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Synopsis
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Katelynʼs life takes a wild detour after catching her husband cheating on her with another man. With a broken heart and a dead phone, she finds herself stranded in a bar, where she meets Ash, a bartender with an attitude and an intriguing set of scars.

Almost a year after embarking on a soul-searching journey to Scandinavia, Katelyn unknowingly rents a house that belongs to none other than Ashʼs grandparents. Talk about an awkward reunion! Christmas draws near, and in a serendipitous twist, their paths converge once more, unleashing a whirlwind of emotions, secrets, and unspoken desires.

An explosive dance of attraction, battling inner demons while unraveling the enigma that binds them. With every stolen glance and electric touch, their connection intensifies, leading them to question whether love can redeem and heal the deepest wounds.
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Chapter One 
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My husbandʼs boyfriend

Amsterdam

“Iʼm going to murder him. Him and that... slut!” I mutter through gritted teeth, the martiniʼs bite sharpening my mind.

I should probably stop drinking before I canʼt even walk out of here.

I attempt to rise from the stool, but my legs betray me, causing me to stumble and crash into the bar.

Well, Iʼm already that drunk. 

Itʼs not a state Iʼm accustomed to. I rarely touch alcohol, save for an occasional glass of wine on special occasions. The last time I was this drunk was at prom, almost a decade ago. But todayʼs special, so Iʼm enjoying a drink.

The glass feels cool in my hand as I let my fingers play with it. Iʼm no wine expert, and beer is definitely not my vibe, so I went with a martini, channeling my inner Bond.

But I donʼt feel like Bond, nope. 

I feel like Amy Dunne from Gone Girl.

What did Rosamund drink in that twisted masterpiece? I wonder to myself. 

“You wanna call someone?” The bartender asks in a casual tone. 

I scowl at the guy, just long enough to see him raise an eyebrow at me as he efficiently wipes down a beer glass. 

“No,” I say. “Thereʼs nobody to call tonight.” 

I stare at him for a few more moments before proceeding to ignore him. Then, Iʼm back to my retrospection.

Today I wanted to surprise my husband on our anniversary. I grabbed my carry-on, kissed him goodbye, got into a cab, and pretended I was flying to Oxford for meetings. 

Instead, I made reservations at his favorite restaurant and, at noon, headed to the salon for a complete makeover.

I styled my hair, got a fresh manicure, and slipped into a tight black dress.

I returned home, ready to surprise him, and quietly entered through the front door, leaving my bag in the hall. As I took a few steps forward, I overheard my husband Adriaanʼs voice, filled with irritation.

“You know I canʼt. Theyʼre getting suspicious,” He argued.

I assumed he was on the phone as I made my way to the living room. But to my surprise, he wasnʼt alone. A tall, blond stranger stood there, hands on his hips, confronting my husband.

I had never seen the man before.

“Youʼre a coward,” he said. “And Iʼm done with this.” The stranger, with a British accent, attempted to break free and walk away, but Adriaan firmly clutched onto his wrist.

“Donʼt do this. Give me more time. Iʼll—” he pleaded.

“Adriaan, I canʼt keep living like this,” the man said, his voice breaking. “I simply canʼt.”

“Please, donʼt do this,” Adriaan begged.

“Youʼll never accept the fact that youʼre gay, will you?” 

The words hit me like an electric shock. 

After that wake-up call, I saw my dear husband placing his hand on the guyʼs waist and resting his forehead against his.

Then, just like that, theyʼre kissing.

Yeah, thatʼs right. I caught my husband cheating on me with a hot blond guy. 

Thatʼs really super special. 

I just ran out with nothing but my cell phone. Now Iʼm at a bar after wandering around town trying to figure out what I am going to do with the rest of my life.

Seven years of lies and deceit.

Well, at least I didnʼt walk in on them having sex. That wouldʼve been hard to forget.

My eyes lift, and I find the bartender looking at me, waiting. 

After gaping at him for a few moments, I realize. 

“You want me out of here. Got it. Can I use Apple Pay?” I ask. 

He answers with a slow nod.

I reach into my jacket, retrieving my phone. Yet, as I press the lifeless screen, a knot of dread tightens in my stomach. Itʼs dead. 

Breathe, Katelyn. Breathe!

“Shit!” I snap, my voice a bit louder than intended.

I glance around, only to find a few curious onlookers, their gazes flicking toward me briefly before they return to their own conversations.

I turn my attention back to the bartender, but thereʼs no sympathy in his eyes. He looks right through me, his expression saying, Iʼve seen this before, and Iʼm not buying it.

Iʼm stuck in this bar, squeezed into a dress thatʼs shorter than my last bad decision and I canʼt even settle the bill. All because I caught my husband red-handed with his boyfriend, right in our home, on our freaking anniversary.

What a night, huh?

I place my hands flat on the bar and take a deep breath, trying to calm myself down.

“Sure you donʼt wanna call anyone?” He insists, keeping up his bad-boy attitude. I look up at him again and finally take a good look at his face. 

He has scars. 

A thin scar traces from his left eyebrow, cutting close to his eye, where it meets another that slashes across his cheek in a sharp, silent “X”. They donʼt scream villain, but theyʼve surely earned him a backstage pass to Fight Club.

