “You coming back in?”

Not in a million years.

“Well, uhm, I was kind of leaving, but I forgot my coat, so I’ll hop back in for a minute and then I’m off.”

Isaac starts laughing, howling like I’ve just made my best joke ever. My guess? That was his one bottle of beer that should have stayed on the wall.

“O-kay, then. See you around, Isaac.” I make my way past him, but he grabs my elbow.

“Sorry, man, it’s just…I was imagining you hopping and getting off, and it cracked me up. I may be a little drunk. I’m sorry,” he says, still chuckling. He’s got a strong grip, though. And cheekbones for days that make him look even taller from this angle—like he’s some kind of pharaoh reincarnate.

“Yeah, I got that part. From the looks of it, I’m going to assume you won’t remember meeting me at all, but it was nice meeting you. Take care, and maybe drink some water.”

After fetching my thick down coat, ski gloves and scarf, I brush past him one more time inside the crowded corridor on my way out. Instead of making room for me to make my escape, he moves closer. Before I know it, our faces are only inches apart, close enough for me to detect his delicious musk and soapy smell—and, of course, the booze as his breath brushes my cheek. Oddly, it doesn’t bother me that much anymore for reasons I don’t fully understand. Once my chest and his are no longer touching—his very, very hard one, I must add—I smile and nod and get back to leaving this awful party. 

Not good—not good at all. I can still smell him and feel the valleys and swells of his pecs and abs pushing up against me. Did I imagine him leaning closer or was it really the crowd mashing us together? Why do I want the answer to be the first option?

Oh fuck. I’m going to be masturbating over that moment for the next week. And let’s face it: that’s all I’m ever going to get out of this meet-cute. Two problems with Isaac? One, most likely he’s not gay, even though he seemed interested. Lots of guys experiment in college and I’m not willing to be some frat boy’s guinea pig, thank you very much. Two, he was drunk enough to consider me hopping and getting off hilarious. There’s no chance in hell he’ll remember any of this, so I should just forget about it, too. 

Great, I’ve found yet another reason for me not to attend these kind of parties anymore. Rebekka is going to give me so much grief over this when I call her tomorrow. I can already hear her laugh in my face, so when I stop to think about it, I don’t really need to call her anymore, do I? In fact, I should let our mystic twin connection do the talking for me from now on. Imagine the time I’d be saving.




• • •




In the land of overpriced everything, the cheapest coffee is always the winner. Every time I go out for groceries at Hemköp in Ryd’s roadside shopping center—a twenty-minute walk, which doubles if I get carried away with hefty discounts, as in always—I’m startled at how little my money can buy. I mean, two hundred krona—twenty euros, give or take—should be more than four items, right? And it’s not like I'm buying any real brands: Aside from Lavazza coffee cans, it’s all nameless bottom-shelf products I stow in my cart. I bet this is how locals can spot college kids in this place.

By the time I reach the basement level of the Kårallen building to enter its student-powered café, my lips are almost defrosted enough to produce intelligible English words. No matter how thick my gloves, or how brisk my walking pace around here, some body parts always end up numb when I reach campus. With 2010 becoming the winter of the century around here, I’m not expecting it to get better soon. Nothing I can’t handle, though. Before too long, I’ll find a Swedish boyfriend to keep me warm—if I ever succeed in having a conversation with them that goes further than hej hej, that is. When the universe was doling out chattiness, the Swedes were standing somewhere in the back. There’s one reason for it: they can’t resist standing in line. I’ll even go so far as to call it their national sport.

Speaking of lines, I’m totally blending in with the muted crowd once again. Round, light-wooden coffee tables and colorful twin sofas do a fine job at making this place look like the IKEA version of Starbucks. With its latticework banisters and Louisiana-inspired front porch, Kårallen—I gave up on pronouncing it correctly—is by far the quirkiest building on the Linköping University campus. It’s mostly a party location, but I haven’t been brave enough to face the late-night icy walk to and fro on my own. 

My coffee on this post-party Friday afternoon comes from a giant percolator, but gets me a free mass-produced pastry if I bring my own cup—which I did. Praise these Swedes and their obsession over all things environmentally friendly. Just as I’m handing over my ten krona to the tattooed beanie-wearer at the register, someone calls out my name in English—in perfect American English.

Am I hallucinating? 

Nope, I’m not. Holy cow.

None other than Isaac Williams is coming down the stairs with a big smile and a pep in his step, which seems impossible knowing how drunk he was last night. It defies all logic: No one has that kind of rapid metabolism, not even Kate Moss. Hence my nonplussed episode.

“Remi? Are you okay?” he asks, searching my eyes—for signs of a stroke.

