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Chapter 1. The first meeting


It all began with a date in February 2010. She was the sister of a Dutch Miss Universe contestant – and to be honest: even more beautiful than her sister. I was deeply impressed by her. We went out for dinner at the Olympia restaurant in Rotterdam. 

What has stayed with me most from that evening is not even what we ate, but how time flew. Because we were talking so intently, we lost track of time and the staff remained passively present long after closing time without warning us. 

It was not until half past midnight that we realized we were the only ones still at the table. She told me about her ex-boyfriend, with whom she had recently ended her relationship. A man with several Grand Cafés, a huge house in Brasschaat and a fleet of cars to die for. 

I had nothing but a bicycle. As she spoke, I knew enough. I was not in that financial league. Not at that moment. I was slowly recovering from a divorce three years earlier that had left me completely destitute. A daylight robbery – or so it felt at the time. 

In the early days, in 2004–2005, there had been times when I had to live on one euro a day. But I had survived, thanks in part to my elderly mother who supported me in everything. What does not kill you makes you stronger. Many men fared worse than I did and had to sleep under a bridge or worse.] 

I had also survived because, during that same period, I lived for three years with one of the most beautiful and kindest women I have ever known. Nurse Monique. She made few demands for me and provided stability. In hindsight, she had been my lifeline. 

But as is so often the case: what saves you at a certain stage of your life does not necessarily last. After three years, our relationship had reached a dead end. No drama, no major arguments, just a hard landing – but also the overwhelming feeling that it was over between us. 

That we both had to go our separate ways. I have never believed in ownership within relationships. If you love someone, you must set them free. Not as a cliché, but as a reality. Around that time, I saw a short clip from the Bhagavad Gita on YouTube, and it really resonated with me. 

The essence was that you own nothing and no one in life and that everything is on loan to you. It is no different in love. Everything in life is merely temporary. That thought stayed with me, perhaps because it rang true. 

Monique wanted to buy a bigger house, to take the next binding step. But to me, that did not feel like progress. On the contrary. More like a form of stagnation, a life that was already predetermined. 

I saw buying a house as a guarantee of a monotonous life, a mind-numbing rut. A sort of mental prison, which to me felt like a waiting room for death. I had three young daughters, aged 8, 6 and 3, whom I looked after for the most part during all the holidays and weekends. They were my priority and came first. Monique was devoted to her two Sphynx cats. 

She was clearly unable to cope with the responsibility of my children – who, incidentally, behaved impeccably when with her – and suffered from constant chronic migraines. She herself had never had or wanted children, which says it all. That does not necessarily make someone a bad person, on the contrary. It shows self-awareness. 

I, too, initially had no desire to have children, but when I did have them later in life, I found it wonderful. Monique lived in her own world and had her own priorities. We no longer fitted into the same story. We had become extras in the wrong film. Young children are so lovely because they are still uninhibited, playful, and usually completely honest. 

Not yet over-socialized. After that, a subtle process of transformation and socialization begins at school (unlearning natural behaviour), and that does not always lead to the same completely honest young adults. I was the only son and had four older sisters. 

From the age of twenty, I was already living with the doppelgänger of the singer Sade. She was three and a half years younger than me. Back then, nobody made a fuss about it. Nowadays, things are completely different and there is far less freedom. 

When I was still a small child, my father would often spend evenings peering through the curtains as my sisters were brought home by prospective brothers-in-law. In his eyes, no bloke was good enough for his daughters. 

I never adopted that overprotective, protective attitude of my father’s towards my own daughters. My parents gave me complete freedom in everything, and I did the same with my children. I never interfere in their private lives either. 

Not out of disinterest, but out of trust; besides, I intuitively prefer not to stir up potential hornets’ nests. Looking back, I have put myself at the service of others’ interests too much and too often. Giving and taking is better and healthier. 

For the past few years, it has been my turn. This short sentence best sums up my current mindset. You might well ask yourself whether the importance of a ‘good upbringing’ is exaggerated and overrated. Most people are good-natured by nature. My daughters have turned out well with minimal guidance from me. 

That evening at the Olympia restaurant, I was sitting opposite a woman who had it all. Beauty, charisma, intelligence, but charm. In the presence of that Hindustani beauty, I was not my usual self. I behaved a little submissively, looked up to her too much and talked too much and too fast. 

