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        To my noisy muse, you know who you are.

        It’s always you. It’s only you.
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        Eddy: The End

      

    

    
      It ended just as quickly as it began.

      He came home and said he didn’t love me anymore, didn’t think we had any future, not together. And as the words rushed out of his mouth, I stood very still, my arms folded across my chest and waited for the truth to finally come.

      I knew my lips had pulled into a thin, grim line. I was biting in the words I wanted to spit out at him. “Who have you fucked this time?” or “Can’t you keep your cock in your pants?” but I held back and focused on the splotch of red wine on his shirt and told myself this was okay. I didn’t need him to feel complete. I don’t think I’d ever felt complete with him. He was just a boy pretending to be a man. A beautiful boy, but a boy all the same.

      “Say something, Eddy.” Andreas was nervous. He kept standing, pacing, and then throwing himself back into the same armchair. Under the tan, his cheeks and neck burned red.

      “What exactly do you want me to say?”

      “You must have something you want to say. I just told you I don’t love you anymore.”

      “Fine. I think we should sell the apartment.”

      “What?”

      “Actually, it was mostly my money that went into this apartment,” I surmised. “My down payment of…half a million kronor, was it? I was the one who sold her apartment so we could move in together.”

      “You want to talk money?”

      “Well, we’re splitting up, aren’t we?” I sank into the armchair opposite his and crossed my legs. I kept my voice even and light. “Since you don’t love me, and we have no future, why should we still share this apartment?”

      “We bought it together—”

      “How much money did you bring to the table?”

      Andreas licked his lips and shrugged. He mumbled an “I don’t know” but wouldn’t make eye contact with me. We both knew the truth.

      “I hope your new girlfriend has a place you can move into.”

      “What makes you think there is someone else?”

      “With you, there’s always someone else. I recognize the pattern, sweetie.”

      It never changed with him. We’d had a good run these last few months, but I’d sensed he would get restless again. And this time, I wasn’t ready to forgive and forget.

      “Eddy, we can’t just…”

      “Yes, actually, we can. You remember the last time you cheated on me? You said you would move out if it happened again.”

      “But, Eddy, be realistic.”

      “I am being realistic. And that’s exactly what I want you to do. Move. And we’ll sell this place. You put thirty percent into it, and that’s exactly what you’ll get.”

      He shook his head and then launched out of the chair and stormed out of the room.

      The knot in my stomach unraveled slowly. But the bitter taste of another failed relationship…that took even longer to disappear.

      [image: ]

      When he left, the apartment seemed to breathe out a long sigh of relief, as if it had been waiting patiently for this very moment. In a few days, it would be Midsummer and the evening sky was still full of light.

      I wandered through every room, making sure he’d taken everything that was his. I didn’t want to wake to another day of being reminded that Andreas and I had shared this apartment.

      I kept telling myself I was okay with this, and I was. I didn’t want to have to grin and bear it again. But there was that nagging little voice that I could just barely hear over the super positive “I am a strong, independent woman” mantra on repeat in my mind—that naggy, snarky little bitch who revelled in reminding me, “This is the third time you’re the one left alone.”

      “Shut up, bitch…” I muttered.

      “Sorry?”

      I’d forgotten about Petra, the real estate agent, who was also going from room to room, casting an eye on all the renovations we’d done as she calculated the apartment’s market value. She flashed a tight little smile at me. It was almost as tight as the skirt and blouse she wore.

      “I’m just talking to myself,” I assured her and then reached for my vibrating iPhone. "I do that sometimes."

      Another call from Andreas. I pressed reject and set my phone back on the windowsill.

      “Well, your apartment will definitely be a hot commodity,” she said. “An apartment this size and in this neighborhood…it’ll fetch a pretty penny.”