His face practically whispers, “Iʼve navigated the wild side and lived to tell the tale. Wanna hear?”

I smile cynically and glance down at my dead phone.

“My husband is busy,” I say, still not looking up at him, but I can sense that he doesnʼt move. I hadnʼt planned on pouring my life out to a stranger, but heʼs probably thinking Iʼm just another drunk bitch he has to deal with every other night. 

Iʼm sure he also thinks my poor husband is the victim here, being married to a bitch like me. 

The thought stirs up anger within me.

“Heʼs busy fucking his boyfriend, thinking Iʼm out of town,” I say coolly, this time looking up at him.

The bartender begins to move away but he pauses, fixing his gaze on me.

Whoʼs the bitch now?

I just shocked the bad boy. 

Imagine how shocked I was when I saw my husband kissing some dude.

I donʼt want anyoneʼs pity, though. I just want to tell the whole world how shitty Adriaan is. That heʼs a liar and a cheater, and I didnʼt deserve to be wronged like this. 

Nobody does, really.

“Men are all alike,” I say, ignoring that the specimen before me is, in fact, a man. With a mock-serious gaze, I point an accusatory finger his way and boldly state, “Monogamy? Itʼs like asking a squirrel to ignore acorns. Not in their nature.”

I lean back, studying him with a contemplative gaze as he casually saunters over to the counter, grabbing a pitcher and pouring beer into it. He passes it down to a fellow a couple of stools away.

Then, much to my surprise, he doubles back. 

He leans against the bar, his hands gripping its edge, and tilts his head inquisitively. In a newfound focus, he gazes at me, as if truly seeing me for the first time, taking his time to study the lines of my face.

“What? Did I shock you?” I ask him.

“Just curious,” he says, shrugging slightly. “Your husband is doing a guy, is that what you just said?” His tone changes, and now the curiosity in his voice is pretty evident.

I nod. “Thatʼs exactly what I said.”

“How long have you been together?” He arches an eyebrow. 

“Seven years,” I say. 

Seven whole fucking years! 

I am such a dumbass. A total blind dumbass. 

I feel my chest squeeze a little. Anger ignites through me all over again.

He nods. “Did it never strike you that something was off?”

I shake my head, though Iʼm not entirely honest. The truth is, the first time I sensed something was amiss was during my college graduation. 

Adriaan got wasted and ended up hugging a guy, nearly kissing him.

But hey, he was intoxicated! 

And there were a couple of instances where I sensed him eyeing other guys, but then again, heʼs a doctor. I figured it was just his natural inclination to be observant and watchful, considering his profession. 

“That distracted, huh?” The bartender jolts me back into the conversation. 

The sheer surprise on his face is almost laughable if it werenʼt for the fact that Iʼm at the heart of this tragic joke.

“Well, he didnʼt seem to have any trouble getting hard for me,” I say. Sex was good, though infrequent, it was good, I suppose. Iʼve never had sex with anyone else besides Adriaan.

I donʼt care; I wonʼt admit to a stranger that there were red flags and I simply ignored all of them. How stupid would that be? How stupid would I be?

Very stupid!

Wait. Was Adriaan thinking about the blond guy while we... Argh.

I look up at the bartender, and heʼs staring at me with renewed intensity. 

Just as he parts his lips to speak, a voice interrupts him abruptly. 

“Welterusten, handsome,” a girl emerges from behind the bar, casting a smile in his direction.

I tear my gaze away from her, redirecting my attention back to the bartender. His square jaw, high cheekbones, and buzz-cut hairstyle give him a distinct military-like appearance as if he had just been discharged from the army.

And itʼs nice being looked at by those dark green eyes. 

Sheʼs got a point. Heʼs an undeniably attractive male, appealing to those who admire a lean and toned body. Yet, he strikes a harmonious balance. A display of natural muscle, sculpted but not bulky.

With the scars and his right earʼs unique shape, he might not be your typical sports magazine cover model, but heʼs got a rugged charm thatʼs just as captivating.

He takes a peek at my phone lying on the bar and casually requests a phone charger from her. 

I mean, after my extensive three whole years in the Netherlands, Iʼve managed to decode a few phrases. Just a few. 

I suppose mastering Dutch wasnʼt written in my stars. 

“Nee,” she replies.

“Dank je, tot later, Anna,” he says.

“Tot later, Anna!” I repeat and wave at her. She scowls at me and walks out, shaking her head.

I quickly survey the surroundings. The bar is gradually becoming less crowded. There are only a few guys at the counter, two others playing pool, and a group of younger ones engaged in an arm-wrestling match.

Itʼs Wednesday. 

My watch is inching closer to midnight.

I glance up and notice that the bartenderʼs gaze remains fixed on me, his narrowed eyes unwavering. I canʼt recall the last time a man looked at me with such intense interest. However, I fail to comprehend what could be so captivating about my misery.

For some reason, I feel compelled to decipher this guy.

Heʼs not wearing a ring. Heʼs a lone-wolf type. Wild. Rebellious. Independent. The type of man who wonʼt settle for anyone. Too hot to become a husband, too heedless to become a father. 