“Isaac, hej. No, yeah, I’m fine. Just, you know, surprised to see you up and about,” I ramble. How is it that in between the two of us I’m the one struggling with speech?

“Surprised? Oh, I wasn’t that drunk, Remi from Belgium,” he says, tipping his head.

Why did he have to be even more stunning in daylight?

“Oh yeah? You thought the verb hopping was so hilarious it leveled our conversation. Could have fooled me.”

He winces, flashing that sexy set of pristine teeth. “Not my brightest moment, I’ll admit to that much. Which,” he drags out the word like it has three syllables, “brings me to the order of the day. Making it up to you.”

I blink for a beat. “I don’t follow.” 

Tattoo McBeanie hands me my filled stainless steel thermo mug—reading I heart kaffee—and brownie with a green layer of either matcha or pistachio frosting. It’s a welcome reprieve from the exclusivity of all the coconut- or almond-flavored pastries I’ve come across so far, and I can’t hide my smile…from anyone in my vicinity, my handsome new acquaintance included.

“Wow, if a pastry makes you smile like that I can only imagine your sex face,” Isaac says, way more loudly than necessary. It’s enough to make Beanie start choking on his own spit. 

Now I’m sure he’s just messing with me. I did not grow up in a small town in Flanders—where at least three people would call me faggot or worse on my walk home from the bus station—to get harassed here in international Winter Wonderland. Like I didn’t already know this Isaac guy was trouble. I never should have told him my name. Note to self: never talk to drunk strangers again.

Time to extricate myself from this situation before he invades my personal space like last night. The odds of me letting him are way too big. “Yeah, thanks for that. Look, you and I are good. There’s no need for you to make up for anything, okay? Besides, I’ve got to go. My Swedish History in the Early Modern Period class is waiting for me.”

His eyebrows shoot up to the edge of his buzz cut. “Get out of town. We’re taking the same class? Oh man, this is too good to be true.”

Fuck me.

“Too bad about Mrs. Hale, though,” he adds.

I take a sip of my coffee, still feeling the pull of the staircase to make my escape. Momentarily lost in the scratching of my caffeine itch, I’m relishing the warmth hitting my stomach, letting my head tip back. Honestly, the stuff’s not great, but not too shabby either—for ten krona. A breath later, Isaac’s words hit me with a delay. “Wait. What did you just say?”

“Mrs. Connie Hale, our teacher, sent us all an email about an hour ago. Something about her asthma having gotten worse. Her class won’t start until March, which is why I headed here in the first place. To warm up, and maybe run into hot Belgian dudes again.” He winks.

Any other time I’d be blushing, but I’m too thrown. I need those credits to graduate in June. It was the only class left for me to take thanks to my university back home having screwed up my enrollment. I don’t even like history. “What email? Are you sure it’s the same class? Early Modern Period?”

“Positive.” He fishes his phone from his pocket, the Blackberry from my Christmas wish list. Pushing a few buttons, he shows it to me—or not.

“Well?” I ask when he clutches the phone to his chest, far out of my reach. We’re both still standing to the side of the staircase, blocking the direct path to the coffee counter, which means people keep squeezing past us.

Mischief makes his near-black eyes sparkle as a devious smile works its way up one side of his face. At the same time, I am about to get furious at him, and weak in the knees. Either way, I can’t avert my gaze.

“One condition, Remi. If I show you the email, you’ll let me buy you another cup of coffee to make up for my behavior last night. Take it or leave it.”

Oh, he’s good. How can he be so confident about this being my only option? He’s not wrong, though. My phone isn’t nearly sophisticated enough to be able to check my email. And on top of that, finding an available computer will take too long if my class indeed starts in four minutes. He’s got me cornered. And he fucking knows it.

I huff. “Fine, you can buy me coffee.” 

He fist-pumps like the goofball he is.

“But,” I add, “not here. The fancy place down the street inside that bookstore. To use your words, take it or leave it.” I fold my arms and enjoy another sip, hoping it will hide my self-satisfied smile.

Just when I think Isaac couldn’t possibly become sexier, he proves me wrong and dials his gentleman air up to eleven. Brushing his fingers over mine for a little longer than called for, he swaps my thermo mug for his phone, enabling me to browse with both hands. When I’ve read the email twice, spotting my name in the list of recipients, I look up to find him watching me with that heated gaze. Instead of doing more talking, we just stare at each other, like we’re communicating on a whole new level. Then he jerks his head to the staircase, turns around and starts walking with my mug in hand, leaving his phone in mine. I have no choice but to follow him—and even if I did, my guess is I would follow him anyway.

Oh yes, Isaac Williams is trouble with a capital T.