That evening with that Hindustani woman, I searched for words unnoticed and tried to impress her. That backfired because, all the men were already doing the same thing every day. I was not used to behaving like that. 

Normally, I was more confident. Besides, I had been surrounded by extremely attractive women my whole life. That helped shape who I am. I was the only son with four older sisters. My eldest sister was the perfect likeness to Elizabeth Taylor. 

The others were not far behind. Young lads would wait outside the door of our rented flat at Stoutenburg 7c in Rotterdam-Zuid, practically drooling like labradors. By the age of five, I was already madly in love with a girl called Constance, a headstrong, beautiful blonde who certainly was not one to mince her words. 

Ever since I was old enough to think for myself, I have been particularly drawn to fun, free-spirited, lively, energetic, sparkling girls with a sense of humour. I still remember most of them exactly by name and what they were like. 

That sort of woman is a particularly good person. Feminine energy is fundamentally different from masculine energy. Yin and Yang, you know. From an early age, I had relationships with women who stood out – not just because of their looks, but because of their presence. 

I was used to beauty. My ex-wife was also a beautiful woman. She was Serbian. We had a wonderful, long relationship lasting almost 14 years. But every relationship, even the best, often has an expiry date. In the end, the relationship had become toxic, and our once-perfect communication had turned into an exchange of misunderstandings. 

That is always down to both parties. Once trust and respect are gone, everything ends. I am not resentful, and once the dust of misplaced hatred had settled, I realized that the break-up would have been inevitable anyway. 

Many couples get stuck in a meaningless and hopeless relationship once things have gone sour. Often out of fear, habit, cowardice, and a lack of resolve. Or they cheat. I never did that and always chose, once a relationship threatened to become unbearable, my freedom and moved on to the next true love. 

This Hindustani woman had something mesmerizing about her. And she also sensed that I was not fully present. Or perhaps that I wanted too much and too eagerly. In any case, it remained at that one encounter. In hindsight, which made sense. I was not sufficiently balanced yet. 

Neither financially nor mentally. Besides, she and I talked too much about exes, and when you do that, you are still too caught up in it. But that evening did leave behind something lasting that has incredibly enriched my life since. 

A thought that would not leave me alone afterwards. She had told me that her ex would lock himself away in his study for hours on end, chatting with Russian and Ukrainian women. I could not imagine it. I had never met such an enchantingly beautiful woman as her – a Hindu goddess, a Lakshmi.

 Why would you go and chat with Russian and Ukrainian women when you have such a stunning woman by your side, I wondered to myself? But my curiosity had been piqued. At some point, I decided to look at those sites myself. And at first, I could not believe what I saw. 

Women from Russia and Ukraine – every single one exceptionally attractive, highly educated, talented. Too good to be true. I seriously thought it was a fraud. That behind those profiles were men – some Igor and Boris – fleecing Western men financially. 

That sort of practice still exists worldwide. You regularly see stories in the mainstream media about a lonely man or woman who has been swindled and left completely ruined by so-called love. Dating sites are little more than clever money-making schemes. 

And yet… I went exploring back then. My curiosity had been piqued, and it was stronger than my mistrust. Together with my best friend Frank, the brother I had never had, I decided to take the plunge and make the trip to Kiev. 

Partly because the quality of the nightlife in Rotterdam had hit a low at the time. We were not looking for anything specific. Intuitively, we felt there was something there that we did not yet understand. In May 2010, we boarded a plane bound for Ukraine. 

In some respects, this experience resembled the film *Coming to America* starring Eddie Murphy. We struck gold, because Ukraine in general, and cities such as Kyiv, Kharkiv, and Odessa in particular, were, in a positive sense, nothing like other Western European cities and countries. 

In terms of entertainment and culture, these cities were unique. Kiev and Odessa were vibrant cities, brimming with positive energy and a magnificent atmosphere. This city would capture my heart forever, only to break it years later.  




Chapter 2 Kiev


We began our journey in Vinnitsa, a city where former President Poroshenko had once been mayor. We were driven from Kiev to this city of 371,000 inhabitants in an old, rattling, rusty Lada. We only stayed there for a few days, as our real destination was Kiev. 