      I nodded. I already knew this. It was one of the reasons I’d convinced Andreas that we should move to this part of Kungsholmen. From the living room and dining room, there was a perfect view of Norr Mälarstrand and the glittering waters of Lake Mälaren. We had a balcony that stretched the entire length of the apartment and with all of the plants and flowers in bloom, it would look inviting enough that even the most jaded Stockholmer would want to live here.

      “How much do you think it’s worth?”

      “We’re looking at…ten million kronor at least, and that’s before the bidding would start.”

      “So, we should start with an asking price of ten million?”

      “At least.” Her blond head bobbed up and down excitedly. “Five rooms…a king’s balcony, two walking closets…”

      “Walk-in closets,” I corrected.

      “Sorry?”

      “They’re not called walking closets. The closets don’t have legs. They can’t go anywhere.”

      She clutched her iPad and barked out a nervous laugh. “Of course! Ha-ha! Whoever heard of a closet with feet?”

      I put her out of her misery. “When can we say it’s on the market?”

      “We can list it starting on Monday. Is that too soon?”

      “Couldn’t we make it sooner?”

      “I’m sorry, but that’s as soon as we can do it.”

      “Fine,” I conceded. “Monday it is. And…if we get a good enough bid so that I can avoid any open house, that’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. I want to sell this as quickly as possible.”

      “What will you do then?”

      Behind her was a framed vintage print of the Empire State Building. Andreas had hated it, but it was the one image in the apartment that reminded me of home. And right now, I wished I was in the gritty, muggy, crowded embrace of home.

      I smiled at Petra, the perky real estate agent. “I’m moving back to New York.”

      [image: ]

      I signed the paperwork and Petra congratulated me on making the right choice of her real estate agency before she finally left.

      I walked out onto the balcony and breathed in the lavender-scented air before any of the exhaust of passing cars drifted up to me. It was one of the perks of living on the top floor of the building. I would miss this view. I would miss this apartment, but I couldn’t stay here. It was too big for one person and, even if I met someone else, I didn’t want them to walk into a place that had been the scene of so many arguments, of so much disappointment. It would surely taint any attempts I might make at starting over.

      But New York. I could move back. There was nothing holding me in Stockholm anymore. Andreas and I had dissolved our business partnership as swiftly as we’d ended our relationship. I shivered and pulled my sweater closer around me. If Laney were still here, I would have considered staying. But she was in Copenhagen now, and she was so blissfully happy, it was enough to make your teeth ring. I would have been super jealous if I didn’t love her so much.

      For now, though, I needed to focus on my life. I couldn’t begrudge my cousin for her happiness. And maybe, if I were lucky, I’d find my own Happily Ever After, even if I didn’t believe in that bullshit.
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        Henrik: Midsummer

      

    

    
      “Are you still at work, Henrik?”

      I frowned at the speakerphone. I should have ignored my ex-fiancée’s personal ringtone. “I’ve got to finish going through a contract. It’s what I’m paid to do, Iben.”

      “Sure you are, but tomorrow’s Sankt Hans aften.” She was laughing at me, teasing me in that way that had always irked me when we were still together. It still annoyed me. I leaned back in my chair. The office was silent, empty. The only other person around was the cleaning woman, and even she looked as though she would soon be ready to leave. “I can’t believe you are still sitting there at your desk like a dutiful little boy when the rest of Denmark is getting ready for summer.”

      “Iben, I’m really busy...” I rubbed my forehead and closed my eyes. My scalp felt tight and hot, tense enough for a headache to erupt if I didn’t get something to eat or drink soon.

      “You’re always busy, Henrik. And you never answer your phone.”

      “Apparently, I do. We’re talking now, aren’t we?”

      “You know what I mean! You never answer your office phone when I call. It’s why I called you on your personal phone.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and massaged away the tension building there. “Was there something you wanted?”

      “Can’t I call simply to see how you’re doing?”

      “No, you usually call me because you need my help with something.”

