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			IN THIS ENEMIES-TO-LOVERS ROMANCE, IT’S NOT JUST THE FIREWORKS THAT ARE SIZZLING

Becca and Nils are best friends–who end up in bed together every New Year’s Eve. On the 10th anniversary of their annual one-night stand, kindergarten teacher Becca scrapes together her savings, planning to finally confess her love to Nils at a romantic Alpine chalet. But things don’t go as planned. When Nils shows up with his new fiancée, Becca asks Raphael, the obnoxiously snooty uncle of one of her students, to play the role of her fake boyfriend. The two had always clashed but, when sparks fly, the fire between them is anything but fake …
In this #1-Spiegel-bestselling seasonal romcom, fake dating was the plan–catching real feelings wasn’t
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                Chapter 1

            
            New Year’s Eve, 10 years ago
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		Getting dumped on the last day of the year was like twisting your ankle right before finishing a marathon and tearing all your ligaments in the process, so badly that you can’t even crawl across the finish line.
I could feel the devastation and disgrace in my bones. Everything that had happened—previously so heart-shaped-rose-tinted and perfect—seemed like a waste of time. Steffen was my first real boyfriend. My first kiss. My first time. My first everything. As it turned out, he was also my first breakup. And it happened on New Year’s Eve of all days. Quite an achievement.
I stood outside on my best friend Lena’s doorstep, freezing in the remaining half of our couple’s costume and stared at my legs, now covered by stockings. Inside the house, loud music played, with even louder voices singing along. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood, and why wouldn’t they be? New Year’s Eve called for partying and optimism. I wondered if it had really been such a good idea to come here and put on a brave face while going through a breakup. I didn’t feel like celebrating. I didn’t want to put on a brave face and pretend to be happy. Now that I didn’t have my partner by my side to complete the joke, not even my costume felt particularly original. Just yesterday, we had tried on the costumes for the “childhood heroes” theme party. Steffen thought it was hilarious that he would be playing the female part. With a green t-shirt, white bike shorts, and a bow in his long, blond hair, he was the ideal Bibi Blocksberg, the little witch whose adventures we all remembered from when we were kids. We laughed until our stomachs hurt.
Then tonight, he came by to tell me it was over. He didn’t want to start the new year with a lie. He didn’t love me anymore. The last three months of college had proved to him that he needed something different. Whatever that’s supposed to mean. Perhaps he finally realized that a kindergarten teacher who barely finished high school wasn’t enough for him—not when he’s surrounded by bachelor’s students. Maybe he just wanted to be single. Maybe we had laughed so hard that our hearts hurt, too.
I should’ve just stayed home, crying. Eating ice cream. Watching rom-coms while drowning in my misery. I could’ve been sobbing over Julia Stiles’s monologue in 10 Things I Hate About You or trying to help Kate Hudson get rid of Matthew McConaughey in ten days. But at our place, my twin brother David and his new boyfriend Gio were busy being a happy couple. Besides, I could never let Lena down. This was the first party she had ever thrown after spending the eighteen long years following her adoption being smothered by her helicopter parents. This New Year’s Eve was supposed to be my first with Steffen. But at the same time, it marked Lena’s liberation. The former had already failed and I didn’t want to dismiss the latter and end up giving Lena the cold shoulder all night. Speaking of cold shoulders, I really should have put on warmer clothes and not just this… this cardboard box! Especially standing in front of the Martin family’s fancy house. Suddenly, the door swung open and a stranger literally fell at my feet.
He had tripped over the doormat and fallen face-first onto the ground. It was only 8 p.m., but he must be pretty drunk already; his reflexes did nothing to slow down the fall. As if in slow motion, he turned onto his back, let out a painful groan and looked at me. I had no idea who he was. He definitely hadn’t gone to school with Lena and me, and he couldn’t be from our small town, judging by his blond tips and stylish haircut.
Concerned, I awkwardly bent down to check on him, doing my best not to flash anyone in the process.
“Hello?” I asked, then repeated it a little louder. When he still doesn’t respond, I start tapping his cheek. It wasn’t until I started slapping him that he moved a bit and opened his eyes. A pair of mesmerizing dark brown irises stared back at me, making one thing absolutely clear: I wouldn’t be thinking about Steffen all night. I’d just be thinking about those eyes.

        
	

	
	