We saw it as a mental warm-up. We had contacted a woman from a dating agency via the internet, which is why we started in that city. But we soon realized that dating was not for us. We wanted to ‘meet and get to know women in the wild.’ We explored the city a little first. 

We went to a museum, which we always did as a matter of course and still do when we are active on holiday. This city, founded in the 14th century, turned out to have had a long yet at the same time dark history. I am referring to the Second World War. 

Before that, Vinnitsa had often been the battleground between Poland, the Ottoman Empire, and the Russian Empire, with much strife and serious wars. In 1793, this oblast – another word for province – became part of the Russian Empire for good. 

During the Second World War, half of all Jewish inhabitants – 34,000 in total – were shot by so-called Einsatzgruppen, with the enthusiastic assistance of Ukrainian militias. The remaining half managed to flee just in time or were conscripted into the Red Army. 

Of those 17,000, not many will have survived the war, as the losses on the Soviet side were astronomical. At least 27.5 million. The leading American military expert, Colonel Douglas MacGregor – a military expert whom I hold in extremely high regard, both professionally and personally – even speaks of thirty-nine million civilian and military casualties. 

He bases this, amongst other things, on KGB archives that were opened after 1991, following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Hitler had had his temporary headquarters near that city, in a forest fifteen kilometres away, for eight months during the period 1941–1942. 

The following day, Frank and I visited a cemetery for fallen soldiers. All of them were young men aged between 18 and 22. Horrific! It left us speechless. I was overcome by a deep sense of sadness. How can people be such true monsters, and what senseless things do we do to one another? 

In Vinnitsa, on Friday evening, we went to a club called Farida Plazza. The music and atmosphere were fantastic. The drinks were cheap. Gorgeous ladies would occasionally ‘accidentally’ bump into us with their firm, pointed breasts and realized we were exotic types from the ‘rich West.’ 

We were a head taller than the men there. Frank’s eye fell on an extremely attractive, sturdy woman with red hair in her twenties. She vanished just as quickly as she had appeared. Many years later, Frank was still talking about her. What is enchantment, really, such a remarkable phenomenon? 

In 2012, at Borispol Airport in Kiev, I saw an incredibly beautiful blonde stewardess with lightly tanned skin, large brown eyes and dressed in a light blue outfit. Those few seconds are etched in my memory forever. I almost fainted. If I am at a big dance party with, say, fifty women who look almost identical, only one stands out within a fraction of a second. 

Why? How does that mechanism work? Is it the energy she radiates? Her aura? A young Arab man came to warn Frank that the woman in red was an unbelievably bad woman, which only further piqued his interest. But she slipped through his fingers. 

The next day we explored the city a bit more, and on Saturday evening we went back to that club. We were not disappointed, as the club was full of beautiful, elegant, and energetic women. This gave us back that real party vibe we had been sorely missing in the Netherlands for over a year. 

After a long weekend, we headed to our real destination, Kiev. We wanted to fall properly in love again after our divorce. Age differences between men and women turned out not to matter at all in that culture, and we felt like we were twenty-five again. We had boundless energy. 

This proves that age and old age are in your head. You are as young as you feel, and that is not a cliché but reality. I still remember a concert by Tina Turner at Ahoy Rotterdam. At the age of sixty, she had the energy and charisma of three young women in their twenties and an amazing voice. 

The key is both mental and physical: staying as active as possible, eating healthily, not smoking, and not taking drugs. That slows down the shortening of your telomeres. I have hardly changed at all since I turned thirty. That is not just the boast of a man in a midlife crisis, but a fact. 

I simply have a lot of energy, certainly no less than when I was twenty-five. From the age of 4 to 20, I was a budding professional footballer. Every day I played football for hours on end with my much older friends, every single day. Come rain or shine. 

At 19, after a match against the Ajax Under-19s, I chose with complete conviction to pursue science and my sweetheart, the Sade lookalike to which I was engaged. I hung up my football boots. In my dreams, I still scored the most beautiful goals and provided assists. 

In 2010 and 2011, Frank and I had only been to Kiev for four long weekends. But we had become completely hooked on it. The positive energy, the atmosphere, and the extraordinary women. It gave us oceans of positive energy, hope and a dream future. 

