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​Den Haag, The Netherlands. 2026

––––––––
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Richard walked through the streets of Den Haag. He was an Englishman, in search of a Dutch Girl...
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​Staines, Near Heathrow 1999

I was twenty-five, had been up all night, and needed a coffee badly enough to pull over without thinking.

The bistro was one of those places that tried to be continental without quite understanding how. Small tables. Croissants behind glass. Coffee that took too long to arrive.

I was halfway through the doorway when I stopped.

Not because someone was in my way. Because something inside me had stalled, like a breath caught halfway in.

She was sitting outside. Alone. Her chair angled slightly away from the street, as though she hadn’t quite decided whether she was staying or leaving.

She picked up her phone and my stomach tightened.

Don’t leave.

I didn’t know why the thought arrived with such urgency, only that it did. I watched her through the glass, aware of the absurdity of it, aware too that if she stood up now she would disappear back into a life that had never included me.

I ordered my coffee. The barista said something. I nodded, but didn’t hear a word. I was watching her. She put the phone face down on the table.

Relief moved through me, quick and unreasonable.

The first thing I noticed was her face. Beautiful — impossibly so — but there was something quieter there too. A hesitation. The look of someone not entirely sure she belonged.

She was my age, maybe a little younger. A silent fear crept in: if she walked away now, I wouldn’t even know her name.

I had never felt nervous like this before. Not before fights. Not before shady dealings that were on the edge of going wrong. Not before women. Never before women.

Until now.

I stood there longer than I should have. Then I realised that waiting was its own decision.

I crossed the pavement before I could talk myself out of it, each step easier than the last, as if momentum itself had decided to help.

“Hello,” I said, immediately aware of how inadequate the word was. “Do you mind if I sit with you?”

She looked up at me.

Her smile arrived before her laughter, and when she spoke an accent lifted the words gently. Not French. German, perhaps. Dutch?

“Why not,” she said, laughing softly. “I’m Ilsé.”

The way she said it — Il-suh, careful and musical — made it sound like a gift.

We spoke easily, as if the decision to speak had already done the difficult work for us. She told me she had just started working for British Airways as a flight attendant, was living in Staines to be close to Heathrow, was Dutch, and twenty-three years old.

I tried to listen, but as she spoke I was overwhelmed by a visceral need to reach out and touch her.

Looking into her eyes was like standing on the shore of a lake and I wanted more than anything to reach the other side.

An errant strand of hair drifted across her face, and without thinking I reached out and tucked it behind her ear, the backs of my fingers brushing her skin. I looked her in the eye.

She stopped talking and looked at me, quizzically.

“Sorry,” I said, suddenly worried I’d crossed a line. “It was driving me mad.”

To my relief, she smiled, shook her head slightly, and said, “No. It’s okay.”

She was beautiful — so beautiful — yet in her eyes I saw vulnerability. Uncertainty. Doubt. Somehow it only drew me closer.

Her English was careful and precise, as though each word mattered. Butterflies filled my stomach, but it was more than nerves. This was my body recognising something it wanted. Something it needed.

I said we should go rollerblading. She liked the idea.

And so it began. Not with fireworks, but with laughter. Coffee became a drink. Drinks became evenings. Evenings became something we both pretended was casual. It was fun.

There is a moment every man recognises — the first unmistakable permission, offered without words. When a woman lifts her hips in a way that says yes; helps you to remove the final barrier. Not cautiously. Not politely. Urgently.

When Ilsé did this for the first time, something primitive tore loose inside me. I had to fight the instinct to lift her, to press her hard against the nearest wall, to take everything she was offering in a single breathless moment.

It wasn’t violence. It was need. Raw. Electric. Impossible to ignore.

Weeks passed. A trip to Holland for her birthday. Meeting her parents. Holding hands in the back of their car as her father drove us through the Dutch countryside on our way to eat pancakes. I insisted on paying. I regretted it after, certain that I’d offended her father.

We had a weekend in Brugge. Curtains drifted in the breeze as she stood naked at the window, looking at the market below. I brought a bedsheet, wrapped it around us, and knew we were going to the market.

Long walks in the Belgian town. The silence as we walked was natural, each of us in the moment. We ate little, drank lots. When we made love it was long into the night, her body always lithe and yielding. In the mornings we slept, but never too long; there was life to be lived.

She stayed at mine. I stayed at hers. Things were easy.

One night I stood at the bar ordering drinks when I heard her laughter from across the room. I turned and saw her talking to someone, laughing with abandon.

It wasn’t light or polite. It came from somewhere deep and unguarded, and it landed with a certainty that startled me.

Her head tipped back slightly, her hand covering her mouth too late to stop it escaping.

And just like that, without announcement or drama, I fell in love.

I didn’t tell her. I just watched her laugh.

Trouble was coming. I felt it every time I went to work. Two worlds moving closer together, worlds I could never allow to touch. But as I watched her laugh, I pushed the thought aside and let myself fall.

A week passed. Maybe two.

I lay behind her, our bodies aligned, Only Fools and Horses playing on the television. She watched intently, as if English comedy were a puzzle she was determined to solve.

Then something landed and she laughed.

The same laugh. Unfiltered. Whole.

I had been in love before. I had said the words. I had believed them at the time.

This was different.

I pulled her hair aside and whispered softly, “I’m in love with you.”

She turned to face me, kissed me softly, and said, “Me too.”

It reached places in me I had never offered anyone. Her love warmed me, then chilled me, because of what it made me see in myself.