            
                Chapter 2

            
            12 days before the 10th New Year’s Eve
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		“Becca, your butt is really big.”
I take a deep breath. Then I take an even deeper one. With my lung capacity, I could easily compete with any triathlete. What’s a little swimming, cycling and running compared to the breathing exercises I have to do at work to keep from going crazy?
“I know, Henry,” I say over my shoulder to the four-year-old as I fill his cup with water. “But there are all kinds of butts. Mine is big; yours is small.” And your dear uncle couldn’t get his here, I think to myself. After another meditative breath, I realize that despite his body-shaming, it’s not Henry’s fault that I’m so tense. His parents recently split up, and his mom doesn’t seem to be coping well. Every morning when she drops him off at kindergarten, she looks a little more… frayed. The couple’s separation came as no surprise to anyone in the Daisy Group. Teachers always know when something changes in a family. We can see it in the way the children play. The way they eat. The way they talk.
Of course, it became even more obvious when Henry was suddenly being picked up several times a week by Raphael Geisler. Geisler was a man in his early thirties who wore a buttoned-up suit and introduced himself to everyone at the kindergarten by his first and last name. Yes, even to the children. Geisler is the kind of man who thinks he can treat everyone around him like dried-up chewing gum on the soles of his penny loafers, simply because he drives a car that looks like it belongs on a racetrack. And because he wears penny loafers. Tragically, Raphael Geisler seems to be the only person able to relieve some of the pressure on Henry’s mom. The fact that he regularly makes time for his nephew—despite appearing to be an extremely important businessman—could make him likable. If only he kept his word.
“Is he still not here?” Magda peers into the lunchroom. The noise of the children having their Christmas party in the playroom next door accompanies her voice. Each child has at least one parent with them. Only Henry is alone. I reminded his mom about the party this morning, and she assured me that Raphael Geisler had marked the date in red on his calendar. To be fair, she didn’t call him Raphael Geisler. After all, he is her brother. But even now, an hour after the tea party started, Raphael was still not here.
“No,” I say, shaking my head.
Magda copies my gesture. “The little one has a hard enough time as it is.” Her comment slips out before she can catch herself. We don’t discuss such things in front of the children, but it’s too late.
“When is my mom coming?” Henry asks. His quivering voice makes my heart ache. I straighten my headband with glued-on reindeer antlers, laugh euphorically and fall to my knees, clapping my hands.
“Your mom is waiting for you at home! Uncle Rapha will be here soon, won’t he?”
He stretches his arms out toward me. His little fingers are still covered in glitter from the parent-child snowflake crafting session. Although we’ve made it clear that parents are responsible for their children after 3 p.m., I was the one who helped Henry with the scissors. I was the one who asked him what color his cardboard should be. I encouraged him to use a little more glitter. Or a pair of googly eyes. Or star stickers. But the little guy hardly showed any enthusiasm.
“Come on,” I say, trying to cheer him up. I take his hand and lead him into the bustling room where Santa Claus is coming to town for the thousandth time.
I spend the next hour singing, clapping my hands, and wiping cookie crumbs from the corners of the kids’ mouths. Henry never leaves my side. I hold his little fingers firmly and try to distract him from the fact that he is the only one who’s here alone. But in the back of my mind, the gears are turning.
My colleagues and I will have to discuss how to deal with the constant delays regarding his pick-up time. In the last few weeks, I’ve stayed at the kindergarten until 5 p.m. several times, even though we close at four-thirty. Apparently, Raphael Geisler’s Breitling watch is just for show. When he finally does pick Henry up, he is grumpy and curt. Not an ounce of gratitude for me sacrificing what very little free time I have to accommodate his unreliability.
I really do enjoy working as a teacher in the kindergarten. The children are my world. But over the past few months, everything has become too much for me. The early mornings, the noise, the parents who think their children are gifted just because they can fasten their Velcro shoes on their own at the age of five. Not to mention the evening classes I’m taking for the education degree that Nils advised me to do. He was probably right when he said I wouldn’t be able to do this job until I retire. That’s why, years ago, he suggested I have a plan B. The noise, the physical exertion and, not to forget, the lack of intellectual fulfillment. You can do so much more, Becca. I sigh at the memory of Nils’s words. My heartbeat quickens at the thought of him, as always. For ten years now—ever since he fell at my feet, drunk and delirious—his name has triggered an explosion of glitter in my brain that makes the snowflakes on our craft table look dull by comparison.
In twelve days, I’m going to see him again. Hopefully, this time, everything will be different, and this game we’ve been playing for ten years will finally come to an end.
I really need this time with him. And this vacation. Not just because I’ve been on a diet for weeks in preparation for our trip together and can hardly wait to finally eat like a normal person again at the hotel breakfast with Nils. But also because I know that this New Year’s Eve, our tenth one together, will determine everything.
“Hey, Becca?” A mom in a flowing dress that hugs her pregnant belly tugs at my sleeve. The shirt I stole from my brother slips over my shoulder, revealing the butterfly tattoo I got when I was nineteen. I think about Nils stroking it when he discovered it on our second New Year’s Eve together. How shocked he was that I would do something like that, and how unfair I thought life had been, making us perfect for each other when we couldn’t be together.
I turn around to the pregnant woman and smile benevolently at her, even though she’s one of the Velcro moms.
“Mafalda really needs to go to the bathroom.”
“Erm, okay,” I say, pointing at the door. “The bathrooms in the hall are open.”
“Could you maybe… just really quick?”
“Er…” Technically, the parents are responsible for the children today. As if by way of explanation, Mafalda’s mom starts stroking her tummy while putting one hand on her lower back.