We had a mission again. After a long weekend, we could live on those memories for months, and even now, 16 years on, we still reminisce. But by the end of 2010, I realized that Kiev might not be a viable option for me after all. 

I was working 60 hours a week, had ultimate responsibility for many hundreds of mostly highly educated colleagues who needed a lot of attention, and I could not be away for long. That posed too great a risk of damage in a political environment. 

Partly for that reason, I hung around for six months – out of laziness – with a Brazilian woman who lived in my hometown of Rotterdam. An extremely jealous woman. I thanked God on my bare knees that after six months I was rid of her again. 

When I was on the loo, she would text me non-stop, asking what I was doing. My love for Brazil only recovered in 2023 when I spent a month on holiday in Rio de Janeiro, in Copacabana. Then I read an article by a well-known Brazilian psychologist, in which she explained that many Brazilian women are pathologically jealous. 

The women in Kiev were nothing like that. From 2012 onwards, we stayed there more often and for longer periods. From April 2012, I even went there for six weeks straight because I had freed myself from the gloomy political arenas in my country.

I had become a senior civil servant at an early age and, by the age of thirty-six, had risen to the position of deputy city secretary of Rotterdam, at the time still the largest port city in the world. But I was the opposite of a traditional, bureaucratic civil servant, a permanent employee who held things back. 

Nor was I a careerist. My promotions happened spontaneously and naturally. I never asked my superiors for a pay rise or a promotion. I was too proud of that. I was always asked to take on a new challenge or role. 

I simply enjoyed my work immensely and did my absolute best out of a sense of professional ambition to make a meaningful contribution and deliver real added value. Looking back, at the age of 27 I was ‘chosen’ as a reformer, tasked nine years later with helping to modernize the local authority, which had over 33,000 employees, and to be honest, I did so with mixed success, through trial and error. 

Because civil servants are just like white mice; they multiply at breakneck speed, and organizations like this are just like Silly Putty. It does not matter how much you stretch them. They always spring back to their original shape. 

When, in 2004, I and two colleagues had reduced the administrative department – another word for the town hall – by a third, and I paid a visit again after five years, the workforce had grown by 40% once more. 

Money was never, and is never, the main problem. They simply increase local taxes to balance books. In Kiev, there were no parking meters. Life there was much freer than here, and the people there were much more self-reliant. 

Although I spent over 22 years working at the town hall and in various municipal departments with immense pleasure and unprecedented freedom, in all honesty I must say that I did not fit in at all with that bureaucratic culture. 

For me, the citizens and local businesses were central to my work. But that was often not the case for other colleagues, and certainly not for many local politicians, who, over time, became increasingly superficial and self-important. In the end, I could no longer tolerate those people.

I was wasting my precious time. In 2011, I drew a definitive line under this career adventure. When we first arrived in Kyiv in 2010, we immediately sensed that this was no ordinary city. We were instantly impressed and in shock – in a positive sense, which is. 

We were immediately overwhelmed by the beautiful architecture of the buildings. Lovely city parks. Breathtaking shopping centres. Fantastic restaurants, with pre-war prices. Magnificent cinemas. Cozy clubs with great music and, finally, an unimaginable number of extremely attractive women. 

What also stood out was that the women there were very elegant, energetic, self-assured, and approachable. They paid attention to the minute details in their clothing. A beautiful watch. A graceful necklace. A tasty handbag. They were certainly not shy, but rather seductive. 

They were adventurous and regularly took the initiative themselves. Many spoke English. Some fluently. Others poorly. Others were not at all, so we communicated with hand gestures like chimpanzees. We would often find ourselves with them that very evening at the opera, at the cinema or in an excellent restaurant. 

And if we were lucky, they would be sitting on our laps that evening. We marvelled at the sights, regularly swooned, and enjoyed ourselves to the full. We were not the first to be flustered, mind you, for a thousand year earlier Arab merchants had complained that they could no longer get any work done after buying one of those women at the slave market. 

That was a widespread phenomenon back then. Kiev itself felt like a city bursting with energy. The architecture, the music, the restaurants, the atmosphere – everything was exactly right. By day a historic metropolis, by evening and into the night a place where life unfolded with full intensity. 