Heʼs the guy we visualize when we read those addictive, steamy romance novels. However, this one would never end up with the girl. 

He would break her heart and leave.

Besides, heʼs the type who goes for beautiful, long-legged, Brazilian-butt women. His fellow bartender Anna, sort of woman. 

I bet he doesnʼt even care a thing about whatʼs on a girlʼs mind as long as sheʼs hot.

For all that matters to him, the emptier her mind is, the better. 

Iʼm not exactly a head-turner. Iʼm more of a skinny-curvy collision. My eyes are a standout, but they often play second fiddle to my nose, which has taken on a life of its own, deciding to stretch out a bit too much.

But you know what? The fact remains that weʼre just not each otherʼs type.

Adriaan was my type. I met him in my last year of college. He was the quiet, reliable guy you could count on, the kind of person you envision settling down with and starting a family.

And thatʼs exactly what I did. Well, minus the kids. Adriaan wasnʼt keen on having them.

He lives and breathes his work and itʼs somewhat expected. Yet, I never anticipated that I would gradually be erased from his list of priorities, only to be replaced by a lover boy. 

Over the past couple of years, he turned into someone excessively serious and demanding. Routines became his jam, and any hint of a slip-up was practically a disaster. Wrapping my head around how I managed to mess this up so royally is still a head-scratcher.

It took me seven years to finally hit me that my motherʼs words were spot-on. “Mark my words, girl. You can never put your faith in a man.” Itʼs a bitter pill to swallow, coming to grips with the reality that relying on any man is a lesson in disappointment.

From this moment forward, no matter what twists life throws at me, I wonʼt let myself be fooled by a guyʼs nonsense ever again. 

“You know,” I say, no longer caring to restore my dignity, “what bothers me the most is that Iʼve been living a lie. I would have rather found him with a woman. That would mean I wasnʼt just his beard, and somewhere along the way, he mightʼve felt something for me.”

I sigh after a long silence. “But I guess I was just convenient.”

I notice my wedding ring is still firmly in place. I lift my hand from the counter, eyeing it for a moment.

“Selfish bastard,” I mutter under my breath, the wasted years heavy on my mind. I shake my head in disbelief. “I was exclusively his while he was... God knows how many heʼs been with.”

A surge of disgust curls my lip. “Maybe I should book myself an STD test,” I mutter, feeling the anger welling up inside me once more as I fight to hold back the tears that linger just beneath the surface.

Just as my eyes shift upward, I catch sight of a guy sidling up, requesting a beer. Yet, the bartenderʼs gaze remains fixated on me, undeterred.

“Wat kan ik voor je inschenken?” the other bartender asks the man, stepping forward as the one in front of me continues to ignore the customer, motionless.

He doesnʼt appear unsettled by my unfiltered confessions, nor does he tell me to keep quiet. He simply stands there, silently, his eyes locked on mine. 

Listening to my shit, taking it all in like heʼs got all the time in the world for it.

A glass breaks in the back and steals his attention. His eyes go over my shoulder.

I follow his gaze and see a tall guy with a long face pulling off a comical expression. The guy raises his arms in a gesture thatʼs more mockery than apology.

I canʼt imagine what it is like to put up with these behaviors night after night.

Turning my head back, I notice the bartender still momentarily fixated on the guy. Seizing the opportunity, I steal a glance at his muscular, veined arms and long-fingered hands. Suddenly, a vivid scene flashes in my mind. His arm wrapped around me and one of those strong hands cupping my face.

Bringing my gaze back up to meet his, I find his green eyes scanning me once more and it makes me think. Iʼve never experienced the pleasure of being with a man who actually appreciates being with a woman. 

“I wonder if I ever really knew what mind-blowing sex feels like,” I say, the words slipping out unintentionally. The bartenderʼs face undergoes a sudden change, his expression shifting sharply.

Did he hear that? 

His nostrils flare, and his jaw clenches, eyebrows furrowing together. 

Oh shit, he did. 

I just spill intimate details to a stranger while shamelessly lusting after him.

He tilts his head down slightly, as if battling something internally, and removes his hands from the bar. “Itʼs time for you to call it a night,” he states firmly.

Yeah, I agree. I think to myself, feeling embarrassed.

He retrieves his phone from his back pocket and places it on the counter in front of me. “Call a cab,” he orders, his tone commanding.

I feel rejected, and Iʼm not too thrilled about it.

“Are you kicking me out?” A hint of defiance in my voice.

“I am,” he responds, his demeanor full of arrogance as he plucks the martini glass from my hand. Thereʼs still an olive resting in there.

“Call a cab,” he orders once more, his tone unwavering, and I shoot him a glare.

“Hey, give back my olive!” I snap, my annoyance growing. He turns back to me, takes the skewer from the glass, and casually pops my olive into his mouth.

He winks at me, and I am left speechless, gasping in disbelief.

“Cab.” He gestures with a jerk of his head toward the phone, and then he walks away, heading toward the broken glass.

I try not to stare, but I just canʼt help myself. Heʼs quite the sight, I must say. I canʼt take my eyes off him. Trim hips, long, muscular legs... and, well, I may have just checked out his butt.

I never check out guysʼ butts. Itʼs not something I do. Like, ever.