“Okay,” I say, admitting defeat. I try to hand Henry over to Magda so that I can bring the girl to the bathroom, but he immediately starts crying. And because Henry is crying, Emil turns on the waterworks, too. We don’t call him Empathetic Emil for nothing. His eyes are never dry if someone is crying nearby.
The cries follow me into the hall. Five parents comfort Emil, ten want to know what happened, and seven complain that the boy can’t control his emotions and that this indicates an unhealthy attachment. I just want to go to bed. No.I want to go to the private boutique Hotel Seeblick, whose website has won me over not only with photographs of the hotel’s fantastic view of the lake but also with a notice displayed like a news ticker across the entire page: Adults only!
Only a few more days, I repeat to myself like a mantra as I drag Henry with my right hand and Mafalda with my left across the hall. In a few days, I’ll be on the vacation that I’ve been saving money and calories for for months. In a few days, I’ll see Nils again. After a year of waiting, it will finally be New Year’s Eve.
Baaaaaaaang.
The sound rattles my bones as I bump into someone. One child trips, another starts to cry, my shirt falls off my shoulder completely, and my headband is torn off my head in such a way that it nearly pokes my eye out. That would be just the thing, to arrive at my reunion with Nils five kilograms lighter but with an eye patch.
“What the…” I look up, staggering and bewildered. I just barely stop myself from blurting out the string of curses on the tip of my tongue when suddenly, I find myself at eye-level with a perfect mid-brown cashmere coat, spotless and, judging by its look, fresh from the steamer, stretched across a broad chest. Only when I lean my head back—very far back, to be precise—do I catch sight of who the chest and coat belong to.
Raphael Geisler.
He looks at me as if I’ve just used his car for a game of curling and then let Mafalda do her business on the back seat.
“Have you decided to start your vacation early, Ms. Scholtheis?” He emphasizes my name so pointedly that his voice could have cut through bulletproof glass. And he’s calling me by my last name again. The first seven or eight times I pointed out to him that we’re all on a first-name basis here, but, when he continued ignoring me, I gave up.
“Are you serious?” I snap, throwing my arm into the air to look at my watch demonstratively. Unfortunately, Mafalda is still hanging on to that arm. The girl does a pirouette and then bangs her butt, laughing. “It’s almost five,” I hiss, turning as far out of the kids’ earshot as I can.
Only now does Raphael seem to notice the hullabaloo in the kindergarten. The music stopped, replaced by the buzzing of families getting ready to leave. The parents wish each other “Merry Christmas, in case we don’t see each other again,” and search for their children and cookie tins in the chaos.
Raphael’s eyes wander from the group back to me, lingering briefly on my tattooed shoulder and finally scrutinizing my crooked hairband disapprovingly. His eyes are almost black. It’s like I’m being stalked by a panther. Or a double-barreled shotgun. Goosebumps cover my arms and move to my stomach, which is suddenly overcome by an almost tingling sensation. I need a cookie. Or twelve.
With stubborn determination, I pull my shirt back up over my shoulder, adjust my antlers, and pull the children back to their feet.
“Mafalda, go on ahead, will you? Will you join her, Henry?”
I cross my arms in front of my chest and take one more look at the man in the cashmere coat. Jesus Christ! It would be much easier to confront him if he were a little more…sensible. How does that actually work? Are guys like him allowed to be assholes because of their money and status, or are the money and status what makes them assholes in the first place?
Henry hesitates to run after his friend to the toilets. He waves to his uncle with a shy smile, as if to ask permission. For a moment, the rigid mask on Raphael’s face breaks down. His raven-black hair is combed back diagonally. He would probably have curls if he didn’t tame them with half a tub of pomade. A hair strand has fought its way free and formed a small curl on his forehead. Raphael brushes it back as he reciprocates Henry’s smile. Raphael’s sharp jaw suddenly softens, his tight lips turn pink, and his cheeks reveal two cute dimples under the short stubble of his five o’clock shadow. Cute. Wow, I never thought I’d use that word to describe him.
 I clear my throat. I’m not going to let two dimples upset me.
“Henry was the only child who was alone at the Christmas party,” I say matter-of-factly.
 “Christmas party,” he repeats without looking at me.
 “The announcement has been on the door for three weeks.” I point to the colorful cardboard stuck to the inside of the glass door, making it visible from the outside. “Didn’t Verena tell you?”
“Yes, of course,” says Raphael hastily. Only the slightest twitch in the corner of his eye reveals that he has only just remembered.
“I’m sure your job is incredibly important,” I snap at him, ignoring his stiff tone. “But it’s really bad for children when their caretakers aren’t around on an afternoon like this.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he growls in a low voice that only makes me angrier.
“This is the seventh or eighth time you’ve been late—”
“I– will– keep– that– in– mind,” he repeats, emphasizing every single word as if I’m slow on the uptake.
“How many times does this have to happen before you remember?” I’m really not in the mood to be having this conversation today. “Verena said this morning that you’d marked it in red on your calendar.”
My blood is boiling. This is just too much. I need a vacation, I’m hungry, the vanilla cookies are calling my name even louder than the twenty children, and I haven’t slept properly in days. On Christmas, the weather is supposed to change. I’m worried I’ll get caught in a snowstorm on my way to the Alps with my all-season tires, but winter tires were too expensive. I probably should have thought about that before I invited Nils to a five-star spa hotel. But it felt so liberating. And somehow it seemed appropriate, given the fact that we’re celebrating our tenth anniversary and that I vowed to finally confess my love to him on New Year’s Eve.
“Don’t you think you’re crossing a line right now, Ms Scholtheis?”
Don’t you think you should save your stupid formality for the clients at your bank or your law firm or wherever you work?
I see red. But before I can erupt in the snooty suit’s face, a little kid’s voice calls out from the toilets that Mafalda has had an accident.
Excellent.
Now I have to explain to her mom that her child has wet herself because I was too busy arguing with a walking tube of hair gel with dimples.
Well, Merry Christmas.

