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1
Travelling


“Have you got everything?” Elspeth McInnes knew her scatter-brained daughter would forget something. She’d either forget it on the way  to her destination or on the way home. It had been that way since she was a toddler. 
“I think so. If I haven’t, it’s just tough, isn’t it?” Shauna turned to grin at her wise, white-haired mum as she clicked the case shut. 
“Now, Shauna.” Her mother’s Scottish accent strengthened, becoming the tone she used for unruly children—a tone she’d no doubt use at her grandsons once they returned from school that day.
“Mam, I’m packed. The dress is with Helene in Rotterdam. I’ve got the shoes that match, spare clothes, matching knickers and bras, cash, makeup…there’s nothing else I need.”
Elspeth smiled. Shorter than her daughter at five-foot-nothing but just as Celtic in their roots as the other, both women were strong, physically and mentally. Elspeth’s figure was now rounded but homely, whilst her dark chestnut eyes contrasted with the white hair that had once been ebony black. 
Shauna stood at her full five-foot-eight with an athletic build. She was slim, perhaps more than some thought she ought to be, but it didn’t bother her. She slid her feet into sensible shoes to drive herself and Ruth, her friend, to the airport and from there, flying to Utrecht before getting the hire car to drive to Rotterdam and their friend’s wedding.
At that moment, the doorbell rang, and Shauna could hear Ruth’s Black Country voice carry up to her. 
“Are you ready, our gal?” Ruth’s curly, light red hair was washed and treated—lest it went frizzy in the heat or the air conditioning of the flight.
“Nearly,” replied Shauna, turning to her mother. “Please dinnae let Mike or Drew try and pull the wool over your eyes. They’re getting crafty with how they’re asking for things.” 
“Aye, you’ve said. Already.” Elspeth sighed. “You know we’ve raised the four of you? They’re not going to try something that’s new to me. I have been here before.”
Shauna smiled at her mother. “Aye, I know you have, Mam, but I havenae. Their tricks are all new to me since they play Bryce and me off against each other. Wee scroats!” 
Elspeth chuckled. “No more than you and Bryce did to yer dad and I. And if it wasn’t you two, it was either Isobel or Cait. One of you was always playing me up. You four never did it for yer dad though!” 
“Oh aye they did!” said her father, James, coming to join them at the bottom of the stairs. “I just didn’t tell you about all their antics.” 
He smiled at his eldest daughter, his blue eyes dancing. 
“Listen, darling, we’ve been there, bought the t-shirts, caps, and ripped them all as well. We’re auld hats at looking after kids.” Even in her flat shoes, Shauna was taller than her father’s now five-foot-six. His white beard was short and groomed, like his hair. 
“Just, I’ve not…” Shauna let the sentence hang. She’d hardly been out since her husband, Matt, died in a freak motorcycle accident three years before. Her boys, Michael and Andrew, had been nine and six when they were left fatherless.
“We know, honey.” Her father hugged her in understanding. His slim physique was evident in his four children, especially Bryce.
“Have you no left yet?” Bryce asked incredulously as he came down from the loft bedroom. 
Since his divorce at around the time Matt died, Bryce had lived with his sister and two nephews in their attic en-suite room. Helping to provide a father figure for her boys as well as his own daughter when he had her for the weekends, his sister had helped him keep access to his daughter, much to his ex-wife’s disgust. Standing at six-foot-three, he was the tallest of the four, the second eldest and his sisters claimed he was spoiled for being the only boy.
Shauna chuckled. “No, but I am trying to! Come on, Ruth, let’s go!”
“Finally!” Ruth declared with a grin as she took her case to Shauna’s older Seat Leon on the drive. It didn’t take long to load the car, for the engine to be started and then both ladies were on their way to the airport with waves and grins in their wake.
[image: image-placeholder]“So,” Ruth said as they finally hit the motorway towards Birmingham International. “What do you think of all this with Helene then?! And did you bring them?”
Shauna sighed. “To be honest, I don’t know what to think. I’ve met the man…twice?” A frown crossed her face. Then she nodded. “Yes, twice before we got the invite. She didn’t give us much notice. Thank heavens Mam and Dad could look after the boys; Bryce is working all weekend.” Shauna looked across at Ruth quickly. “And yes, I did bring them. Special bride request!” They grinned at each other.
“I can’t even pronounce his name properly,” scoffed Ruth. 
“You can’t?” Shauna glanced across at her friend as they changed from the M5 to the M42. “It’s Fons, but not like Fonz from Happy Days, so don’t start doing that impression, please. It has a softer S at the end.” 
Ruth was hot on TV shows, or at least she had been. Now caught up as a lawyer in Birmingham for Child Services, Ruth claimed she had no time for a serious relationship. However, if she could rib someone up about things that amused her, Ruth would. 
“Think the cards will hint that I’ll meet a hot Dutchman at their wedding?” asked Ruth. Men loved her strawberry-blonde curly hair, but even Shauna knew Ruth would enjoy a chase, a party in the sheets and then leave them by dawn. The notches on the bedpost were getting fewer and fewer, but that didn’t deter Ruth. If she wanted someone, she was getting him. Shauna knew the reason why better than their other two friends.
“I’m just happy to be away for a weekend for the first time since Matt died,” she replied honestly. Shauna was Scottish, born in Stirling but moved to the Black Country by her parents for job prospects. Ruth and Shauna, along with Helene and Ellen, had known each other since they were nine. Forging a friendship in primary school, the four of them had vowed to be there for each other no matter what. 
When Matt died, it was Ruth, Helene and Ellen who helped the family get through the first horrible weeks, the funeral and getting on without Daddy and her life partner. Her parents and Matt’s were beside themselves, lost, angry and confused. There were still moments of that for them all, though it was less now.