      “Now you make me sound like a user, Henrik.” Iben let out a little huff. I could imagine her sitting in her apartment, pouting and then gesturing at her new fiancé. “We may not be engaged any longer, but I do still care about you. I always have.”

      Chastened, I mumbled an apology, but I knew she was waiting to ask me a favor. Her random phone calls always involved favors.

      “But...I was wondering...”

      “Yes?”

      “The beach house we used to rent—are you going to rent it again this summer?”

      “I already have.” I flicked my iPad screen. A picture of the house appeared. Set amongst the sand dunes with a perfect view of the beach and Nivå Bay, the petrol gray clapboard cottage with white trim and shutters was perfect for me. It had been built in the 1920s and retained a simple elegance that spoke to me. Though the previous owners had fitted it with all the usual modern comforts, they left the old fireplace and whitewashed oak floors intact. It was hard to believe that in a few weeks, it would be mine. No more renting it. By the end of the summer, I would own the house.

      “A-ha! Jonas and I were hoping we could rent it this year.”

      “Sorry, I’ve already signed the contract.”

      “Couldn’t you let us have it for a few weeks?”

      “A few weeks...?”

      “Well, the whole month of July, we were thinking.”

      “I’m on vacation then, and that’s when I am planning to be there.”

      “But—”

      “Iben, there are other houses for rent, and this country has roughly 1700 kilometers of coast you can choose from.”

      “Yes, but that area is special to us.”

      “It is to me as well,” I quipped. I didn’t want to be reminded of why it was special to her. It was still a sore spot.

      “But Jonas and I fell in love there.”

      “Sorry, Iben, but the answer is no.”

      She huffed again. I could hear Jonas questioning her. They both probably assumed I’d be accommodating. ‘Henrik is always so reasonable, so rational and easy-going’. No, this time I wasn’t going to be the one who agreed to keep things calm, easy.

      “Could we at least have a week?”

      “No, I’m sorry. I’ve got plans for the entire month.” I didn’t, but I refused to have Iben and Jonas sully the house for me the way they’d ruined Sankt Hans aften. The last thing I wanted was for the two of them to christen in every room of the house--which I was pretty certain they’d do if I said yes.

      Not when I was trying to get on with my life without her.

      [image: ]

      This is what happens every year on Saint Hans Eve.

      We light bonfires on the beach, we drink too much. Someone fucks someone they shouldn’t have fucked. Someone cries, someone pretends they’ve done nothing wrong. Someone leaves someone.

      Last year, I was the one who left someone. I didn’t have to pretend I’d done nothing wrong. My girlfriend kissed the wrong man. She fucked the wrong man and then told me it was my fault. The logic was flawed, but at least the result was that we were no longer planning our future together. She’d found her future on that beach, even through her drunken fog, she’d realized I was not the man for her and took a chance on someone new.

      I’ll tell you this straight off the bat: I don’t believe in love. Not anymore. Maybe I never did. All I know is I spent four years with Iben, thinking I’d know love when I felt it, but it never happened. I guess it was good that she “fell” on the wrong guy.
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      The sky was still not really dark despite the late hour. Summer had arrived in Denmark and with it, the white nights Scandinavia was so famous for. I was too tired to walk, so I headed for the subway and rode it without making eye contact with anyone. My stomach grumbled, reminding me I had yet to give it the food it so desperately desired. By the time I opened the door to my apartment, I was ravenous, but it was too late to make anything complicated. I tossed my keys on the console in the hall and shrugged out of my leather jacket.

      “I’m home,” I said to no one in particular. I didn’t even have a pet to welcome me. Maybe I needed a cat...

      Coming home to an empty apartment still jarred me. When Iben and I lived together, there was always noise in the background. She hated silence. She’d set up wireless speakers in every room of our old apartment so she could stream her favorite music—a bizarre hodgepodge of Bob Dylan and electronica—that eventually became the nerve-wracking soundtrack of the rise and fall of our relationship. When there was no music, she hummed as she knitted or watched the news. Her body was always in motion, feet tapping on the side of our coffee table, fingers drumming on the arms of chairs, her lithe limbs, stretching and flexing. The more she moved, the more noise she made, the quieter I became. Now, the silence I’d always loved disarmed me.