        
	

	
	
            
                Chapter 3

            
            New Year’s Eve, 10 years ago
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		“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked for the fifteenth time.
I had dragged the man from outside into the house, where the party was now in full swing. I couldn’t find Lena anywhere, and most of the party guests I met seemed to be complete strangers, at least to me. Someone must have posted the invitation on Facebook because there was no other reason for it to be so crowded. Lena and I definitely weren’t cool enough to know this many people, especially not this many older guys. We were awkward eighteen-year-olds who knew absolutely nothing about music or pop culture and spent most of our time sitting in our rooms, secretly writing One Direction fanfiction.
“I’ll be fine,” the guy slurred. Those were the first coherent words he had uttered since his crash landing, and it was clear that he had a pretty loose definition of the word “fine.” His eyes were glazed over, and he was hanging off me, leaning half of his body weight onto my shoulders. It didn’t seem to bother him that a stranger dressed in a cardboard box was dragging him toward the guest room. Maybe he had swallowed his remaining suspicions along with his seventh or eighth shot of tequila. After all, it’s just alcohol. Or maybe it was something stronger. If someone smuggled drugs into Lena’s New Year’s Eve party, Mr. and Mrs. Martin would quarter her and ground her remains.
I lifted the man and his beautiful eyes onto the guest bed, where he immediately collapsed. Oh god. Should I call an ambulance?
“How many fingers am I holding up?” I asked, holding three fingers in front of his face. It was the best I could think of on the spot.
“I don’t think this test is reliable,” he grumbled.
“Just answer it.”
“Three, satisfied? Who are you anyway?” His eyes narrowed until the beautiful brown of his irises disappeared behind his eyelids. “And what are you wearing?”
“I am…” I pointed down at the large cardboard box. “Mashed potatoes.” My index finger traced the letters of the logo that a Google image search had spit out for “instant mashed potatoes.” Steffen had printed it out in high resolution and glued it to the cardboard. Together, we were Bibi Blocksberg, the witch, and a good pun on her flying broom, “Mashed Potato.” Alone, I was just a packet of instant food.
“I can see that.” The stranger dug his fingertips into his temples and massaged them.
“Then why did you ask?”
“Because I thought the theme of the party was ‘childhood heroes’.”
“Long story,” I pouted, then moved over to try to sit next to him on the bed. But at that exact moment, I realized that I would have to spend the rest of the party standing. My costume made it impossible for me to sit down.
“Well, I’d rather not hear it then. I’m leaving anyway.” He was hunched over on the bed with his elbows resting on his knees and his face buried in his hands.
“You can’t leave before midnight on New Year’s Eve!” Embarrassed by my pathetic attempt to sit down, I propped myself up with one arm on the bookshelf. It was neatly decorated with white porcelain vases and silver picture frames documenting Lena’s childhood.
“My only goal is to get trashed early enough that I can be soundly asleep by midnight.”
I frowned. What was wrong with this guy? Did he have a drinking problem? Or a New Year’s Eve problem? Had he also just been dumped? Maybe he never learned any coping strategy other than binge drinking. I started to observe him more closely. He had to be quite a bit older than me. The look in his eyes and the way he held himself spoke to a certain maturity that guys my age never seemed to possess.
“Who’s your childhood hero?” I nodded at his outfit which, at first glance, looked like a standard combination of tan chinos and a blue sweater.
“Do I look like I’m wearing a costume?”
“No, you…”
Suddenly, he lifted his head in a way that made me think he might puke on the spot. I have a mild case of emetophobia. That’s why Lena has asked me at least a thousand times if I should reconsider my career path, which I suppose is fair. If you’re afraid of vomit, it’s probably not the best idea to surround yourself with small children. Children or grouchy partygoers in their mid-twenties, apparently.
“I’ll get you some water and aspirin.”
“Do you live here or something?”
“Sort of.” I was at Lena’s at least three times a week. She was always so angry when her mother Andrea brought us healthy snack plates with orange slices and rice cakes. She thought she was treating us like little kids. But oddly, it always made me feel loved. My mother sometimes seemed to forget that she even had children. She would run off to her job, or her guys, or wherever. She didn’t exactly have time to peel an orange, let alone slice it and arrange it on a plate of Meissen porcelain. “I’ll be right back.”
“I don’t need your help.”
“Trust me: if you throw up on Andrea Martin’s carpet, you are definitely going to need help.”
In the kitchen, I filled a glass with water and rummaged through the drawers trying to find aspirin. Around me stood at least twenty people, none of whom I had ever seen before. All of them were drinking out of the red SOLO cups that Lena had so proudly provided and swaying to the beat of some song that neither of us would ever listen to voluntarily.
“There you are, finally!” she yelled, tugging me by the sleeve of the shirt I was wearing underneath my cardboard box. She was dressed as Mulan, wearing a floor-length blue and pink dress that made her look like she’d come straight from the matchmaker. “Where’s Steffen?” she asked, pointing at the mashed potato costume.
“I… uh, long story,” I repeated. “Do you have any aspirin?”
Without taking her eyes off me, she opened a corner cupboard and pulled out a pack of pills. “Are you already hungover? You just got here!”
“They’re not for me. Some guy just fell at my feet.”
“Who?” Lena looked curious. “Not that I would know them. As you may have noticed, I don’t exactly know everyone here.”
“I noticed that. What would Andrea say?”
“What Andrea doesn’t know can’t give her a heart attack on her Caribbean cruise.” Lena crossed her arms in front of her stomach and looked me up and down curiously. “Is everything okay with you?”
“Yes,” I lied. “I’m just going to take care of the guy who’s about to puke on your mother’s flokati.”
“Which one is it?”
“Which flokati?”
“Which guy!”
“I don’t know!” I barked as we pushed our way through the party guests and into the hallway. “Blond hair, brown eyes, Hilfiger sweater.”
“Ah, I think that’s Nils. My cousin dragged him here. They’re doing their master’s together.”
Nils.
The name stuck in my head like the catchiest tune.
Nils. Nils. Again and again, Nils.