Helene had been the only one of the four who’d never wed. Ruth was divorced and was only ever with a guy for a few dates. Ellen was the other divorcee with a daughter she was raising alone, and Shauna was widowed. They often called themselves a right motley crew. Through thick and thin always sticking by each other. Now that Helene had been swept off her feet by, what she called, a ‘Viking hung like a longboat’, the other three went to bid her good luck. A small party was organised that evening for the four of them. No mothers, no mother-in-law, Helene had insisted. She was seeing out the second-to-last night of singledom with her best forever friends.
They travelled through airport security with no fuss. Once the car was secured in the car park, they checked in and chose to chill out in the departure lounge just before their gate. Ruth was going to have a “loosen-up” drink until reminded that Dutch driving laws had a lower alcohol tolerance than the UK. Ruth mumbled but relented on an orange juice and lemonade. Something with a little bite, she said. Shauna wondered right there just how much alcohol Ruth was putting away each day. She’d have to have a word with her friend later, away from the others and after this weekend.
Shauna was nervous; her boys could be wild and whilst she wasn’t looking for any excuse to dirty any bedsheets, she was both looking forward to the weekend of celebration and anxious about leaving the boys at home in her parents’ care.
“They’ll be fine! Your parents practically raised the four of us and your three siblings,” remarked Ruth, guessing what was going through her friend’s mind. Shauna relaxed her shoulders. “Not to mention Cait…” Ruth let the sentence die. “Just, try and chill out, Shaunie!”
“Aye, I should. I’ll try!” She grinned, taking one long slurp of her lemonade and lime. 




2
This Could Be


All too soon, the flight was called, boarded, and they were off. Shauna disliked flying; she liked being in control, something she’d gotten used to since Matt died. Sitting in her seat, she contemplated her wonderful deceased husband, Matt. Six-foot-two, dark hair, sparkly eyes, never without a quip or insight into any situation or problem. He had been wise beyond words.  
He got on with practically everyone, and those who didn’t like him, he didn’t bother with. Born and bred in the Black Country, he’d found the house that Shauna and the kids now occupied; a corner house with four bedrooms, set in a side street near a cricket ground—Matt’s favourite past-time. They’d improved it, making it into a five-bedroom expanse. 
His partners had bought out his share of their engineering business when he died, leaving Shauna and the boys a tidy nest egg to live off. Upon his demise, she discovered he’d ensured their financial future, no matter what happened. Everyone thought she was the control freak.
The flight itself was uneventful, as far as flights went. They found their luggage, then their hire car. Ruth insisted on driving the first part to South Holland. 
However, it wasn’t long before she begged Shauna to take over. “They drive on the wrong side of the road!” she exclaimed as she was honked at for the fifth time. Shauna and Matt had driven on the continent lots of times before they’d started their family.
Before long, Shauna had them on the Dutch motorways, heading to Rotterdam and Helene.
[image: image-placeholder]Shauna loved the sat-nav app on her mobile phone. With it in a phone cradle, she could see exactly where in Delfshaven, a part of Rotterdam near the river, they had to go. When they arrived though, the women gave each other a confused look. There was no hotel on that side of the river with the name Helene had given her. Calling her friend’s mobile number, they waited. It didn’t take Helene long to answer. 
“Where are you?” Helene asked after basic pleasantries. 
“Err, on the dock of the bay?” answered Shauna with a nervous laugh. “Not sure we’re in the right place.”
They could hear Helene giggle. “I’ll come and give you a parking pass; wait where you are, I can see you!”
A few moments later, Helene walked towards the rental car, smiling. Fons was with her and waved. Shauna alighted from the car, hugging Helene and shaking Fons’ hand firmly.
“What’s the Harmony Sea? There’s no hotel with that on the front. This all looks residential.”
Helene laughed and pointed to a huge boat on the water. “That is Harmony Sea. It’s Fons’ family boat. We’re getting married on it on Saturday. But for tonight, it’s just us girls, the dinner staff and Rotterdam!”
Shauna’s mouth dropped, then shut like a flytrap. Fons’ family owned a boat you could hire out as a tourist vessel for around two hundred people. Sudden thoughts about what Fons did for a living crossed Shauna’s mind.
“I’ll take the cases.” Fons opened the boot and removed the two cases without so much as breaking a bead of sweat.
“Thank you, honey!” Helene exclaimed, reaching up to kiss Fons. Shauna and Ruth glanced away for a moment but made the comment “get a room” when the kiss threatened to become so much more. Helene and Fons grinned at each other like young kids, and Fons walked away with the cases as Helene hugged both Ruth and Shauna. 
[image: image-placeholder]Later, once Fons and his entourage left the Harmony Sea, the girls crashed out on the boat. Ellen arrived shortly after Shauna and Ruth; she’d caught the ferry from Hull to Rotterdam. Ellen’s parents had retired to Hull when her grandmother passed and Ellen had deposited her daughter with them for the duration of the festivities.
“So,” said Ruth, getting straight down to a question only close friends could ask each other. “How’s the sex?! Please tell me you weren’t joking about him being the size of a longboat!”
Shauna and Helene creased with laughter at Ruth’s outrageous question. Ellen placed her hands over her ears for a moment, then joined in.
“Roo, you cannae be askin’ her that!” scoffed Shauna when all four of them could catch their breath. Ellen poured the wine left in a chill bucket. The champagne was already chilling over by the perfectly laid dining table.
“I can! Those guys looked hot!” Ruth leaned over to Shauna. “One was eying you up.” Ruth’s smirk made Shauna roll her eyes in reply.