      I ended up making a spinach and mushroom omelet and washing it down with a beer. I was nearly done eating when my phone sounded, this time with the hammer ringtone I’d programmed for my cousin Mads.

      He greeted me with the usual “hej” and then asked me what I was up to. From the whirring and hammering I heard in the background, he was probably still at his workshop.

      “Finishing my dinner,” I told him and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “I had to work late so...”

      “You and me both,” he said and grunted. “I’ve got a commission to finish, and I kind of fell behind schedule.”

      “Too many distractions?” I teased, knowing he’d only laugh and respond with a vague but very satisfied-sounding “yeah.”

      I didn’t blame him for not really caring about falling behind. Mads had survived a turbulent year. First, Laney went into labor nearly four months too early, and their daughter was born premature. Then little Liv had to remain hospitalized for close to three months. Now that he and Laney had Liv at home with them, they prioritized their family time. When you came so close to losing someone, you wanted to hold on even tighter. I never felt that way with Iben.

      “Listen, Laney invited her cousin Eddy to come down for Sankt Hans aften.”

      “Eddy? The one who was here for Christmas?”

      “Yeah, you met her, right?”

      “I did,” I said and smiled at the memory of her in her sleek running tights and top, pulling her hair into a loose ponytail as she swept her eyes past me. She’d flirted a little with me until my phone rang—Iben calling with one of her “Just calling to see how you are and remind you my life is so much more fulfilled than yours” monologues. “She lives in Stockholm if I remember correctly.”

      “That’s the one. Is it okay if she stays with us at the house? She and Laney haven’t seen each other in a while.”

      “Of course! You guys could take the house, and I could sleep at Farmor’s. Anton and Ingrid could stay with you too–”

      “No way. We’re not going to put you out of your own house,” Mads countered. “There is plenty of space for all of us, isn’t there?”

      “Well, yeah...I just thought you might want to have the place to yourselves.”

      “Come on, Henrik, it’s your house. And we always said it would be all of us there together.”

      “You know, Iben called me today–she thought I would let her have the place so she could spend the summer there with her new man.”

      “She’s insane, Henke,” Mads snorted in disgust. He’d never been a huge Iben fan. “You’re better off without her in your life.”

      “I know, but it’s not so great being alone either.”

      “It’s better to be alone than to be with the wrong person. You were there when I was married to Karen. You know how unhappy we both were.”

      “True, but now you’ve got everything you wanted.”

      “Well, maybe you and Eddy will hit it off,” Mads said.

      I laughed at the suggestion. The Eddy I remembered was so far out of my league, it was preposterous to even consider her even paying me more than a passing glance. “I’ve heard enough Eddy stories to know she’s used to guys who run in a more glamorous and exclusive crowd than me."

      “You never know,” Mads said. He was probably shrugging and smiling. “She’s single again. Maybe she’s looking for someone new.”

      “Yeah, right. I’m sure she’s been waiting for a bookish lawyer. All women fall over themselves for bookish lawyers. It’s why I am über-popular at parties.”

      “Well, you know what they say—anything can happen on Sankt Hans aften.”
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      It rained in the morning on Sankt Hans aften. Somehow, it always did. I lay in bed, listening to the rain splatter against the windowpanes. This time last year, before Iben fell onto Jonas, we’d lain in this very same bed, and she’d mused that she’d dream of the man she’d marry if she put flowers under her pillow.

      She hadn’t sounded wistful, more cynical. I’d been reading the newspaper. I set it aside and took in the sight of her, sinewy and restless. She picked at a cuticle then glanced at her phone.

      “That’s what they say you should do,” I said, more amused than anything. She’d never brought up marriage before. I didn’t think she was even interested in it.