Suddenly, he lifts his head, locking eyes with me. Instantly, I turn away, feeling embarrassed.

As he goes back behind the bar, he steals another glance at me. His mouth tightens into a thin line, and I can almost hear him thinking. Why are you still here?

“You called a cab?” he asks instead.

“No,” I admit, a little sheepishly.

He grabs his phone, taps the screen, and before he puts it up to his ear, I hop up on the stool and gently take the phone from his ear. 

“I just need to find a charger for my phone,” I say, sounding too desperate. “Plus, I still havenʼt figured out where Iʼm headed tonight.”

Truth is, I donʼt have anywhere to go, and Iʼm still trying to figure out what the heck Iʼm gonna do.

“Could you ask around, please?” I ask him.

He remains silent for a moment, just staring at me, until finally, he nods.

A wave of relief washes over me.

He heads over to his fellow bartender, shakes his head but says something to him. Then he grabs his phone and puts it to his ear.

He glances at his watch, then back up at me, and exchanges a few words with the person on the other end of the line.

After hanging up, he approaches me again and says, “Iʼm getting you a charger.”

“Perfect! Thank you,” I say.

He nods and walks away, leaving me once again. 
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Chapter Two 
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Tough girl

After a while, the bartender makes his way back to me. 

“Men are bastards,” I grumble.

“You like to swear, donʼt you?” he asks, his tone cool and collected.

“Only when Iʼm a few drinks in, which is a rare occurrence. Does it bother you?” I retort, raising an eyebrow challengingly.

He simply shakes his head.

I continue my rant and he grows in annoyance. 

“I wouldnʼt be surprised if youʼve cheated on your girl too,” I accuse, meeting his hard gaze.

He remains unfazed, his expression unchanged.

“Itʼs written all over that handsome face of yours,” I jab a finger towards him, a mischievous glint in my eyes. He narrows his gaze in response, but Iʼm not backing down. 

“Youʼre a cheater,” I insist, feeling frustrated. 

What am I even doing, taking out my anger on some random guy in a random bar?

With a calm demeanor, he fills a glass and responds, “This ʼhandsomeʼ face has never cheated on anyone.”

“Yeah, right,” I scoff, not fully convinced.

“My parents raised me better than that,” he asserts, a touch of pride in his voice.

Curiosity getting the better of me, I ask, “Are your mom and dad still tight?”

He nods, a good smile forming on his face. “Celebrating their thirty-fifth anniversary in a couple of months. Raised three kids, one of whom is already married with three beautiful children, and my sister just got engaged last week. Theyʼre all pretty darn happy.” 

“Iʼm glad to hear it,” I say, though my tone might not fully reflect my words.

He grins knowingly. “Youʼre stereotyping. Thatʼs my point. Not all men are like your husband.”

I just stare at him as he hands the beer to another customer.

“Your family seems like the exception, assuming what you know is true. I highly doubt your brother would casually mention an affair with the nanny,” I blurt out, realizing how foolish my words sound in my intoxicated state.

He maintains a lazy smile. “Youʼre the one complaining and getting drunk over your cheating husband, not them.”

Touché. 

Jerk.

But I canʼt deny that the jerk is right. I do my best to brush off his remark, pretending it doesnʼt sting.

“Congrats to your sister. I hope that when her fiancé becomes her husband, he wonʼt break her heart,” I say, I am being sincere. I wonʼt ever belittle a woman who has been cheated on.

He smiles slightly. “That ainʼt happening.”

“I also thought that ainʼt happening to me. Look where I am now,” I grumble, feeling like a cranky old man.

He lifts his head, his expression thoughtful. It seems heʼs considering the possibility that I might be right.

“He wouldnʼt dare,” he says, his voice serious. “He knows I used to break noses for a living.”

For a moment, I think heʼs joking, but his expression tells me otherwise.

“Were you a bounty hunter?” I ask, confused.

He narrows his eyes at me and smiles. “Do I look like a bounty hunter?”

I shake my head slightly. “What do you mean by breaking noses?”

He chuckles. “Combat sport.”

“Combat?” I repeat, trying to process the information.

“Yeah, kickboxing,” he explains.

Ah, that explains a lot.

“You picked up a few souvenirs along the way,” I say, my gaze drifting across his face.

A subtle smile plays on his lips. “If somehow he hurts her,” the bartender continues, “and after I beat him up, of course, Iʼm sure sheʼll get over it and move on. Sheʼs a tough one.” He shrugs. “Besides, itʼs not the end of the world.”

So, thatʼs what youʼre telling me, huh? That I should be a tough one and move on.

“Youʼre right,” I say, my voice steady. “I canʼt let this define me. Iʼll find my path. Just not today.”

The bartenderʼs gaze lingers on me, his eyes now taking their fill. 

“I have a feeling youʼll do just fine,” he says, a sincere smile gracing his lips.

Itʼs as if he believes in my ability to rise above my current circumstances, to reclaim my life.

Okay, back to the interesting stuff. I want to ask why he became a bartender but instead, I go with, “Hey Kenshin, whyʼd you stop fighting?” 

For a moment, he simply stares at me. 

“What did you call me?” He asks as if I just offended him.

“Kenshin. The battousai? Anime?”