Helene blushed. “The sex is fantastic, thanks, Roo! It wasn’t what attracted me to him though. I wasn't even looking when we met in Birmingham.” 
“So, tell us how ye did meet?” asked Shauna, more to bring the conversation back to the point.
Helene did. From their meeting at a conference in Birmingham that Fons attended, he’d had an afternoon to walk around the Botanical Gardens, where Helene worked. They’d hit it off and that, as they said, was that. They’d kept in touch and weeks later, were an item. 
Six months later, here they were, in Rotterdam, in love, about to wed.
“And let’s face it,” said Helene as she poured more wine. “I am not getting any younger. I want children and so does Fons. Time we rocked the boat, so to speak.” She grinned as she looked at Ruth. The others laughed too, pleased for their friend and her love for the very handsome Dutchman.
Dinner was seafood-based. Shauna noticed the staff didn’t engage with them beyond asking basic questions. Helene explained, “They’re hired for four days. I was reluctant, but Fons’ family hosts big events all the time and hire this company for staff. I’m just going to go with it.” 
Shauna nodded, but it was interesting that money didn’t seem to be an object.




3
Her Last Night 


Helene showed them their cabins after dinner, telling them Fons would be at his apartment by the waterfront until the ceremony, then on the boat for the wedding night until they left for their honeymoon. 
“Did you?” asked Helene as she showed Shauna her cabin. 
“Aye, you did ask,” she replied with a knowing look, only to receive a blushing smile. Shauna smirked. “Round the others up, back here in ten?”
Helene paused for a moment. “My cabin is bigger with a table, so perhaps we meet there?”
Shauna nodded as her eyes sparkled. “Perfect! I’ll bring them along and see ye in ten.” Helene danced off to tell the others with a smile on her face.
Twenty minutes later, they had gathered in Helene’s cabin. The low lights and scented candles added an atmosphere. Before Shauna, lay four Tarot decks. She looked at the bride-to-be. 
“Pick one, Helene, you know how I work.”  Helene picked one and began shuffling. “Roo? El?” Shauna indicated to her other friends to choose their decks. The last deck was left for Shauna herself.
Helene put the deck back onto the table when she was ready. Ruth and Ellen held onto their decks as Shauna dealt Helene’s cards, laughing as the cards were revealed.
“Well, I expected that card to come out.” Ruth and Ellen giggled as The Lovers was revealed. Shauna looked at the others in the spread. “No need to tell you that you love him as much as he does you. 
“Communication between you is going to be key, the same with every couple. Allow each other to grow to change and adapt. I can see he’s going to be your rock as much as you’re going to be his anchor as you both change with what life throws at the pair of you. Together, you’ll make the long journey of life and feel free to keep it fresh!” Shauna smirked as she looked at her friend, who was now blushing. 
“Do you see kids in the future?” asked Helene, her voice was quiet and shakey.
Shauna grabbed her friend’s hands and winked with a broad smirk. “I do. Have fun!” 
“Me next!” exclaimed Ruth, as Helene mouthed the words ‘thank you’ to Shauna who gathered back one set before dealing Ruth’s.
Shauna laughed. “You’re in for a fun weekend, Roo my girl! Another notch on your bedpost, plenty of fun but nothing serious, not yet. That might come later in the year.” Ruth sat back and looked quite serious for a moment.
“So no Mr Longboat for me long term?” 
Shauna shook her head. “Who yer waiting for, is nearly ready to meet you, but he’s been…side-tracked by life. Give it time, Roo, he’s way closer to home than here.”
Ruth shook her shoulders back and her strawberry blonde hair. “I’ll have to keep you posted! Good job I packed a large box!” 
Shauna and the others laughed, knowing their friend would have packed more than a box of ten, just to be sure.
“El?” she asked, clearing away Ruth’s cards. Their quiet friend smiled shyly. Shauna dealt her cards and looked at her friend gently after a few moments. “I see a journey, and there’s a romance to be had. Like Roo, yours is much closer to home. As for this weekend, take the time to chill and switch off a little, which is more than well deserved.” Shauna tapped on the cards as she mentioned each aspect for Ellen, as she had done with Ruth and Helene. 
“What are yours?” asked Ellen as she cleared her cards away.
Shauna grinned and dealt the last deck for herself. The girls pored over them, but it was Ruth who spoke up first.
“You’ve been reading our cards for years, Shauna, but even I know that this weekend looks weirdly messed up!” Ruth tapped The Lovers then the Five of Wands which lay next to the King of Pentacles. Shauna looked at her cards, not quite liking how they were laid out for this weekend.
“Aye,” she responded to Ruth, “but I get the Journey card too: a new start, family, mystery, a little regret…so much later than this weekend. Though, it all starts here, in Rotterdam.” She too tapped The Lovers card.
Helene looked at Shauna. “Spider-sense tingling?”
Shauna’s eyes danced in the low light. “It is now!” she replied, though that’s not quite how she was feeling.
“I wonder what the guys are doing?” mused Ruth. Shauna looked at Ellen and Helene, shaking her head gently. They knew why Ruth would be musing over them.
“We’re not on the Edge of Seventeen anymore, Roo, honestly!” teased Shauna, clearing away her cards and gathering up the other decks. Ruth grinned, and the four of them began singing their favourite Stevie Nicks song—badly!
[image: image-placeholder]In the small hours, they decided to call it a night. Despite the exhausting day, Shauna lay awake for a while, pondering her own reading and life, until sleep claimed her.