      Iben stretched her long limbs and sighed. “It would be a waste of time anyway.”

      In the end, she was right.

      But this year, I woke alone, no girlfriend idly wondering if she’d be married by this time next year, and then realized there was no point. I nearly fell asleep again, but my phone began to buzz, and then the ringtone cut through the morning calm.

      “What time are we starting?” Anton sounded too alert for this early in the morning. “Ingrid and I have got to pick up Eddy from the train station.”

      I'd come to know Anton and Ingrid, thanks to Mads. Anton and Mads met when he'd started taking carpentry classes at the local community college where Mads sometimes taught. Anton was American—with his lanky surfer build and mop of messy black hair—he looked the part. But sometimes, he was more Danish than we were. Ingrid, his Danish wife, was nearly as tall as he was. She had the sort of ethereal looks—jarringly blue eyes and striking red hair — that reminded me of a character straight from a fairytale.  They were two of Laney's closest friends. They’d gone to college together in the US, and Laney always said that, apart from her cousin Eddy and Eddy's mother, Anton and Ingrid were the closest thing to family she’d ever had.

      “I’m still in bed, so not too early.” I tried to restrain a yawn, but it escaped anyway. “Is she taking the train from Stockholm?”

      “No, she’s flying into Kastrup,” Anton said. “I told her we could pick her up at the airport, but she said she’d catch the train into town.”

      “What time is she landing?”

      “Noonish. Inge...do you remember what time Laney said?”

      I could barely hear Ingrid’s reply. She sounded as sleepy as me.

      Anton mumbled an “okej” and then said to me, “Yeah, her flight lands at twelve-thirty, so she should probably be in town by around one if she’s travelling light and we’re going to pick her up from Nørreport.”

      “So, you’ll be at Snekkersten around quarter to two.”

      “Sounds about right. We’re bringing plenty of wine and beer. Ingrid baked some bread too, plus we’ve picked up some cheese…some smoked salmon.”

      “Laney and Mads are bringing some food too,” I said. “And I already had some groceries delivered, so we’ll be fine.”

      “And don’t worry about anything, man. This midsummer will be better than last year.”

      “It can’t be any worse.”

      “It’s already miles better—no Iben.”
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      By the time Mads, Laney, little Liv, and I arrived at the beach house, the clouds were dispersing, and the rains had finally stopped. Patches of blue spread across the sky as I unloaded the last of my bags from the car. Mads came out to help. He was barefoot, despite the wet ground, and wearing his favorite cargo shorts even though it was still chilly.

      “Aren’t you cold?” I nodded at him and then handed him one of the bags. “I know it’s officially summer but…”
      	“Lad være. Laney said the same thing. It’s not that cold.”

      “Cold being the operative word.” I shivered just seeing his bare legs and feet, but he seemed impervious to the weather. He’d always been that way.

      “Anton called. They’ve picked up Eddy, so they’ll be here in around thirty minutes.”

      “Good. I’m starving.” I’d fallen asleep after Anton’s call and ended up oversleeping. Breakfast became irrelevant. I couldn’t wait to fire up the grill and get some steaks going. A beer or three wouldn’t be wrong either. We finished unloading the car—working for a company famous for its beer had its perks—we had enough beer to last us a few months.

      Maybe I’d sounded sullen earlier. I don’t know. Once we’d stocked the fridge with beers and food, we pulled open the sliding doors and let some fresh air into the house. From the patio, we had an uninterrupted view of the sea. Mads followed me outside and handed me a beer.

      “It gets better, Henke.” He scratched his chin and kept his eyes trained on the waves. “You’ll meet the right person, and then all of that nonsense with Iben won’t matter anymore.”

      “It doesn’t matter now.” Even if no one really believed me, at least I knew that I’d come out of the funk I’d been in relatively unscathed…just a little more cynical. “I’m already over it.”
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      "They're here!" Laney called out from the front garden.