He shakes his head. 

Of course not.

“Kenshin is a character from Japanese animation,” I say.

He snorts. “Do I look like a Japanese cartoon?” 

I nod.

“Girl, youʼre wasted.” He shakes his head and laughs.

“You kinda look like him, all warrior vibes and you even have an X scar on your cheek. Smaller, but still very similar.” 

He looks amused. So, I continue my rambling.

“Kenshin was a Japanese assassin. They called him the Battousai. One day heʼs fighting against this other assassin sent to kill him and he ends up killing accidently the woman he loves. He stops being an assassin and after the war, he vows never to kill again.”

Heʼs looking at me with a half-smile on his face. “Look at me, Iʼm not Japanese.”

That makes me frown at him. Does that mean he killed somebody? For a moment, I question myself if I should keep feeding my information to this guy. 

“How did he kill the woman accidentally?” He asks. “Donʼt picture an assassin being that clumsy.” 

His interest in the story makes me feel oddly comfortable, and I find myself elaborating on how Tomoe ended up facing off against the other assassin to protect Kenshin, describing the intense sword fight and the moment she was wounded.

“Youʼre really into cartoons,” he says, sounding amused.

“I work in the gaming industry as a Narrative Designer,” I explain. “So, I spend a lot of time around this kind of stuff. That helps with ideas and yeah, I also enjoy it.” A lot.

He nods, letting out a light laugh and shaking his head.

I give him a curious look. Whatʼs so funny about it?

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he says.

“You laughed when I said what I do for a living,” I point out.

“I actually smiled,” he corrects me.

I ponder for a moment. “Okay, why did you smile then?”

“I smiled because you keep surprising me,” he replies.

“Right,” I say, silently staring at him for a moment.

He steps away again, approaching the other bartender to exchange a few words, and then he returns.

And I canʼt help myself. “So, is that why you stopped fighting? Did you make a vow never to fight again?”

He holds my gaze for a beat and then glances towards the entrance of the bar.

A guy walks in and heads behind the counter, handing the charger to Kenshin.

“Thanks, Rob,” he says to the guy. 

“Can I have your phone?” He asks.

“Yes, please.” I smile at him and hand him my phone.

He turns toward the back of the bar, plugging in my phone a few meters away from where Iʼm sitting. When he faces me again, I return to my question.

“Why did you stop fighting?” I ask.

He simply stares back at me without offering a response. He doesnʼt want to talk about it.

“Seems like a long story,” I comment. “Can I at least get another martini while weʼre at it?”

“No,” he flatly denies.

“Come on, itʼs my birthday,” I try to convince him.

“No, itʼs not,” he retorts quickly.

“Yes, it is!” I insist.

His lips press into a thin line, and he reluctantly nods.

“Iʼll get you a drink after you call someone to pick you up,” he says firmly.

I make the ugliest face I can muster and slap the counter to regain his attention before he walks away again.

His gaze locks with mine once more, and he looks visibly annoyed. Iʼve become just another silly drunk heʼs had to deal with too many times before.

“I donʼt have anyone,” I confess. “I already told you.”

“No one, hein?” He states the fact.

“Just Adriaan. My gay, cheating spouse remember? I told you all about him.” 

I may sound cool as I say it, but the pain still remains. Every time Adriaan crosses my mind, my body tenses up, and it feels like Iʼve been shot and left bleeding. But I swallow it down and plaster on a cynical smile.

“Thereʼs also Pazu, but he wonʼt pick up my calls,” I remark.

He remains quiet for a moment, studying me intently. Itʼs as if heʼs trying to ignore my sudden shift from pain to a more resilient attitude.

“Passu?” he finally asks.

“Itʼs Pazu with a ʼzʼ,” I correct him.

“Another Japanese cartoon?” he says, nursing a smile.

“Heʼs actually a cat. There was this elderly lady, a neighbor who passed away a couple of months ago. She only had one daughter, and she doesnʼt like cats because she was attacked by one when she was a little girl. So, I adopted him,” I explain.

Kenshin stares down at me.

“The old lady called him cat. He deserves a better name.” I tell him. 

“So, I got him one. And yes, Pazu is a character from Castle in the Sky. Itʼs one of the best anime out there.” 

He keeps staring down at me, his expression unreadable.

“Youʼre not much of a movie guy, huh?” I ask, trying to break the silence.

Thereʼs a brief pause before he responds, his voice lowering in volume. “Iʼve seen a few back in the day,” he admits. “Nowadays, I find my enjoyment in appreciating other things.”

His words carry a deeper meaning, as if suggesting a world beyond my comprehension. And as he keeps his unwavering gaze on me, I can feel the temperature rising, a warm flush spreading through my body.

Instinctively, I place my hands on my flushed cheeks, trying to cool down.

“Is it just me, or is it getting hot in here?” I whisper, sensing the growing intensity between us.

He remains silent, his gaze fixed on me, studying me with that observant expression.

“You should at least check out Kenshin movies,” I suggest, attempting to divert his attention away from me. “They are good.”

Still, he continues to stare, and I canʼt decipher the thoughts behind those penetrating eyes. Itʼs starting to make me uneasy. What kind of woman sits at a bar and discusses samurais and childrenʼs movies? He must think Iʼm weird.