        
	

	
	
            
                Chapter 4

            
            12 days before the 10th New Year’s Eve
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		“You’re already here!” David says, clearly startled to see me standing in front of the TV. He abruptly stops the whistling concert he was performing when I unlocked the front door.
“Only physically, don’t worry.” I look over at him. My brother is making a second attempt to hang up his bold patterned coat on the coat rack. Over the past few years, the hooks hanging by our door have been slowly sinking into the wood; now they can barely hold a single jacket. The little half-timbered house that we share with Gio is in desperate need of renovations. But I love the creaky floors and the uneven walls, even if it means crooked shelves, wobbly tables and spontaneously falling picture frames. “Do you really think it’s advisable to use that torture device on your foot when you’re already elsewhere mentally?” David circles the open doorframe that separates the entrance area from our combined kitchen and living room.
“Well, I somehow have to get rid of these calluses before New Year’s Eve,” I say, putting the electric file to my foot once more.
David grimaces in disgust and sits down on the chair next to me. “Can’t you do that over the edge of the bathtub?”
“Then how am I supposed to watch The Holiday?”
“Just go and get a pedicure. I can lend you the money,” he says, even though we both know David never expects me to pay him back.
“No thanks,” I say emphatically, switching off the buzzing callus remover for the time being. “I’d need a pedicure before I’d even dare to step foot into a salon.” I scrutinize each tiny detail because I know that I’ll spend most of next week in flip-flops.
“You mean like those people who tidy up before the cleaning lady comes?” He elegantly crosses his legs and rests both hands on his upper knee. If the genes for grace and good posture were divided up between us, David definitely got the lion’s share. I’m slouching around with muddy clothes and the posture of Quasimodo, while he sits gracefully on the wing chair like an English royal at a coronation.
“Nils does that,” I say casually. But David knows for a fact that I haven’t once mentioned Nils casually in the past ten years. Mentioning his name means that I want to talk about him. It means I have to talk about him.
“Of course.” The sigh in my brother’s voice is tangible, even though it isn’t audible. He’s not on particularly good terms with Nils. Not because Nils has ever done anything to him, but because David is the one who has had to piece me back together every New Year’s Day for the last ten years. When Nils is gone again. When I ask myself why we’re not together. And why we ever made this stupid pact in the first place.
“I can’t have you picking on him now.” Pouting, I turn the callus killer on and go back to work.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Yeah, but I can hear everything you didn’t say loud and clear.”
“Sorry, I don’t approve of my sister getting her heart repeatedly broken for a decade by a thirty-something-year-old man with commitment issues.” David pushes himself up out of his chair and takes a bottle of wine out of the fridge. “Can you go through these again?” He points to the children’s drawings attached to the fridge door, which flutter every time he slams it shut. By now, each magnet is groaning under the weight of half a dozen pieces of paper.
“You know I can’t throw them away.”
“Maybe you can’t, but I can.” He plucks a child’s drawing from under an incredibly ugly magnet—a cross-eyed Royal Guard in front of a patriotic Union Jack that I bought on my last visit to London—and holds it out to me. “If van Gogh saw this, he’d cut off his other ear.”
“David!” I hiss. “That’s from Henry. I can’t just throw it away.” What if no one else puts Henry’s pictures on the fridge? His uncle definitely doesn’t. I bet Raphael Geisler doesn’t even have a fridge. He only eats out. For breakfasts, he feasts on the fruits of his labor, and at lunchtime, his fourteen secretaries order him sashimi from Steffen Henssler himself.