Awakening to the smell of breakfast, and being rocked gently on a boat, was not a bad way to wake up, Shauna decided. She didn’t open her eyes right away, though she could tell it was daylight. She stretched and smiled. No kids fighting or waking to their racket, it was…peaceful. 
Today was the dress rehearsal for the wedding, and it would be the last time Helene would see Fons until the following afternoon.
The ceremony was performed in a mixture of Dutch and English, and Shauna had to admire the bridesmaid’s dress Helene had chosen. A shade of light blue, contrasting with the red ribbon on the bouquets of various white fresh flowers, hung off the shoulder and gathered around the neckline, cut low at the back. Helene and Fons had gone for the colours of both their nations’ flags. It was the bride and groom who hadn’t worn their wedding attire for the practice run, for obvious reasons.
Later that night, after the men left for the final time and the boat was made ready for the ceremony the following afternoon with more servants than she was sure hotels would use, the girls retreated to a late-night cafe on the water’s edge.
“How come you get to be married on a boat?” asked Ruth, clearly impressed by the wealth on display.
“Fons’ family owns the cruise ship line that sails up and down the Rhine. That’s one of their boats, The Harmony Sea. The cabins are usually used for the crew, which is why it’s moored near their apartment block,” she explained, pointing up. “They own the land here, have for generations.”
Ruth’s eyes went wide. “You’re marrying into money, girl, good on ya!”
“No. Well, maybe I am, but that’s not why I’m marrying him.” Helene turned to Shauna. “Did you ever feel with Matt that you simply couldn’t be without him? That you’d die if you never saw him again?” 
Shauna laughed. “Aye, that first kiss in secondary school in the gym one lunchtime sealed our fates. He was dared to, I think, by Ben and Adam. I still remember how my heart raced whenever he was close to me; the jumpers of his I’d borrow at school because I was cold. The truth was, I hid mine in my bag because I wanted to borrow his; they smelled of him.” Shauna sighed at the memory.
Helene smiled and nodded. “That’s how I feel with Fons. I can’t stop thinking about him; the thought of not spending our lives together…” Helene shuddered.
Shauna reached across the table, squeezing her friend’s hand. “Then follow your heart, my cairaid. And dinnae stop.”
Helene smiled. “I am and I won’t!” Helene raised her glass. “To friends, to the future!” 
Slightly drunk in Helene’s cabin a few hours later, she explained some of the differences. “He nearly had kittens when my family started using the term ‘Dutchman.’ He had to explain to them that it’s a bad term, like Paki’s or something. ‘Netherlander’ is what they prefer!” Helene gulped down some more wine as she listed other differences. “One thing though, he’s house-trained!” She stood up and grinned. “I want to break free,” she began. Wrapping some hair over her mouth to act as a moustache, she grabbed a broom to act as the hoover and soon, the others were joining in, singing various pop songs very badly and loudly.




4
I Do


T he morning of the wedding started the same as the day before: the gentle rocking of the boat, the smell of food cooking. What was different was the sound of someone moaning about the world spinning. Shauna grinned; Helene had clearly overdone it last night. Quickly getting dressed into something light, she went to check on her friend. 
Helene was indeed slightly worse for wear, but there was time for her to recover. “What did I do?” she wailed as Shauna handed her some paracetamol and a glass of water.
“You did a good Freddie!” Shauna laughed, remembering the out-of-tune singing the night before.
Helene looked at her aghast. “I didn’t mean to… Oh heck, I get married in—”
“Five hours, we’ve time, dear bride,” Shauna assured her in a hearty reply. 
The knock at the door announced Ruth and Ellen’s arrival with a maid behind them, bearing breakfast for them all. 
“Okay, food. That’s the first thing, then showers/bubble baths etc.,” said Shauna, taking charge. They worked getting the breakfast for the four of them into Helene’s room whilst dresses were fetched from their respective rooms. After breakfast had been cleared away, they took turns showering and getting themselves ready. An hour before they were needed, they braided Helene’s hair, just as they’d practised the day before.
It was five to the hour when Helene’s father knocked on the door. 
“You’ve got a chance to back out if you want?” he said gently as he admired his beautiful daughter. It was traditional that the bride was given an out. 
Helene shook her head. “No, Daddy, I’m good. I’m ready.”
Shauna smiled at Helene’s father, Nathan. “We’re happy to make him wait a few minutes, though.” 
He nodded in reply and turned back to his daughter. “You look amazing, my gorgeous girl!”
Helene smiled. “Thank you, Dad. Where’s Mum?”
“Waiting for you.” He watched as Shauna and the others gathered their bouquets, double-checked their tiaras, veiled Helene and took a big deep breath. Helene nodded. They were ready. 
The Wedding March cued the gathered guests to stand and welcome the bride. Fons stood at the front with his best man, nervously watching as Helene slowly strode towards him. He gasped as he saw her in the figure-hugging white satin dress. 
Shauna paid attention to the bride but cast her eyes around the front row to Helene’s mother, sister and the groom’s family. The best man smiled at her, his eyes bright before he focused on the groom. Shauna cast her attention back to the job at hand and the duty she and her friends still had to perform. 
[image: image-placeholder]She sighed happily a few hours later. The duties for the day, for the bride, were now mostly complete. Shauna smiled as she watched one of her closest lifelong friends cuddle into the man she loved. She was glad for a rest, even if it was against the bar! She noticed a woman in red being escorted from the reception by two—no, three of the groom’s entourage. She watched until the woman left, but not before they’d made eye contact. ‘What’s her issue?’ thought Shauna, because if looks could kill—Shauna turned her gaze back to the dancers, away from the trouble.