“Go on and say it. You think Iʼm weird,” I confess, shrugging my shoulders. “Itʼs fine, everyone Iʼve met in Amsterdam thinks Iʼm weird.”

He looks back at me with a half-cocked grin. “I donʼt.” he shoots back, catching me off guard.

“You donʼt?” I ask, surprised by his assertion.

“Nope. Not the first word that comes to mind when I look at you.” 

And with that, he spins on his heel and disappears into the kitchen, leaving me blinking at the closed door like Iʼve just witnessed a magic trick.

Hold up a second. Did he just say he doesnʼt find me weird?

Heʼs weird!

Abruptly, a hand lands with a hearty thud on the bar, shattering my thought bubble. I raise my gaze, and thereʼs “Long Face”, his piercing blue eyes sending shivers down my spine. I donʼt know why, but thereʼs something about those light blue eyes that freaks me out.

“Hey there,” he greets, punctuating his words with a cheeky wink.

“Hey?” I mutter, discomfort creeping over me.

“Have we met?” he asks, his English surprisingly good.

“I donʼt think so,” I reply, shooting him a flat look as he leans in, casually propping his forearm on the bar.

I glare up at him, realizing that I donʼt like his presence.

“No? Are you new in town?” he smirks.

I suppress an exasperated sigh. “Iʼve been around a while.”

“Care for another drink? My treat,” he persists, his persistence bordering on obliviousness.

I raise my gaze to meet his, channeling all the “please go away” vibes I can muster.

I feel an urge to punch him. Iʼm not usually a violent person, but this guy is starting to annoy me.

“No thanks,” I reply curtly.

“Can I help you?” Thankfully, Kenshin steps in, his gaze locking onto Long Face with a tense undertone.

“Yeah. Another beer and another martini for the lady,” Long Face addresses Kenshin and then redirects his focus to me.

“Last call was fifteen minutes ago,” Kenshinʼs voice cuts through the tension.

An awkward silence fills the space as I watch the standoff unfold between Kenshin and Long Face. Something hostile seems to be brewing here.

Long Face grins, conceding defeat, and turns his attention back to me.

“I suppose Iʼll have to catch you for that drink another time,” he mutters, casting a final glare at Kenshin before making his exit.

“Thanks,” I say to Kenshin, but his focus remains fixed on Long Face as he rejoins his friends.

As Kenshin finally directs his attention towards me, an air of anger surrounds him. “How much do I owe you?” I ask, trying to break through the tension.

“Forget about it. You can settle up another time,” he dismisses.

“No, I want to pay now. How much?” I press.

He tightens his lips briefly before heading over to the cash register.

“That comes to €53,” he states.

I take the receipt and glance at it. Nachos and four Martinis.

“Did I really down four Martinis?” I chuckle, finding it a bit unbelievable.

I look up at Kenshin, awaiting confirmation.

“Yup,” he replies, a hint of amusement in his tone.

The realization of why Iʼm feeling a tad bit tipsy hits me. “Quite the celebration,” I quip.

Our gazes meet, and I notice his intense scrutiny.

“What now?” I ask.

He gives a subtle shake of his head. “Just trying to guess your name.”

He wants to know my name. 

Why does he care? To attach a name to my drunk face?

“They call me Springveer.” I say, my voice flat.

I’ll never forget the moment I overheard Adriaan’s stepmother casually drop the word at our place. I was heading back with dessert in hand when I heard her say it. Then, I heard Adriaan’s sister’s voice right behind me.

“It fits you, you know,” she said, her tone cold, almost dismissive. “Springveer. Like a coil. Something that gets squeezed but always snaps back.”

She gave me a quick, careless glance before turning and walking back to the table.

I nearly dropped the dessert, the tension throwing me off as I hurried back to the table.

I should’ve let it slip right onto her smug face.

I look back at Kenshin and watch him as he presses his lips together and takes a breath. His expression tightens but he remains silent. His penetrating gaze scrutinizes my face once more.

Thank goodness he doesnʼt ask about it. If he did, tears would well up again, and Iʼd cry without end.

I settle the bill. “Done.”

I step out of the bar and settle back onto my stool.

“Can I get a free martini while I wait? You can tell me why youʼre not married yet,” I suggest with a knowing tone. Even in my current state of intoxication, I can see right through him. Iʼm good at reading people, and most tend to fall into predictable patterns. Adriaan, however, defied my expectations. I had him all wrong.

He crosses his arms, his imposing figure looming over me. He appears somewhat intimidating, but I refuse to be intimidated.

“Are you a misogynist?” I decide to put on my serious face, though a pinch of mockery slips into my words.

He lets out an amused snort. “You mean a misogamist?”

He doesnʼt think too highly of me, but Iʼm not one to back down easily.

“Both?” I respond, mischief dancing in my eyes.

“Iʼm pretty sure I wouldnʼt waste my breath talking to you if I disliked women,” he retorts, his voice still silky, his face handsome. Heʼs really good-looking.

Wait, focus! I snap back to reality. “Youʼre a bartender, Iʼm a customer. Maybe youʼre just trying to groom me into a regular.”