      Mads and I were having a beer on the patio facing the sea while baby Liv napped, swaddled in a cozy fleece blanket in the sleeping cot we'd brought outside with us.

      Laney had switched over from her American-accented Danish to English.

      Mads grinned as her voice travelled to us. Fuck, he was so in love, it practically oozed out of him.

      I nudged his shoulder. "You're whipped," I teased him.

      "No, just happy. I have everything I ever wanted." He leaned down to check on Liv, but she was still sleeping. "I'm getting married in a couple of weeks to a woman who makes me so damn happy. I have a beautiful baby girl...I don't need anything else."

      "You're lucky."

      "You'll have it too," Mads assured me as he lifted Liv out of the cot and nestled her in the crook of his arm. Though Laney often chastised him for constantly picking up Liv, he didn't like to be too far from his daughter.

      “No, I doubt it. Love is a drug. And I don't need it."

      "Sure, sure. We all said that once or twice." He looked ready to say more, but then Anton and Ingrid came around from the side of the house, calling out greetings and their arms full of shopping bags. I vaulted out of my chair and went over to help them.

      That's when I saw her.

      She was behind Laney, a leather weekender bag slung over her shoulder as she dragged a humongous suitcase up the gravel path from the front of the house. The red cardigan she wore over her maxi dress set off the warmth of her skin. I never believed in love at first sight. I always thought it was ridiculous bullshit that could be written off as lust. Maybe that was the case now, but as soon as she smiled at me and said "hi" in that slightly raspy voice, the only thought in my mind was that one day, she would be mine. I managed to walk forward and offer to help her with her heavy suitcase.

      "A gentleman!" She grinned at me and my skin flushed hot. I was probably blushing already. "I like that."
      	"We Danes are generally much more polite than the Swedes," I joked as I took hold of her bags.

      “Henrik, you remember Eddy, don't you?” Laney was already draping her arms around Mads and peppering him and Liv with kisses.

      I nodded and swallowed hard. “Yeah, I do. Welcome. Glad you could spend Sankt Hans aften with us."

      "Thanks so much for letting me come...” Eddy touched my arm and flashed a wide smile at me. Mirrored aviator-style sunglasses hid her eyes from me, but that didn’t stop me from staring. When we’d met in December, I remembered being taken aback by how beautiful she was. Her dark hair, slicked back in a sleek ponytail, her nut-brown skin so radiant even under the horrible fluorescent hospital lighting, her kissable lips curved into a smile even when her eyes betrayed the worry she held inside. In the midst of all the chaos at the hospital, she’d breezed in like a beautiful butterfly—even in her running tights and down parka, Eddy had shoved aside the drab winter darkness. I’d nearly dropped that paper cup full of tepid hospital coffee I'd been nursing. She’d dazzled me with a sudden smile and an “oh hi!” and, yes…she'd had me at hello. But before we could even say much to one another, Mads had stalked back into the visitors areas where we were waiting for news about Laney and Liv. I sat there, watching her and murmuring “wow”.

      Had I said it aloud now? She let out a laugh and said, “Wow! This view is stunning!”

      Wow indeed…
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      Mother Nature played nicely with us, dispersing the clouds long enough for shafts of sunlight to emerge and warm the sand and air. We claimed a spot on the beach, spread out our picnic blankets, and dug a pit perfect for a campfire. Sometimes, I glanced Eddy’s way—she was still wearing those mirrored sunglasses, but her spontaneous bursts of laughter and her energy caught me and wouldn't let me go. That cynical old bastard inside me—the one who didn’t believe in love at first sight? The one who scoffed at romance and anything connected to it? Yeah, even he was taking in Eddy and wondering if she’d look his way.