“Is Henry the one who’s always crying or the one with the hot uncle?”
I knew it was a mistake to google Raphael Geisler during one of my numerous hate rants on him. All so that David could put a face to the name. Why does this guy have to look like a model on his LinkedIn profile?
“The one with the hot uncle,” I growl, before realizing my mistake. “With the… with the obnoxious uncle, I mean.”
David chuckles while pouring wine into two glasses.
“Are you expecting company?”
“No, I’m expecting you to drink with me.” He returns to the sofa and swaps the torture device in my hand for the generously filled glass.
“But…”
“I don’t want to hear about the calories in white wine.” David waves his index finger in front of my nose. “That’s the end of it. No more pedicures on the sofa, no more dieting. It’s Christmas, damn it.”
“But I…” I dare to try again.
“And not a word about Nils either. What’s wrong with that guy? Does he suck your toes or something?”
I grimace in disgust. “Even if the answer to that question was yes, I definitely wouldn’t tell you.”
“Yes, you would. Since you can’t tell Lena anymore, I have to hear it. Every fucking New Year’s Day. Every fucking detail.” My brother sits back in the wing chair with the grace of Kate Middleton. “And the details of your love life aren’t even particularly exciting. At least a foot fetish would have made Nils a bit edgier.”
I watch my brother raise his wine glass and take a sip as if he were a sommelier. It pains me that David isn’t unconditionally on my side, and that he isn’t even slightly eager to have Nils as his brother-in-law one day. The comment about Lena that passes his lips so effortlessly… that hurts, too. I should be sitting here with her. She would understand that the pedicure and the diet and all the other preparations I’m making are just so that I can feel like the best version of myself when I see Nils. At least in the past, Lena would have understood. Now this issue has hollowed us out bit by bit, until the walls of our friendship became so thin they couldn’t support her anymore.
“You know what?” I snap at David. “I really don’t want to hear that right now.”
“You need to hear it, though.”
“That the most important person in my life can’t stand the second most important person?” My voice swells, but David and I never shout at each other. It’s one of the most important promises we’ve made to each other, even though we’ve never had to say it. Our mother used to raise her voice all the time, and neither of us wants to live like that ever again.
At first, my brother also seems annoyed and quick-tempered, but I can tell that he remembers our unspoken commandment. So, he mutes the romantic Christmas banter between Jude Law and Cameron Diaz and slowly turns to me. “I don’t hate Nils. How could I hate him? I’ve never even met him.”
“That’s right, you just chose to hate him. When I came home from Lena’s New Year’s Eve party, your first words were, ‘You can’t be left alone anywhere.’”
David shakes his head affectedly. “You can’t. It was our first time spending New Year’s Eve apart, and you were already plunging head-first into a ten-year-long affair that’s brought you nothing but unhappiness.” He nods at my feet. “But at least it’s given you a wrinkle-free bunion once a year.”
“I’m not unhappy. This isn’t an affair. AND I DON’T HAVE A BUNION, are you crazy?” Frustrated, I down half the glass in one go.
“Don’t drink it like lemonade,” David warns me.
“Yeah, I got that, thank you. But I really don’t have a…” My wording implies that I want to get back to talking about bunions, but we both know what I really want to say: Nils and I are not having an affair.
With us, it was always different.
Not an affair.
What we have… is everything. But that’s still not enough.
Regardless, we made a pact, and I have stuck to it. Until now.

        
	

	
	