• • •




“English and economics teacher, huh? Well, that explains it. Your English is so good, Remi, it’s uncanny. You barely have an accent. It’s nice. Feels like coming home. Oh shit, now I’m sounding like a creep. Forget I said that,” Isaac says, covering his face with one large palm. Just like everything about his body I can observe through his thick winter clothes, his hands exude strength.

“Correction. A creep with a stalker habit. But thanks.”

We’re sitting by the window at the Wayne’s Coffee shop inside the campus bookstore, facing each other in chocolate leather armchairs—no IKEA stuff in sight in here, ergo the fancier coffee place. So far, we’ve covered the most basic questions, ready to enter more interesting conversation territories. Isaac’s two years my senior—just the way I like it. He’s a business major and lives in an apartment instead of a dorm room like me, courtesy of his father. Isaac’s parents divorced when he was four years old, which caused a rift between father and son after his mom got full custody. To make up for his absence, Isaac’s dad is financing his education, including a semester abroad. What I heard most of all in his story is daddy issues. Contrasting the vibe I’ve been getting so far, maybe Isaac really is gay.

“It’s probably my hangover talking.” He winks, countering my stalker comment.

“I still can’t believe you remember our talk from last night. I would have bet money on it.”

Isaac shrugs. “What can I say? I make it a rule to never drink so much that it would wipe out my memories. A real man knows his limits.” He leans closer. “What I also happen to remember is I haven’t fucked you in those bathrooms at Herrgården. Yet.” He rolls his teeth over his full bottom lip.

Fuck. How could one word ignite me from the inside like this? Heat is traveling up my neck, which feels like it’s turning an admirable shade of scarlet as we speak. “There you go again, huh? How would you know I’m interested?”

“Easy. Because of the way you looked at me when I pressed myself up against you. That corridor was crowded, but not that crowded.” His coffee cup is doing little to hide his evil grin.

I release a huff of laughter, my cheeks flushing. “Oh my God. I knew it. You little perv.” I shake my head and look out the window. Feeling brave, I add, “So, uhm, how did I look at you, exactly?”

He pauses for a moment, all the while alternating his gaze between my eyes, my lips and neck. “Like you’d hit your knees and drink me dry if I let you.”

Yup, Trouble.

The sip of my latte makes a wrong decision at the fork in the road to my stomach, causing me to cough like I really did just swallow his cum—okay, much as I hate to admit it, I’m hard just thinking about it. Talk about an expert at flirting. Who knew dirty talk could be this hot? But then again, I never heard it from his plump lips before. “Wow. That’s uhm…that’s real poetry right there, Isaac. Sure you’re a business major? Feels like a missed calling.”

He laughs, his voice bright and bellowing. “Yes, I’m sure. It may not have been poetry, but it was sure worth making you blush.”

This guy.

“Well, consider your mission accomplished. So Isaac, forgive me, but I’m curious. Would you have allowed me to? Drink you dry, as you so elegantly put it? I’m sorry to ask, but I’m getting mixed signals here.”

He gestures for me to get closer with a hooked finger. Still not satisfied when I lean over the table, he does it again. When our faces are only inches apart, he whispers, “Only if I could have kissed you first.”

With his scent hitting my nostrils and my heart vibrating against my sternum, I have to pull away before I do something rash like push my lips against his right here, right now. 

All of a sudden, though, something feels off about this strange chance encounter. Business rule number one: If it appears too good to be true, it most likely is. Well, with Isaac looking like candy I never knew I craved, this most certainly counts as one of those instances. He’s got to be messing with me. There’s no way he’d flirt with me so openly if he were really interested. This scene has introduction to gay bashing written all over it. Later, he’ll ask me to meet him in some dark alley and take a hammer to my head, or something equally violent. I promised Rebekka I would protect myself, and she’s right about everything all the time. Annoyingly so. 

“Remi? Where did you go? What’s wrong?” I’ve officially been staring out the window for too long.

“Yeah, I’m sorry, but I have to get going, Isaac. Thanks for the coffee, but I’m suspecting you’re just messing with me. I’m not interested in getting hurt or made a fool out of. This was a mistake. I have to look out for myself.”

“What? Remi, you got this all wrong. I’m being truthful here, I promise.”

Getting up, I grab my coat and release a frustrated breath. “Which is exactly what you would say if you were stringing me along. Answer me this, handsome. Are you gay or not?”

“I’m…I’m not.” His gaze drops to the table.

Feeling the drama, I guffaw at his honesty. “See, just what I—”

He shoots up and takes a step, interrupting me, “Let me finish, damn it. If you must know, I’m bisexual.” 

For a moment I lock eyes with him, just to see if he’d flinch—or any other sign he’s lying. 
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