      I’m not sure who started the rounds of toasting with schnapps. We were sitting on picnic blankets around the bonfire, laughing and trading ridiculous stories. Eddy was sitting beside me—how was it possible that she could be even more beautiful than the last time I saw her? I stole glances. I couldn’t help it. She had this throaty laugh that hooked me. Once I heard it, it took hold of me, crept inside me. At one point, she turned to me and said, “Thanks for letting me come along.”

      “The more, the merrier.” We toasted to new acquaintances, but the truth was we’d met before…even if she didn’t remember.

      I remembered Laney saying we should toast to silly things. “We don’t need to be serious all the time,” she insisted when Ingrid teased her with a “aren’t we always silly?”

      Laney stopped after two glasses of schnapps. She still had the baby to think about. The rest of us were free to be as irresponsible as we wanted.

      Schnapps glasses were filled and refilled… Was it Mads who raised his glass to good wood? We all guffawed, appreciating his double entendre. Someone else took over with the next silly toast. Another round of schnapps…and then another. I felt looser, mellower with each glassful.

      Eddy drained her schnapps glass a little too quickly. A rookie mistake, but she handled it with ease, laughing through the burn of the potent liquid sliding down her throat. She set the glass back on the picnic blanket, laughed again, and fanned her face with her hands.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded and then swore. “My god, that is strong stuff!”

      “I should have warned you.” I poured a glass of water for her and then watched as she gulped it down. How long would it take for her to remember that we’d met before? She thanked me and still smiled in that diffuse way of those slipping into a sweet haze of intoxication. “Elderflower schnapps can put hair on your chest.”

      “I like you...” She squeezed my thigh and brushed her lips—ever so quickly—over mine. “I’m sorry...I don’t remember your name...”

      “It’s Henrik,” I reminded her. Normally, I would have bristled at being forgotten so easily, but that first time we met was a night when we were all too worried about other things. And now? With all the wine, beer, and schnapps we'd both had, it was a wonder we remembered anything at all.

      “Henrik...right, of course. You’re Mads’s cousin.”

      “Bingo.”

      “I like you...you’re funny.”

      Her hand still lingered on my thigh. We were sitting so close, I could detect the faint floral notes of her perfume, could see the tiny beads of perspiration on her nose. I leaned in a little more, kissed her. Her lips parted under mine, and our tongues touched. She pressed against me, her breasts crushed against my chest. I wanted to pull away the collar of her sweater and kiss her from her nape to the hard points of her nipples.

      It was Sankt Hans aften. I was allowed to be reckless.

      Further up the beach, bonfires crackled and sparked in the semi-darkness. People were already shedding their clothes and running into the cold, dark water. I stood up and waited to see what Eddy would do. She brushed her curls from her face and held out her hand to me. The midsummer sky still hadn’t quite darkened, but alcohol freed everyone’s inhibitions. I told myself this was madness. I could practically taste how much I wanted her... her coppery eyes, her wild curls, the way she moaned when I’d touched her. I led her away from the crowd, away from the group my cousin and his girlfriend had invited to celebrate the beginning of summer. She came willingly, not once looking over her shoulder or commenting that she should tell Laney she was with me. I think we both liked the spontaneity of our connection— two people a little drunk on schnapps and beer and so much sun after the long, dark winter.

      It felt so right, holding her hand, lacing my fingers with hers and letting her warmth seep into me. In the distance, we could see the blinking lights of the bridge to Sweden. The waves slapped the shoreline and beckoned us.

      “We should take a dip,” she said, her voice so mellow and soft. She let go of my hand and turned to face the water. The breeze caught the hem of her dress. “Will you? I want to wash everything away...”

      She quickly stripped away her sweater and dress and her panties and ran into the water. My mouth went dry at the sight of her—all toned muscle and round, perfect ass... She wasn’t shy. She swung around and called out to me...

      Last Midsummer echoed at the back of my mind when I discovered Iben naked and astride another man on this beach. I remembered not caring. I should have cared. If I’d been in love...if I’d really loved her...I would have cared, wouldn’t I?