He smirks, looking me up and down. “You? A regular? Not likely.”

Damn right.

“So, itʼs just the whole marriage thing that scares you, huh?” I tease. He doesnʼt strike me as someone easily frightened, but I enjoy pushing his buttons.

He snorts, playing the silent card.

“Whatʼs the real deal, then?” I continue, persistent as ever.

He takes a deep breath, his eyes focused. “Iʼm not the kind to tie myself down. I would need a damn good reason.”

I study him intently for a moment, holding his gaze for a beat.

“Ah, so youʼre one of those ʼplay the fieldʼ types,” I say, a touch of challenge lacing my words.

Now that I think about it, it doesnʼt sound half bad. No pressure, no obligations, no drama, no sky-high expectations. Just pure, unadulterated freedom. 

“I didnʼt say—”

Interrupting him, I barrel on, “Oh, I totally get it. Count me out for any more wedding bells. Maybe Iʼll find myself a fuck buddy!” 

Oh no, why did I say that out loud? 

It came off way cruder than it sounded in my head.

His stance tightens, the ripple of muscles beneath his arms revealing his tension. And the deep breath he takes? 

Heʼs probably mentally drafting my eviction notice. 

“I mean... Marriage obviously didnʼt work. So, maybe Iʼm thinking of taking a complete U-turn and embracing the whole no-commitment thing,” I attempt to clarify, my voice trailing off as I fumble for words.

Finally, I come to my senses and shut my mouth. I close my eyes, taking a brief moment to internally slap myself, and when I open them again, his intense gaze is still locked onto me, as if heʼs dissecting every word I say.

Thereʼs a part of me thatʼs all for recklessness, especially if itʼs a jab at Adriaan, but right now this situation is spiraling out of control.

He abruptly uncrosses his arms, leaning forward so that his elbows rest on the bar. The proximity makes me shuffle back a few inches, my back meeting the stoolʼs edge. 

The manʼs getting uncomfortably close.

When he speaks, his voice is low and deep. 

“Youʼre not that type. You are not a woman who fucks around. Youʼre the wife type. Ready to be a mother.” His words hit me like a slap in the face.

I narrow my eyes, perplexed and suddenly vulnerable, caught off-guard by the accuracy of his assessment.

“Your husband saw that. He saw the unshakable loyalty you wear like armor, how you tend to everyone around you while neglecting yourself. He knew you wouldnʼt waver or let him down. You were innocent. Somewhat naïve...” he continues, his words digging deeper into my vulnerabilities.

“Screw you,” I snap, pulling myself away, ready to walk away from this unsettling conversation. But before I can escape the entanglement of his words, his strong hand lands on mine, halting me in my tracks. I turn to face him once again.

I donʼt know why, but a nervous laugh escapes my lips. “Are you enjoying making fun of me?”

He remains silent, his face a mask of seriousness. His intensity envelops us both.

“He didnʼt see you.” He continues. “That schmuck completely missed out on what was right in front of him. He couldnʼt unwrap the layers of your mind, and he damn well didnʼt notice,” his gaze drops fleetingly to my lips, “how fucking beautiful you truly are.”

The breath stalls in my lungs. Itʼs like heʼs bulldozed through the walls Iʼve put up, baring me to my very core.

“Plus, the fact that heʼs gay.” He adds, the intensity giving way to a playful smile. Just as Iʼm about to get up again, he stops me once more.

His eyes regain that serious gleam. “You learned a lot from him, and he taught you many things, but he skipped out on the most important ones,” he says, his voice captivating. 

Does he mean what heʼs saying? Is he flirting with me? If he is, itʼs the first time someone has ever flirted with me. With Adriaan, we were friends one day, and suddenly, we were locking lips. No flirting. No dating. Just a straight shot from pals to lovers.

Once again, the bar feels scorching hot. My face burns, and itʼs as if Iʼve stepped into a sauna. Iʼm pretty sure he notices because a faint smile plays on his lips.

“Hereʼs my two cents,” his voice breaks through my racing thoughts, “Donʼt throw yourself into the arms of some jerk whoʼs only out for a good time. Itʼs damn disappointing, and you might end up regretting it. Look out for yourself, get back on your feet first. When the timeʼs right, if itʼs meant to be, the right person will come along. You wonʼt have to lift a finger.”

Give me a break. This is coming from the same guy who wonʼt settle for anyone. 

But heʼs good. He could give some of those self-help gurus a run for their money.

I tilt my head slightly, and for some reason, my eyes fall upon his mouth. Iʼm sure heʼs tasted his fair share, but the idea of a kiss lingers in my mind.

Whatʼs gotten into me? Oh, right, the cheating husband and the alcohol.

As if on cue, I release a long exhale, not even realizing Iʼd been holding my breath.

“Donʼt give me that look, sweet pea,” his voice slices through the charged air, breaking the spell that had tightened its grip on us, “that guy ainʼt me.”

Cocky bastard. I narrow my eyes, my gaze drilling into him as he takes a strategic step back.

I suddenly feel exposed, as if heʼs peeled away my layers and left me standing there, vulnerable and raw in the open air.

Flirting? Heʼs just handing me a pity card, plain and simple.