There was plenty of entertainment to be had between 2010 and 2017. The city buzzed and felt like a warm cultural embrace. I could sit for hours on a bench in the sun on the main street, Kreschatik, simply enjoying the moment. 

My love for Kiev ran even deeper than my love for Frank. Partly because, from 2010 onwards, I was determined to go there for a longer period, whilst he was tied hand and foot to his one-man business. Long holidays would have scared his clients away for good. 

Entering a meaningful relationship with a beauty from Kiev when you only stay there twice a year for a long weekend – which is what we did for two years – was a futile exercise from the outset and doomed to failure. An illusion. On the city’s main street, Kreschatik, voluptuous stunners with stork-like legs strolled about on skirt days. Not an ounce of fat. 

Walking gracefully in high, brightly coloured stiletto heels. Beautiful, luxuriant locks of hair. They made a stunning impression on us. There were an enormous diversity of women and all sorts of unique shades of eyes and hairstyles. Brunettes and black-haired women with large, bright blue eyes. 

Blondes with large brown and green eyes. We felt like children in an unguarded sweet shop. And sometimes pinched us to see if we were not dreaming and had already arrived in heaven. Russia and Ukraine have been populated for the past 6,000 years by about 150 more or less identical tribes. 

In the steppe region that once covered what are now parts of Ukraine and Russia, the horse was domesticated and the wheel invented. This enabled people to spread out in all directions quickly. Numerous genetic studies also bear this out. 

It is certainly not out of the question that the Indian Brahmins were originally Russian Ukrainian warriors with horse and cart, but that is beside the point. Due to numerous migrations and invasions over millennia, both countries became genetically remarkably diverse. 

The women there did not rely solely on their appearance, to which they clearly paid a great deal of attention. They often held several jobs, studied alongside their work, and possessed numerous other talents. One painted with considerable skill. Another designed tasteful clothing. 

Yet another sang like a nightingale or played the piano to a high standard. Beauty, talent, and intelligence came together here in a way we were unaccustomed to. The men, who were mostly short, looked the same and seemed to have been fathered by the same man. 

How this discrepancy could have arisen genetically has never really become clear to me. In 2010, every street resembled a Miss Universe pageant, and I am not exaggerating. Frank and I had sore necks from looking around. The men there lived in Valhalla without being aware of it or realizing its value. 

But there was also something paradoxical about it. It turned out they were not seriously interested in those women either. They had got used to it and become a tad spoilt. Plenty of choice! According to the women there, those men often shirked responsibility. 

Not even for the children they had fathered. They drank like fish and were chronically teetering on the brink of depression, whether due to underlying frustrations. It was the far too low wages that made them realize they had little or no serious chance of a lasting relationship. 

No money, no honey. Or was it simply their ingrained nature? They had gold in their hands and were blessed but let this gold dust slip through their fingers. According to those women, many men often had an unreliable, indifferent, and lazy nature, always ready to engage in corrupt practices. 

Those are their words, not mine. Ukraine scored and continues to score very highly on corruption indices. I had seriously considered starting a business in that country in 2014, but when I heard about those practices, I decided against it. 

Although we ourselves have never been victims of the authorities in that country – with one exception, when Frank was stopped out of the blue on the street and extorted by two police officers, and had to hand over the equivalent of €10 – I did gradually hear regular examples of the deep-rooted corruption there. 

You could also see it reflected in the behaviour of those men. For instance, at the last minute during the final of the 2012 European Football Championship, I had to rent a flat in Kyiv after my stay in Crimea. I paid top dollar for a dreary 3-by-3-metre room. 

In Ukraine, which was an opportunity you had to seize. The same applied if people – even if they were immediate family – left valuables lying about or were careless with their money. In that culture, which was an open goal. In 2010, there was a huge surplus of extremely attractive women in Ukraine, and the men behaved accordingly. It takes strong legs to carry that wealth. 

In all the years that Frank and I have spent there since 2010, we have not met a single woman who spoke positively or favourably of those men. At first, we thought this was a clever marketing strategy, but they really meant it. That stood out. Not because we took everything at face value, but because the picture was so consistent. 