Shauna thought that Helene looked happy. She did not feel the same about her own life, despite what the cards had hinted at last night. She smiled at a waiter as he swerved past with a tray of champagne. Being a widow with two kids was hard. Most men (and she used that term very loosely) left or suddenly stopped calling when she revealed she was a mother to two boys.
The sight of the best man smiling at her made her jump. Why was he smiling at her? He made a beeline straight for her.
“That was a beautiful service,” he declared as he grabbed two glasses of drink from another passing waiter, handing her a fresh one. His voice was deep and velvety.
“Yes, it was. I’m surprised that the wedding service in our two countries is pretty similar,” she replied, playing with her empty ring finger.
He smiled at her. “Wait until you see the Kransekage.”
“The what?” she responded, frowning, not quite sure what he’d said.
“The wedding cake.” He almost downed the glass in one go.
“Oh! Erm, is everything okay?” she asked him, tentatively. Champagne wasn’t usually something a person drank in one go, especially when they were glasses as tall as these.
“It will be. Old…acquaintance decided to drop by.” He grabbed another drink and asked the barman for something far stronger.
“Oh? Let me guess: the angry-looking woman in red who swept through about ten minutes ago?” she asked, sipping her drink.
“Ya,” he confirmed, his Dutch accent getting stronger. Shauna smiled; her own accent got stronger when alcohol was involved too. “She has gone,” he stated.
“I’m glad of that, and I’m sorry but I’ve totally forgotten your name,” Shauna admitted, taking a slightly bigger drink of champagne than she intended to hide her embarrassment.
“Harek, at your service,” he said, sliding a strong, warm hand around her waist and leaning in close. She had to admire how his smell, touch and proximity made her skin tingle. His mouth was suddenly very close to her ears. “And you, my dear widow, are beautiful.”
In one sentence, he’d both inflated and deflated her. She turned her head and began to alight from the stool; maybe it was the alcohol that made his comment about what she was, not who, that irked her more than usual, but she wasn’t sure.
“Did I say something…” he asked, grabbing her by the elbow before she managed to bolt.
Lady Gaga would have been proud of her poker face. “My marital status seems to be far more important to you than anything else.” Her Scottish accent was starting to get stronger as she got more annoyed, her face and narrow eyes betraying her emotions. “Thank you for reminding me my husband is dead.”
He let go of her arm and looked defeated. “I apologise,” he said. “I did not mean to make you…uncomfortable.” His jaw clenched then softened as he motioned towards the outside deck of the boat. Shauna wasn’t sure she wanted to follow, but his strong warm hand around her waist again guided her to the outside deck effortlessly. The hot sensations he made her feel just by touching her angered her even more. 
‘Damn Neanderthal!’ she thought as he slid open the door.
“You don't seem to realise how alluring you are,” he explained, closing the sliding door behind them, drowning out some of the noise from the party.
“How is my being a widow, alluring?” She folded her arms, wondering what he’d say next.
“Because you have something I doubt I will ever have.” He turned to stand before her, but at a pace apart. She caught sight of the lights from the other side of the river reflecting in his eyes, which were now huge, hiding the hazel colour she’d seen a few moments before.
“Oh? And what’s that?” she asked, placing her weight onto her back foot, her martial arts training on standby. Was she going to have to kick him to get away?
“Children,” he answered simply. “You have children, a family. That is something I now only wish I could have.” He turned to look out across the river. Shauna was stunned. She was attractive because she already had children? That just had to be a first.
“I have always wanted a family with three or four kinderen. My sister has two, one of each. But, it seems I cannot find the right person to be by my side, or be lucky enough to father any.” He turned to Shauna, and she could see that he was baring his soul. “Fons told me about his fiancée’s friends, but I dismissed his now wife’s description of you. I should not have.”
He stepped closer and gently touched the side of Shauna’s face. 
“I have had my hopes for a family dashed, played with and thwarted too many times. And here, at least, finding someone with integrity is—hard.” 
His accent was enticing, and she felt her heart flutter. When was the last time it had done that?
“Given my status here in this country,” he continued, “my name, people throw themselves at me for lots of reasons. But, I can never seem to find anyone who is not focused on what I am.” He sighed. “They do not see me. They see success, but resent the hard work, long hours, and interrupted family moments that go into being successful. The ones that do get it,” he nodded back into the party, and in Shauna’s mind, to the angry woman in red from earlier, “are not ones I want to spend the rest of my life with.”
Shauna lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “So, let me get this straight.” She could tell she had his attention; he stood rigidly now. “You wanted to meet me because I have children already, not because of anything else?” She was starting to feel affronted. Am I not attractive in my own right? Then another thought appeared in her head: What kind of maniac wanted a ready-made family? She was now cautious and glad she wasn’t holding a drink.
“It was one reason, but I saw you arrive, and yesterday at the rehearsal…” His lip curled into a small smile as he remembered seeing her for the first time. “I just could not get you out of my head, and I knew I had to get to know you.” He closed the gap between them, wrapping an arm further around her waist and ever so gently, began kissing her.
It was like kissing Matt back in the school gymnasium all over again. Only, this was twenty-five years later, on a boat, in Rotterdam, with a very good-looking Netherlander who had an action-movie-star’s figure. Why was her heart all aflutter again? Surely she was past that now? The little voice inside her head reminded her sternly, “You’re no dead yet, hen!” 
Harek ended the kiss slowly. Shauna stood still, eyes closed, clearly lost in whatever thoughts he’d invoked within her. Slowly, she opened her eyes, and he smiled at her. 
“I...” she breathed. 
He leaned in again to kiss her, and this time, she responded more openly. Whether it was the champagne, his brutal honesty, her reaction to him or a mix of it all, she wasn’t sure. What she was sure of was she wanted more of this. At least for tonight, she wanted to be more than a mother, a provider, a carer, a businesswoman, a cleaner and a business administrator.