“Canʼt serve you more alcohol tonight. Youʼve had enough,” he says. “Feel free to swing by another time, and Iʼll be happy to treat you to a drink.”

That comment feels like a spotlight on me, casting me as the drunken fool being condescended to by some bartender. Arenʼt they just supposed to pour the booze and mind their own business?

“Youʼre a jerk,” I mutter, venom lacing my words.

He merely shrugs, his expression apologetic, absorbing my insult with an odd sort of humility.

“Have a night as miserable as mine, if thatʼs even possible,” I mutter, snatching up my coat from the chair and struggling to put it on. It takes longer than it should. Another simple task that feels challenging in my current state.

“Let me help you get a ride,” he offers.

I wave my phone at him dismissively. “Iʼve got an Uber coming, donʼt worry. And thanks for the charger.”

“Are you sure?” he asks, his tone serious. 

“It was nice meeting you, Kenshin,” I say as I begin walking away. However, something stops me, and I take a step back. He remains rooted in the same spot, standing tall and straight, watching me intently.

“Today was our anniversary. The last one.” I say with utter finality. He stands tall and composed, his gaze never leaving me. Concern woven into his features. 

“Iʼm not gonna do anything stupid,” I continue, forcing a smile to mask the overwhelming emotions welling up inside.

I pause for a moment, looking into his eyes. “I just wanted you to know that I wasnʼt lying to get free drinks.” 

I can sense the relief in his expression, and wonder why heʼs invested in this. Iʼm appreciative of his concern; itʼs oddly reassuring. Strangers really are amazing creatures.

Why is my mind twisting Lord of the Rings? I shake off the random thought.

“Tot ziens.” I salute him and then make my way toward the exit of the bar.

As for why I saluted him, your guess is as good as mine. Perhaps itʼs his undeniable air of cockiness.

As I head for the exit, my phone slips from my hand and lands flat on the floor. 

Someone gets down and picks it up. 

Itʼs Long Face. 

He gives my phone a quick once-over. “Doesnʼt seem broken. Hopefully, itʼs still working just fine.”

“Thanks,” I say and look around at his friends smiling and sneering.

“Glad to help.” He says.

I begin walking away, but he starts talking again.

“You look familiar. Iʼm pretty sure Iʼve seen you somewhere.”

“Maybe.” I smile. “I have to go. Bye.”

“You sure you donʼt want another drink? We could go somewhere,” he suggests.

No, thank you. Right now, I feel more inclined to vomit on you than anything else.

“Thanks, but Iʼve already had more than enough drinks. Iʼm leaving now,” I state firmly.

“Oh, thatʼs a pity,” he sneers.

“No, itʼs not,” I say under my breath, ignoring his vexed expression as I walk past him and exit the bar. 
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Stay awake

As I step out of the bar, the cool night breeze fills my lungs, surprisingly colder than I anticipated. I rub my arms, trying to warm myself up a little. Walking is painful; my feet are blistered from the miles I covered after finding Adriaan with his lover boy. 

Itʼs a bizarre dream I canʼt wake up from, except Iʼm not dreaming. Itʼs the cringe-worthy truth.

And the tears Iʼd been holding back began to flow down my cheeks, cascading freely without any effort to wipe them away. I glance down at my phone clutched in my hand. Itʼs time to actually call an Uber and just get out of here.

“Beautiful night.” Out of nowhere, a voice that sends shivers down my spine cuts through the night.

Hastily, I swipe at my cheeks to clear away any trace of tears before turning to him. 

Itʼs Long Face again. 

This guy just doesnʼt quit, does he?

It must be that darn vanilla perfume I splurged on today. 

Inwardly, I beg for him to take a hint and vanish into thin air.

“Sure is,” I manage to respond, hoping my voice doesnʼt betray the involuntary shudder that races down my back.

“Mind if I join you for a stroll?” he asks, his voice pretending to be sweet.

My feet keep moving as I respond, my gaze fixed on the path ahead. “Listen, no offense, but Iʼm not looking for company.”

He chuckles softly as if my response were a playful jest. 

“Let me walk with you. Itʼs not safe to be by yourself this late.”

Just go away already! Iʼm not interested.

“I appreciate the concern, but Iʼll manage just fine on my own.”

His reply is disconcerting, coated with an unsettling persistence, “Come on.” He adds, “Iʼll cheer you up, I promise.”

I pause and turn to face him fully, the emptiness of the street amplifying my unease. 

“Listen, Iʼve been patient, but itʼs clear youʼre not getting the message. Iʼm not interested. Please leave me alone.” I say and force a smile.

“Goodnight.” I finish and begin walking again, my dismissal is final or so I thought.

“You know, my ex-girl used to give me the cold shoulder too. You look exactly like her. She was such a slut.”

Shit.

“But I miss her.” He adds.

Double shit.

“Come here, doll, itʼs too cold.” His words sound uncomfortably familiar.

I force another smile in his direction and start walking again, hoping to put an end to the situation. However, he follows me and walks beside me. 

I pick up my pace, attempting to create a gap between us, but his words trail after me. I do my best to ignore it. My footsteps gain speed as I focus on moving forward, hoping to outpace the sense of dread creeping up. 

In no time, heʼs caught up to me again
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