Most women in the Netherlands judged Ukrainian and Russian women negatively, without ever having met one. The label of ‘etiquette prostitute’ was quickly applied. But that did not do justice to reality. This generalization was certainly not true. It reeked of jealousy. 

The years of dire economic conditions in Ukraine did, however, play a significant role in ‘the dating market.’ In the worst-case scenario, those women were freelancers doing odd jobs on the side. Wealth was very unevenly distributed across the country, and certainly in major cities like Kyiv. 

A small group owned everything, whilst most of the population owned nothing. Nowhere else had Frank and I see so many exorbitantly expensive sports cars and worn-out Ladas side by side. These shared the road with Kyiv’s many trolleybuses. 

Many women, partly due to the pressure and stress of making ends meet each month, were open to men from what they saw as the wealthy West. This was certainly the case in the expensive cities such as Kyiv, Odessa, and Kharkiv. 

Although I certainly do not rule out that arrogant and naive men from the West were also taken advantage of or even fleeced, the women there could become the love of your life. Provided you behaved authentically, respectfully, and intelligently, and were genuinely interested in them and their culture. 

Anyone who opened themselves up to that culture soon discovered that authenticity and mutual respect were far more important than money or status. Foolish men from the West thought they could buy these often-proud women with a fat wallet. 

They usually came away empty-handed. Kiev was a city that never slept, just like New York. We too slept little, just 4 to 5 hours a day, and had energy to spare. As if the city itself were nourishing us. In that initial period, we noticed little to no tension with Russia. 

No political unrest. A third of the total population was Russian or pro-Russian. Everyone spoke fluent Russian, except in the regions of Galicia and Bukovina. The officially mandated language, Ukrainian, is in fact a peasant dialect that was and is spoken only in the anti-Russian oblasts located in the most wester. 

Even Zelenskyy does not speak this language. There was no Russophobia at the time. And if there was, it must have played out behind closed doors. With hindsight, we know better. But at the time, Kyiv felt like a place where anything was possible. 

That was precisely why we were so captivated by it. It gave us something we had lost in the Netherlands. Energy. Hope. A new mission. And the feeling that there were still worlds out there that we did not understand – but wanted to discover. 

As mentioned, at that time there was a considerable surplus of young, highly educated women in Ukraine. They came from everywhere. From all over the country. Kiev functioned as a magnet. Every year, or so it seemed, a ‘new batch’ arrived. Particularly from the vast countryside, where street lighting and modern toilets were often absent or regarded as a luxury. 

In 2010, over a third of this immense country, larger than Germany or France, was agricultural land. These adventurous women were looking for a better life and, if possible, a golden future. Kiev offered plenty of opportunities for that. 

But even in the better jobs, such as teaching, people in that city did not earn much more than €250 a month, whilst the cost of living was 70% of that in the Netherlands. The same applied to a police officer. Their colleagues in Moscow with the same job earned much more. 

We had never encountered such a combination of feminine beauty, talent, and exceptional intellect in our own country, certainly not on that scale. It did occur, albeit to a lesser extent, in the 1970s to the 1990s. 

These were extremely rare exceptions, the gems that, well, every man wanted. People fought for them, figuratively and sometimes literally. It was only later that we realized these women formed the backbone of this borderland. 

When millions of them left their country from February 2014 onwards, Ukraine’s fate was already sealed demographically, economically, and socially, regardless of the outcome of the current US-initiated proxy war. 

Between February 2014 and February, at least 8 to 10 million young people, often women, left their country for good and went to Russia, the EU, the US, or Canada. When we first arrived there in 2010, the total population was around forty-three million. 

Following the launch of the special military operation in February – some eight years after the coup in 2014 – many millions of people once again fled Ukraine. If we deduct from that figure those killed, maimed, seriously wounded, missing in action and the traumatized Ukrainian soldiers, I arrive at a total current population of only around twenty-one million. 

In this book, however, I shall mention only a few relevant aspects that had some influence on my relationship with Liliyana, alias Lola, or whatever her real name was. It may sound strange to the reader. But between me and Lola, this conflict did not play a part at all. 

She only expressed her displeasure about it once, in September 2014. That was seven months after the coup d’état, when members of the Rada, the Ukrainian parliament, with a Russian background were thrown into rubbish bins and otherwise mistreated. 
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