Harek groaned lightly as he reacted to her stepping in slightly, to the touch of her warm hands on his chest, her softness, and as he wrapped his free hand around the one on his chest, he felt her strength as well as her determination to do whatever was needed. The calluses on her hands weren’t tradesman-rated, but they certainly knew hard work. He nearly forgot where they were and why they were there. 
He pulled back again, not wanting the moment to end, but knowing that the Kransekage still had to be cut and shared. It was a tradition Fons wanted to follow since the recipe was from his deceased grandmother’s cookbook. He’d told Harek that he wanted it done…before he swept his bride off to the honeymoon suite. 
“We have one more duty to perform.”
“Duty? Oh! The cake!” Shauna shook her head slightly, trying to clear the kiss-induced fog. “Helene said Fons was determined to cut it and serve it to her?”
Harek nodded. “Come, let’s do these last things, then we can do what we want to.”
“More talking,” she said, smiling. He grabbed the door and slid it open, allowing her to step back into the noise.
The other men from the groom’s entourage were starting to mill about and upon seeing Harek, smiled, grinned, said something in Dutch that was clearly a tease and began moving a few tables around. A few moments later, the wedding cake, or Kransekage, was bought in.
Rings of almond cake were stacked up to almost three feet in height with the bottom layer being almost two-feet-wide. The decoration was in iced light blue swirls, white sugar tulip flowers, forest fauna and leaves. It was truly a work of art.
Shauna turned to Harek and whispered, “That’s gorgeously unbelievable!”
Harek smiled and nodded as Fons gently guided Helene to the front of the table. Taking the knife and placing it in her hand, they cut the bottom layer. Fons cut a slice out of the cake and fed it to Helene, saying something in Dutch. 
Shauna turned to Harek as he called out with the other Dutch guests a reply, her face holding a confused look. 
“He’s promised to always feed, protect and cherish her,” he answered, aware that the language was something of a barrier. He hoped it would be one that wouldn’t stand between them for long. 
“And what did you all reply with?” she asked, as he handed her a glass of champagne and a slice of cake. How had he moved to obtain these so quickly? 
“That we witnessed the promise. It’s a Norwegian tradition that we Netherlanders sometimes use, especially if like Fons, your ancestors were from Norway.” He took a piece of cake from his plate and offered it to Shauna’s mouth. 
Shauna understood exactly what Harek wanted when he gently offered her a slice of the wedding cake. She took the piece, ensuring that her lips touched Harek’s fingers. 
She had to keep reminding herself, she wasn’t dead yet! She saw his reaction as his pupils dilated and smiled inwardly. 
He leaned in and whispered, “Temptress.” 
She turned whilst he was still in earshot. “You started it. Sure you can finish it, lad?” She emphasised the last word. His grin widened. 
“I’ll show you lad later,” he whispered, touching her jawline gently. 
“Promising things already, huh?” she questioned, sending him a smile. His warm hands on her back pulled her towards him a little. 
“Most certainly,” he whispered, his mouth very close to her ear. He stepped back and looked up as someone called his name from across the bar. Harek waved and bent to Shauna. “There are two more things we need to do before the groom and bride depart. Are you ready?” he asked, taking her hand. 
She nodded and he led her to the dance floor, where Fons and Helene stood. Someone shouted something in Dutch, and Helene, along with all the male guests, left the room.
Shauna wasn’t sure what was happening until someone nudged her and told her she had to be the first to kiss the groom good luck!
“I what?” she blurted. The tradition was explained that every female guest now had to kiss the groom good luck, and it started with the maid of honour. Fons looked at her expectantly, but a tradition was a tradition. Shauna walked up to Fons, bid him good luck in his married life and issued a warning. 
“Treat her well, or else.” She gently kissed the groom on his cheek. 
Fons grabbed Shauna’s hand. “I promise.” Shauna saw the sincerity in his eyes and was sure he would keep that promise too. 
When all the kissing, good luck and hugs were over, the bride and the male guests returned. Helene’s makeup didn’t look very out of place, but she went to Fons and embraced him tightly, making Shauna, Ruth and Ellen laugh. They needed to get a room!
She felt a presence behind her and she didn’t need to turn to know that it was Harek. He bent down to whisper in her ear.
“Shall we dance?” 
Shauna shrugged. “I’m no really one for dancing, but I’ll try!” she responded, allowing Harek to take her to the dance floor.
Once Fons and Helene danced, others were allowed onto the floor, and despite Shauna saying she couldn’t dance, Harek thought she was pretty good at following his lead. 
Shauna dipped out of the reception and found her way onto the deck a while later, needing some cool night air. Wrapping her shawl around her, she breathed deeply, held onto the rail and closed her eyes. When was the last time she’d danced like that? She couldn’t recall Matt ever wanting or being able to dance anything resembling ballroom, but Harek could. 
“Man, he can move!” she whispered to herself, not hearing the steps behind her until a jacket was draped over her shoulders.
She snapped open her eyes and turned to see Harek smiling. His tall frame hid the lights behind him, but it was hard to see much of anything.
“Thank you.” She turned to him. He looked down at her and smiled. “I hadn’t realised how much cooler it was out here. You can dance,” she added.
He grinned. “My mother told me it was a way to get to the girls, so I took lessons for a few years. It didn’t pay off, until now.” 
“I never learned, but with you, I would!” She reached up onto her tiptoes, and he leaned down to embrace her in a hot, passionate kiss. 