            
                Chapter 5

            
            New Year’s Eve, 10 years ago
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		“You were dating for a year, and he dumped you? On a day like today?” Nils shook his head in disbelief and took another sip from the water bottle I had brought him from the kitchen. We could hear the muffled pounding from the music outside, even behind the closed door of the guest room. Some song by Kesha. Or Pitbull. Or both.
“That’s how it is.” I looked at the profile of his face. We were sitting on the plush white rug, leaning our backs against the edge of the bed and not so subtly avoiding eye contact with one another. Even though we had been talking for almost three hours and had touched on topics that were definitely more personal than what you would normally share with a stranger. But maybe that’s why it worked. Talking to Nils was like writing a diary. I could let it all out; after all, he didn’t know me.
“Who would do something like that?” he asked in disbelief. “Is he really wandering around alone as a bag of frozen spinach?” Nils gestured to my cardboard disguise, which I removed earlier so that I could sit more comfortably. It was now leaning against the door like a campaign poster for a candidate who had suffered a decisive loss in yesterday’s election.
“Frozen spinach?”
“Well… instant mashed potatoes, frozen spinach? Didn’t you ever eat that when you were a kid?”
“No, I did,” I replied meekly. “I still do. My mom works a lot, and I can… well.” I stopped talking. I really didn’t have to inflict my life story on him. I was reluctant to think about how often our mother left David and me alone. Her job working in the cafeteria of a bank didn’t pay nearly enough, so she also worked at a bar in the evenings and on weekends. The Zaratustra—whether or not the misspelling was intentional remains a mystery to this day—was the kind of bar you only mentioned the morning after behind closed doors. My classmates always thought they were tough when they managed to order a Jack and Coke there on a Saturday night. And I had to suffer the humiliation of realizing that my mother was the one handing them the glass.
“Anyway, he was dressed as Bibi Blocksberg. Not frozen spinach.” I clung to the pillow I had placed over my legs to keep from freezing. And so that I could hide my questionable combo of tights and biker shorts. I didn’t want Nils to see me like that. It was clear he worked out a lot. His muscles were defined but not bulky. I had been in awe when, a good hour ago, he had slipped off his sweater to reveal a tightly fitted shirt. Usually, men with veiny arms like that don’t spend their New Year’s Eve alone with me in a guest room.
Seeing him made me feel a bit out of shape, especially sitting down.
“Oh, I see. So, there’s a grown man somewhere out there with a bow in his hair?”
“He’s not here. And grown man… well, I don’t know about that.”
“A grown man wouldn’t leave a woman like you alone on a day like this.”
My cheeks, which had been glowing a little since seeing the vein in his bicep, suddenly felt as if they might burst into flames. No one had ever talked about me like that before: not just a woman, but a woman like you. A phrase like that had weight, especially coming from a twenty-five-year-old master’s student with thighs that could have earned him a spot in the major leagues. Maybe he was still drunk. Or he just liked to flirt. Or maybe he just said it without thinking. After all, not everyone analyzes their conversations like a literature student reading Kafka. Suddenly, Nils cleared his throat and looked pointedly at the watch on his wrist.
“I should go,” he said apologetically. “Sorry to steal you away from your friends all night, but…”
“You didn’t. I… I needed the distraction too, so…”
For a brief moment, he seemed to be contemplating something far more important than my breakup with Steffen or a silly couple’s costume. He kept looking at his watch, studying its hands as if they were hiding some forbidden secret.
“I needed the distraction, too,” he said suddenly. “I can’t remember the last time I lasted this long on New Year’s Eve.”
I tried to catch a glimpse of his watch and mindlessly reached for his hand. He showed me the dial. Ten minutes to go. In the distance, you could hear a few early fireworks. Nils looked at my hand on his. And I waited for it to start feeling uncomfortable. For me to pull back. Or for him to let go. But the moment didn’t come. Instead, the heat from my cheeks spread throughout my entire body. It flowed through me like a hot spring, leaving no part of me untouched. Not one.
“I really have to go,” he repeated once more, raising his head and fixating on me.
“Why?” I asked.
“I hate it. I hate this day. The spectacle. The fireworks. The fact that everyone celebrates a new beginning instead of an… an end.”
I didn’t understand what he meant by that, but I understood that it was more significant than he was letting on. It was clear that we had just touched upon yet another topic that was too personal for how briefly we had known each other.
“Okay,” I said slowly. “What can I do? Do you need anything else from the kitchen? Should I distract you some more?”
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.” He turned his arm until his palm rested on mine. Until our fingers intertwined. Until his eyes turned dark and gentle.
“Why not?” My voice was hoarse and weak. No one had ever looked at me like that. I couldn’t think of anything but those eyes, the warmth of our skin, and the first crackle of a promise.
Nils cleared his throat. “Because if I don’t go, I’m gonna end up doing something I’ll regret.”
“I, um… I could just talk?” I spoke too loudly. Way too loudly. In a pathetic attempt to drown out my rising insecurity. But, at the same time, I couldn’t take my eyes off our clasped hands. Nils wasn’t exactly a giant, but his grip felt strong and secure.
I liked the way he had taken hold of me. And that I was the one sitting here with him, offering him a kind of comfort I couldn’t even fathom. “Did I tell you about my twin brother? Last summer, he got a scholarship for an exchange program in Michigan. His host family had four dogs that would pee on towels in the apartment because nobody wanted to take them for a walk. One time, they went on a road trip to Tijuana to buy medicine. It took thirty-seven hours, and he spent the entire time stuck in the back seat with all four of their dogs!” Nils was clearly not very interested in hearing David’s memoir. But I’d already started, and there was no stopping me. “It got crazy hot in the car because it was the peak of summer in Mexico, so David—that's my brother—spread a towel on his seat. Unfortunately, the dogs were used to the towels being their…”
I was cut off before I could get to the questionable punch line. Without flinching, Nils pulled me toward him. Before I knew it, his lips were on mine. He kissed me. Just like that. In a way I had never experienced before. One hand on the back of my neck, the other searching along my side. His lips wide open, his tongue wild and demanding. His kisses were desperate yet confident. I tilted my head back to ask him what he was doing, but he silenced me with an elongated “Shhhh.” I had never experienced anything more erotic than a man who wanted nothing more than to kiss me.
Who wanted so much more than just to kiss me.
As soon as Nils’s hand found my thigh, we rolled over, me on my back and him on top of me.
“Are you okay?” he asked hastily. And I knew exactly what he meant. Exactly what he really wanted to ask. I nodded silently. While the rest of the party shouted the countdown in the backyard, I slept with Nils for the first time. We were together before they reached zero. We started the new year side by side, not realizing it would stay that way for the next ten years.