I was in too deep. In love with a woman I couldn’t bear to be without, and entangled in a life she knew nothing about — a life I could not escape.

When she flew for work, I loved hearing about her travels. Sometimes she returned full of energy, sometimes exhausted. Always, without exception, I longed to brush her hair aside and kiss her neck.

Her hair...

Her neck...

From there, all else followed...

Weeks passed. Loving Ilsé was easy. Living with it, growing harder.

One day, with rain running through my hair, I found myself standing in front of a jeweller’s window. Fate? Or just the rain? There was a moment before, and a moment after. Life hinges on a heartbeat and doesn’t issue warnings.; crushed underfoot, or lifted with Angels, we’re all just passengers.

The ring was simple. A clean line of diamonds.

I imagined it on her hand and felt something open in my chest — warm, frightening.

For the first time since meeting her, doubt arrived.

Not about her. About whether I was allowed to want this much.

I looked at the ring; it would belong to my wife.

I stood there longer than necessary, the rain running down my neck, I took a breath, opened the door, and was determined to walk into a new future with an open heart.

The box was still warm in my hand when my phone rang.

I knew the voice before it finished the first sentence.

I looked at the ring as he spoke, the two worlds I’d kept separate finally close enough to touch.

“So do you fancy a trip up north?” he said. “We’ll make a packet.”

I thought of Ilsé. My beautiful Dutch girl.

A sadness settled over me.

“Sure,” I said at last. “Let’s do it.”

I ended the call before he could reply and slipped the box into my pocket.

Outside, the city carried on as normal. Rain, falling harder now. Lights flickering on.

Inside me, something had shifted.

My thoughts turned to Ilsé:

When we collide we come together... If we don’t we’ll always be apart...

Powerful lyrics, I thought.
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​Love makes you reckless in ways fear never does. My head wasn't in the game.

That was the thought that kept returning to me as we sat in the rented house on the edge of Salford, the curtains drawn in daylight, the air thick with drink and anticipation.

I kept seeing Ilsé’s face superimposed on everything—on the bottle of Vodka. on the laminated road map spread across the table, where Rat-man’s fingers were tapping out impatient rhythms that always meant trouble.

Ilsé thought I was “working away,” for a few days. That wasn’t even a lie. Just an incomplete truth I told myself. But I knew it was bullshit. I didn’t want to lie to her. Ever. If I couldn’t look her in the eye then what did we have?

The house was under a false name, paid for in cash, rented by a man who didn’t exist. We’d been there 48 hours already, long enough for the neighbours to decide we were just workers sharing a house and not worth paying attention to.

That was always the aim. To look like nothing at all.

Rat-man was pacing. He was lean, sharp-eyed, permanently agitated, like a dog bred for speed that had never learned how to stop running. Pickle sat at the table, shirt off despite the cold, rolling a note with hands that shook slightly. Frosty leaned against the counter, quiet as ever, nursing a beer and watching everything without comment.

And Stella sat on the arm of the sofa like she owned the place.

She was beautiful in a way that knew itself. Early twenties. Dark hair. Too intelligent for the rooms she kept ending up in. She’d drifted into our orbit a year earlier through a bookie in Leeds and had never quite left. She was useful. She was dangerous. And she was bored. But I didn’t fool myself that she was the cartoonish version of the gangster’s moll. Stella had a PhD in Criminal Psychology. That’s how we’d met her. She was doing some research for a paper, was a hopeless coke-head, and a year or so later now orbited our firm like  a moon trapped in our little planet’s pull.

She had slept with everyone in the room except me.

That fact seemed to irritate her more than it should have.

“Manchester tonight,” Rat-man said, stopping suddenly. “Truck stop off the M60. Electronics. Clean run. Nice and easy. No heroics”

“No heroics?” Pickle echoed, already halfway to somewhere else on the back of all the powder he was putting up his nose. “We’re nicking a lorry, not going ‘over the top.’

I took a drink I didn’t want, and laughed. Vodka. The good stuff.. Burning, but smooth. I drank too much when we worked. I knew that about myself.  But only after. Before, it was just a couple to relax.

I didn’t touch the coke, though. Never had. I needed my head where I left it.

“Forty-footer,” Frosty said calmly. “German plates originally. Driver’s doing two nights on the road. Wants sleep more than conversation.”

Stella smiled at me. “You’re quiet.”

“I’m thinking,” I said.

She slid off the arm of the sofa and came closer, too close. I could smell her perfume over the alcohol. Something floral, deliberately feminine.

“You always think,” she said. “You should stop doing that.”

“This life’s for a single man, Stella,” I said quietly. “Go hunt somewhere else.”

The room went still.

She stared at me, disbelief curdling into something sharper. “You think you’re better than us?”

“No,” I said. “I think I want different things.”

Her face changed. Not anger at first—hurt. Then the hurt hardened.

“You don’t get to refuse me,” she said.

I looked away. Thought of Ilsé laughing on my sofa, her legs tucked beneath her, trying to follow Only Fools and Horses like it was anthropology.

Stella slapped the table hard enough to make the bottles jump.

“Fuck you,” she said, voice rising. “You think she’ll save you?”

I looked at Stella with contempt. Both she and Ilsé were beautiful. But one of them was distinctly ugly. “I told you, Stella,” I said. “I’m single ...There is no “She.””

Rat-man laughed. “Enough. Save it for later.”

She didn’t look at him. She was still looking at me, eyes bright, dangerous. I knew then that Stella would never forgive me for this. Desire curdled into resentment faster than loyalty ever did.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