She had to admit, he was an excellent kisser too. He didn’t just thrust his tongue down her throat the way boys did, and this wasn’t tonsil tennis. It was sensual, asking, gentle but above all, enticing. Every tongue stroke, lip nibble, sigh or groan gave way for the next. It was quite a few minutes before Harek stepped back. He was sure Shauna could feel just how much this kiss was affecting him. She smelled beautiful, a mix of ocean and jasmine. 
He broke the kiss because he began feeling cold, which meant that it was time to go in. He motioned back to the party, and Shauna visibly sighed.
“I’m sure that the bride and groom have left and if they have, it means we can leave too.” 
She simply nodded in agreement, not trusting herself to speak.
‘Oh lord, I’m thirty-six and acting like I’m on the edge of seventeen,’ she chided herself. However, when Harek held out his hand and opened the door, she smiled. 
Fons and Helene had indeed ducked out to their suite, as Harek predicted. He spoke with some of the other guests and mingled. Shauna decided to do the same when it became clear that he wanted to tie up his duties before anything else. He was conscientious certainly, she thought. She wondered what was beneath that shirt. His tuxedo jacket smelled of sandalwood and spice. She breathed it in deeply, hoping that she’d be able to do more than that later. A waiter brought over a drink of single whisky with a note and left, smiling. 
Shona, will be back soon. H.
She’d correct him on the spelling of her name later on, but for now, she grabbed the whisky, settled back into the seat with his jacket around her and took the weight off her feet.
Harek saw another of the groom’s entourage and enticed him away from the pretty lady he was clearly planning to become intimate with. “Lend me your key to our room. I need to grab a few things before you head in there.”
Jon smiled. “Saw you dancing with the maid of honour. Are things getting serious?”
Harek grinned. “As serious as they do at weddings. But, time will tell.”
Jon grinned back. “Here,” he said, fetching his key out of his trouser pocket. “Bring it back to me though. Where’s yours?”
Harek turned and motioned towards Shauna. “In my jacket.” 
Jon followed his gaze and realised that Shauna was wearing it. “Ah. Okay. Don’t take too long; I can’t wait all night!”
Harek grinned and headed off to their room in the quayside hotel. Ten minutes later, he was back with his bag, returned Jon’s key and asked a cabin boy which room was Shauna’s. 




5
Getting To Know You


I t was nearly twenty minutes, a single whisky and some watch checking before Harek returned.
“There you are! I was beginning to think you’d gotten lost!” she said, smiling. Harek motioned for her to sit back down and produced another whisky for her along with a much larger one for himself.
“My roommate needed me to take more than a few things out of our room. That took longer than I thought.”
Shauna wondered where he’d moved his things to. “So, where’s the bag?” she asked, looking around his feet.
“It is behind the bar, for the moment.” He sipped his whisky and peered at her over the cut glass. “May I leave it in your room for a while?”
Shauna laughed, making her eyes sparkle. “So that’s how it starts, huh? You move your things into my room, and I never get them out?” She brought her glass to her mouth to hide her smirk. “Starting as we mean to go on?” She nudged Harek playfully, letting him see the smile in her eyes and on her lips. She sipped at the whisky, not taking her eyes off him.
Harek noticed she wasn’t falling for the line he’d come up with. The truth was, Jon was taking the girl back to their room, and he had grabbed more than clean clothes and his toiletries. He decided to tell her the truth.
“Ah, so he’s going to take a pretty girl to his bed; what are you going to do?” she asked, knowing full well that his intentions were exactly the same but with her. 
He leaned in and kissed her on the jaw, just where her ear began. “I was hoping a very pretty lady would do the same, but in a different room.” He bestowed gentle kisses along her jaw and worked his way to her mouth, kissing and caressing as he went. 
“Good job that’s a possibility, isn’t it?” she breathed out huskily. He loved how her accent made her words purr in reply. 
“Shall we?” he whispered, taking his glass in one hand and extending the other towards her.
“Bold fella, ain’t you?” she said playfully. She’d decided before she’d left for home, if there was a way to break the three-year sabbatical she was under, she would. She was ready for this. Heck, even the cards hinted at the chance. The question was: Was Harek aware of what he was getting into?
It didn’t take long for them to grab his overnight bag from behind the bar and reach Shauna’s cabin.
“The staff wouldn’t let me bring this in here,” he remarked as she unlocked the door. He smiled as she stopped in the doorway, gaping at the state of her room. 
State implies that it was messy. It was far from that. On the side, two candles that hadn’t long been lit stood in front of the mirror. The sheets had been changed and the bed turned down. 
Half-open drapes framed voile curtains screening the slightly open sliding door to a private deck. It moved gently in the late evening breeze. Upon the bed sat a tray, containing a dish of strawberries and chocolate in a fondue with two wooden skewers. A bottle of sparkling wine in an ice bucket sat on a stand with the glasses hanging over a holder on the side.
She turned to look at him. “You organised this?” Just who the hell was he to arrange this on his friend's boat and at his friend's wedding?!
Harek nodded and motioned for her to go further inside. Shauna draped the dinner jacket on the back of a chair and looked around. She wasn’t sure the scent of the candles, but the room smelled heavenly and floral as a result.
“You’re conniving,” she stated, giving him a slightly incredulous look, confusing him. Shauna chuckled. “Someone that likes to plan things on the quiet, usually bad things,” she continued.
Harek shook his head. “Not bad things,” he said, picking up his jacket and hanging it. He went to undo his bowtie, but Shauna went to him and stopped him. 
“Here, let me.” She gently tugged two different ends of the tie. In less than thirty seconds, it was loose and she had undone his top button.