      But I didn’t love Iben. I probably never had.

      So when Eddy beckoned for me to join her, I kicked aside my shoes and peeled off my clothes. I ran into the water, ignored the frigid jolt it sent through me...I caught up with her and grabbed her around her waist. She stumbled against me, still laughing. Her skin was so cold as she slid against me, but she didn’t seem to care. She turned so she could face me and snaked her arms around my neck, her eyes shining with absolute joy and…she caught me.

      I don’t know how long we stood there, shoulder-deep in the water, kissing like there was no tomorrow, like there had always been this intimacy between us...her lips were sweet from the schnapps...and the heat of her mouth unleashed a brazen longing within me. My hands traveled along her back to the delectable curve of her ass, upwards to those perfectly-formed breasts, long enough that her nipples were like hard pebbles against my chest.

      Long enough that the cold stopped bothering me, and I could feel my cock getting hard at her nearness. Long enough that when she hopped up and wrapped her legs around me, the only thought resonating in my mind was how much I craved her.

      We were reckless. Of course, we were.

      We rocked together in the waves, trying to keep our balance, trying not to slip away from one another. I held her closer and she gasped against my lips. She blinked against the spray of cold sea water lapping at us. “Kiss me again,” she breathed out as she tightened her arms around my shoulders. “I like the way you kiss me.”

      Her voice was like a siren song for me. “I’ll do anything you want,” I told her. And I meant it. I claimed her lips, tasted her heat and the saltiness of the sea. The more I tasted her, the more I wanted her. My cock shuddered and throbbed against her, desperate to be inside her. Every inch of my skin craved her touch. She rocked against me, capturing me and sliding me inside her.

      Oh God…I pressed my mouth against that delicious curve of Eddy’s neck, pressed my fingers into her curves and held her steady as she sheathed me, squeezed and released, and raised a little only to slam down hard enough that we both shook from the sheer pleasure of it. She kept the pace, straining against me, torturing me with little shudders as she raked her nails along my shoulders and neck.

      “You feel so good, Henrik…” Her lovely breasts tempted me, peeking out of the water, her dark nipples grazing my skin and practically begging to be sucked, and I wanted to savor every bit of her.

      She rode me harder, and I stumbled under her assault.

      “Oh God, Eddy…” It was all I could say, again and again as her pussy walls clenched harder on my cock. She vibrated around me, shaking every inch of me…She was breathing hard now, her skin sliding against mine. “Fuck…fuck…yes.”

      I was so close…and then she gasped out, “I’m going to come…” She unleashed something inside of me, a dizzying longing to lose myself in her. I rushed out of the water, still inside her, still carrying her as she laughed and screamed my name. We tumbled in a heap on the scratchy blankets. I slid out of her long enough to spread her sleek, firm thighs more and kiss her sex, suck at her lips and swirl my tongue around the swollen rosebud of her clit until she begged me to stop…or begged for more. Between her legs, I breathed in the warm scent of her and of the sea, tasting her and letting her juices fill my mouth, coat my lips. She lifted her hips and I pressed my mouth to her again; I was so drunk on the lust she’d awakened in me. Every one of my nerve endings buzzed for her, attuned to every catch of her breath, every shiver and moan. I gave her what she wanted and took all that she had to give. My cock was so fucking hard, and I thrust into her again, greedy for her sweet, wet pull. We were hungry for each other.

      When she came, her entire body tensed and trembled then went slack. Her fingers danced along my cheeks, and she let out a shivery moan. I was right on the edge, so close that if I weren't careful, I’d come inside her. I pulled out just before it was too late.  As I spilled out on the sand, our foreheads touched, and she slid her hand between us, taking hold of me. Neither of us said a word as we claimed each other with long, lingering kisses. The tip of her tongue caressed my lower lip, and then she sucked on it gently and nipped it. And with each touch of her lips, each nip of her teeth, she branded me.

      Fuck, I was already overboard.
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