        
	

	
	
            
                Chapter 6

            
            7 Days before the 10th New Year’s Eve
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		In hindsight, getting my bikini line waxed for the first time on Christmas Eve wasn’t the best decision of my life. Strictly speaking, it’s never a good decision to put burning hot paste on a part of your body that never sees the sun. But in my case, it was particularly stupid.
I was their last customer before the Christmas break, and I can’t help but think that the beautician wanted me to know that. There’s no other explanation for the force she used to rip the wax off my body. Is this supposed to be normal? Are there really women out there who regularly undergo this ordeal, even though a razor can achieve the same result? I can’t believe that. Shannon, the depiladora—as I learned from her name tag— must have it out for me. Me and every single one of my hair follicles.
I stumbled out of the beauty salon, feeling like a cowboy who had just ridden across the Midwest. Bareback. With no rest. On a particularly stubborn horse. My groin felt like it was on fire, even though Shannon assured me that her method of immediately applying pressure to the freshly plucked area with the flat of her hand would make the pain disappear. The only thing that disappeared was the top layer of my epidermis. And my dignity, of course. Because, by the time Shannon asked me to lie down on my stomach so she could wax between my butt cheeks, I didn’t care if I looked like Cousin Itt from the Addams Family. I just wished the floor would swallow me up so I could be done with the whole procedure.
In the end, both my wallet and I suffered. When I added professional hair removal to my to-do list, I had no idea how expensive it would be. Let alone that it would cost more to leave a few hairs standing than to complete the deforestation. It probably makes sense. A buzz cut is certainly cheaper than a French bob. But it’s not as if Shannon had given me edgy layers or highlights. No, she did her job and then talked me into spending an extra ten euros on a peel by telling me horror stories about ingrown hairs.
I shudder at the thought of the humiliation. No one is worth doing that for. Not even Nils.
And it’s not like Nils specifically requested that I show up shaved. I’m the one who decided that everything had to be a little extra for the tenth anniversary of our pact. Extra special. Extra romantic. Extra… smooth.
At first, he wasn’t at all enthusiastic about my idea to spend this New Year’s Eve in the Alps. We’ve always talked about adding a trip to our annual… visit. But Nils always shot it down. He thought that traveling together would create too many expectations. He’s afraid that it won’t be perfect. That I will be disappointed. That I won’t want to see him again.
I know that. After all, I know him. Better than anyone. Nils hates change and the pressure of expectations. Especially on the last day of the year, a day that, for him, is already associated with so many painful memories. It took Nils quite a while to tell me that his older brother Fabian drowned on New Year’s Eve when he was fourteen. Not at one of our face-to-face meetings, but on the phone in the middle of the night. His voice was just a whisper, and my mind was already half in a dream. Those are the moments when I feel closest to him. When he shows himself stripped down. Raw and unguarded. He’s like a stubborn cat whose belly only I’m allowed to scratch.
Perhaps it was insensitive of me to give him this vacation. If he sees fireworks and sparklers as cynical commentary on the tragic death of his brother, what kind of downward spiral could a romantic getaway send him into?
Whatever.
I’ll be there for him.
I’ll always be there for him.
I sigh as I zip up my jacket and give my pants a final tug to separate them from my tortured nether region. A few yards down the sidewalk, I notice a woman whose child is definitely in our kindergarten. Did she see me? And is she wondering if clumsy Becca sports a Brazilian under her overalls? Quickly, I pull on my huge beanie, lower my head, and unlock my bike from the lamppost in front of the studio. Only when I push David’s old bike onto the street and swing my leg onto the saddle, do I notice my mistake. The gigantic mistake of a first-time waxer.
“Awwwwww!” I cry out. I support myself with one hand on the lamppost while my feet try to find a grip on the pedals without putting all my weight on the seat. “Shitshitshitshitshit. Jesus Christ, Shannon, you said it wouldn’t hurt!”
By the time I notice a man walking past me, it’s too late. He unlocks the sports car next to me with an expensive sounding click. It wasn’t until he had opened the car door, slid into the driver’s seat, and wished me an unceremonious “Merry Christmas” that I noticed who he was.
As he races around the corner out of our small town’s shopping center, it finally clicks. The car belongs to Raphael Geisler.

“So, you’re saying that Raphael Geisler knows you have a freshly waxed…”
“If you finish that sentence, I’ll stab you with the fondue fork!”
David places the fondue pot in the middle of the dining table and leans onto his partner Giovanni’s shoulder.
“Isn’t that the dad you hate from the kindergarten?”
Instead of laying the fondue forks on our Christmas dinner

        
	

EPUB/OD-9783989780774-Groh-Fake-Vignette_Korken.jpg

















EPUB/Groh_Kyra_c_Kyra_Groh_thumb.jpg





EPUB/ANS_9783989780521_2D_preview.jpg
|
i
KYRA GROH
i

A NOVEL