“Thank goodness that is off. I suffer them, but they’re necessary with these suits.” Shauna smiled and wondered where she could sit. The bed and the table were now covered in stuff, not all hers. Harek saw and removed his bag from the chair, pulled it out and motioned for her to sit. He thought he should have got a chaise brought in, but it would be too crowded in this small cabin. 
“I’m sorry, I forgot how little space these standard rooms have.”
He smiled and moved the tray from the bed. Shauna quickly moved the candles a little then motioned towards the bed. Harek grabbed her and swung her back to the chair, like a move ending a dance from Strictly Come Dancing. 
Shauna chuckled and watched as he poured a drink. A few seconds later, he turned and presented her with a small bowl of strawberries and a glass of champagne. Shauna smiled and settled the glass down; she’d had enough champagne for one weekend, or maybe a lifetime. The strawberries were a lovely option.
“So, we’re finally alone,” she whispered as she bit into a strawberry, devouring it in a few bites. Harek looked around, found the biggest strawberry that he could and offered it to Shauna’s mouth. 
With a grin that would rival Morticia Addams, she gently took it in her mouth and slowly bit little pieces out of it. Harek chuckled as Shauna nibbled the last of the large strawberry then waved her hand between them.
“Enough! I’m pretty full from the dinner and the champagne!” Harek grinned and turned to the open deck. “Come, let’s sit outside.”
From somewhere else in the room, he produced the two cut glasses of whisky they’d brought with them. Shauna grabbed her coat as they went to sit on her private deck. It was wide enough for two chairs, a small table and a trail of fairy lights.
“Where’d the lights…” she turned to Harek who smiled and shrugged. She chuckled but she held his gaze, softly. “You are full of surprises, Netherlander.”
“I aim to please,” he replied as he guided Shauna into the chair. She crossed her legs, and Harek averted his gaze slightly as the dress revealed the slits up to her thigh. Shauna saw him look away. 
“You can look. Touching is for later.”
Harek smirked, raising an eyebrow. “You’re a temptress,” he said as he placed their strawberry picnic on the small table. 
“I’m just enjoying the attention, it’s been a while.” She reached across for another strawberry.
“I want to know so many things, but…” He let the question hang. 
“But you don’t know how to ask?”
Harek could only nod in reply.
Shauna sighed. “I haven’t got something prepared in answer; it’s not something that’s come up in conversation on the two dates I’ve been on since Matt died.” She drank some champagne from her glass. 
Harek sat back and waited patiently for her to start talking.
“Matt died in a motorcycle accident. His bike slipped on some oil in the wet, and he broke his neck as he crashed into the kerb. It was instant. The poor woman behind him managed to stop and call the services; she tried to help. She was traumatised when she was told he had already passed away.”
She drank some more champagne, mainly now for courage. 
“In the time since, until tonight, I’ve been on exactly three dates; two made it to a second, and that’s as far as it has gotten.” She shrugged. 
“Three? Is that all?” Harek looked incredulous. He couldn’t believe that anyone let this gorgeous creature go. 
Shauna nodded. “Three. The first one ran when I told him I had two boys; they were six and nine when Matt died, but a wee bit older by the time I started dating again. The second one wanted the boys to call him ‘dad’ by the second date. That ended there and then. The third wouldn’t commit to anything after our second date. After the third attempt to organise the third date, I told him to just not bother. I might have been more forceful than that though!” She laughed, sucked in a breath and carried on.
“That was about nine months ago. I came here with an open mind, though I did put a wish up to the powers,” she looked up at the stars that shone brightly above them, “to let there be someone who could love me, as I am, before I left.” She decided that revealing the Tarot reading with her friends wasn’t necessary.
Harek reached across and touched her arm. “I am sure your prayers were answered.” The same question ran across his mind yet again: How can anyone turn down this woman?
Shauna grinned, but it did not light her eyes. “So, there you have it. My boys, Michael and Andrew, are twelve and nine now, but going on twenty! They miss their dad. We have bad days, but mostly good.”
Harek nodded. For the next half an hour, they spoke about their families; she learned that Harek had a sister, Vayenn, who was married to Ruben, with a daughter and a son, who Harek doted on. He’d been in a few semi-serious relationships over the years, the most recent of which had ended only six weeks ago. 
“You saw her earlier.” His face fell as he spoke of the betrayal and lies he’d encountered at her hand. 
Shauna placed her smaller warm hand into his, connecting with him. She nodded. “Bullies come in many shapes and forms. If it’s that serious, you take it to the authorities or get lawyers involved. If it’s not, block the crazy lady and go live life. It’s way too short for stressing out about someone who doesn’t have your interests at heart.”
Harek smiled at her. She was right, but he had needed to hear it from someone who wasn’t family. “I never like to hurt people,” he said. “And I tend to be bull-headed.” For his size, Shauna thought he could likely wrestle a tiger and not be bothered by it.
“No one in their right mind does. If they can’t take a hint, be direct. If they don’t get it then, well, show them the door.”
“I like your direct approach. We Netherlanders try to be. It’s not that easy sometimes.”
“Amen!” muttered Shauna as she poured out the last of the champagne. “I have a toast, for us both.” 
He lifted his glass and waited. 
“To being honest, direct and to talking with each other.” 
They clinked their glasses together and drank. 
Once the last of the drink was consumed, Harek glanced at his watch. It was nearly one a.m., and they hadn’t noticed the time slipping by. Talking with her was so easy, it calmed him. 
“Come, let us go inside, it’s warmer and I think it might rain a little soon,” he said, glancing at the small swells of water on the river.
Shauna nodded. “Yeah, it is a wee bit colder now!” Harek stood and helped Shauna out of her small corner and guided them both back inside.
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