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	“We must be willing to get rid of the life we’ve planned, so as to have the life that is waiting for us”

	 

	Joseph Campbell

	 


CHAPTER 1

	Awful days

	 

	The coffee tastes bitter.

	 

	I grab another packet of sugar and mindlessly sprinkle it into the dark liquid. The next sip still tastes bitter. A little annoyed, I look around. For many in this company, the sadness of a moment ago already seems to have disappeared. The laughter and pleasant conversation have returned. But, here and there I can see some people crying and, strangely, that comforts me. It proves I’m not the only one feeling so lost, so sad. When someone holds out a bowl of bread to me, I refuse. How on earth can I eat? I’m mourning… Robert is dead.

	 

	Robert, that was the guy I grew up with. Robert, who, after all these years, was, once again, my dear friend. He was that free spirit, and, also, that loose cannon... Robert is no more and I miss him so much. 

	 

	The cremation ceremony has just been held. They - I - had to let him go.

	Even though we only had a few months of renewed contact, those have been months to cherish and to never forget. I will miss the familiar online conversations so much, even though there weren't that many of them. During those months, we were in contact via WhatsApp, usually only once, maybe twice a week. For the most part, once we were chatting, those chats would last over an hour. For some daft reason I didn't get to speak to him in real life, the one-on-one talks, face to face. That simply didn't happen. But, our online conversations are so dear to me. Robert was there for me, no matter what I said or asked. 

	 

	 

	Now, though, I have to face the fact he’ll never be able to give me advice anymore. That I’ll never have the chance to hide in his arms like I did before, so many years ago. If only I could do that one more time, just for one single second. Just to be given that choice… that would mean the world to me. 

	His life slipped away and I had no idea. How nice would it have been to meet again – in real life - but that too is not possible anymore. 

	It never happened. Robert held that off all those months and I still don’t understand why. What could possibly have been that bad that it made him decide he never wanted to see me face to face again? I can’t think of anything. Not after all we’d been through in the past. 

	Fair is fair. In the busy life I have now it was way too easy to just let it happen. To just sit on the couch after coming home and just reach for my phone to get in contact. But isn’t that the way it is for most people these days? Our generation doesn’t call anymore. All we do is text. For me, taking that first step was somehow too hard. Making an appointment with Robert would have been too much hassle. 

	When we started chatting again, I had just started working for my new employer. I also moved and the apartment I had was in bad shape. I had to give it loads of TLC and changed room by room to give it the look I wanted. That meant I hardly had time left to spend on going out with friends and even getting out to do shopping or whatever. I pretended I was too busy. Boy, was I wrong… 

	 

	Robert, on the other hand, acted the same way. He too had had all sorts of reasons why there was no possibility of meeting up. 

	 

	Now, weeks later, I understand all too well why. I could actually slap myself for not insisting more on meeting each other. 

	Then I would have known what was going on. 

	Why didn’t I visit his parents? I'm sure I would have heard what the problem was. 

	But now it just feels like I’m the one to blame. I didn’t go to him. All I thought about was me, me, me. I couldn’t spare a moment to actually find out the truth. 

	 

	Oh Robert, I keep thinking. If only I had known then what I know now. Then I would have stepped up to you and given you that hug. Then I would have crawled into your arms and you could’ve told me everything. 

	 

	Robert is dead. And God, how I miss him. If only I’d have had known sooner…

	 

	Someone slides in at my table. There are several empty seats left. People who know each other sit down together. I’m the stranger in this company, though I know most of the people in this room. I could have taken a seat at the table where the former neighbors of my late parents are sitting. Or with Robert's relatives. Perhaps with a couple of his friends. Still, I don’t want to. I’ve chosen to sit alone. But, apparently, someone wants to speak to me anyway. 

	I recognize Robert's mother, whom I always called Auntie Selma. A sweet woman, always kind, always quiet. Such a strong woman, at least, that’s how I think of her.

	“You didn't know, did you, Hilda?” Auntie Selma asks me, gently stroking my hair. A gesture I think is very kind and heartwarming. She just lost her son, but she’s so very kind to me… How does she find the strength I wonder. 

	 

	I shake ‘no’. I had no idea. The last time Robert and I met was several years ago. 

	 

	“We had only recently reconnected through social media,” I tell her, explaining my ignorance. 

	 

	I still remember that happy feeling the moment I saw his friend request on Facebook. Since then we’d been in frequent contact. Unfortunately, just online and not by phone. 

	So a face-to-face meeting never came about. And the way I see it now, I know that he probably held off on purpose. In order not to startle me. That he was this sick was a complete surprise to me. Although ‘surprise’ is definitely not the right word for this. It was – it still is – a shock. 

	“He never told me,” I stammer and I feel a tear running down my cheek.

	“He didn't want you to know. He didn't want you to grieve for him,” Auntie Selma says.

	I can’t help but laugh cynically. He didn’t want me to grieve for him. That is so typically Robert. Always kind to others. While he had never had it easy before, especially at school. We’ve talked about that, over and over again. How he felt in life, after being bullied all the time.

	“Robert never wanted you to know he was sick and about to die. He was so happy that you were finally back in his life. He loved the times you talked together on his computer, on whatever program you used for that. I have no idea what it’s called… You could talk the way to use to do, back in those years. Then it was in real life. When computers didn't exist yet. He thought it was terrible that your marriage failed and he often talked to us about that. He wanted so much for you to be happy that he kept this from you.”

	 

	I tear up and have to swallow heavily. The sweetheart… he wanted me to be happy. Did he even realise I am? That life is good once again? After eight years of marriage to Adrian, I think I’ve earned happiness once more. 

	Being married to Andy had been eight years of dull misery. It also meant living abroad all that time. But, at some point, I’d had enough. I was done. With it, and especially, with Adrian. 

	 

	After finding out about yet another affair he’d had, I’d had enough. I told him to go to hell, with her next to him. Told him if he ever wanted to see me, he could contact me back in the Netherlands. 

	I’d leave my address with my attorney when I filed for a divorce. I left out the parts where I was thinking about all of his annoying habits and shenanigans and left, head held high; leaving him startled.

	Amazingly, he had been fine with it. And so I’m back to where I started, in that sweet little village I use to live in. I was able to rent an apartment and, although it’s far from posh or modern or even very comfortable, I love it. 

	 

	“I do have to tell you something else,” Auntie Selma says and, all of a sudden, she looks a bit nervous. “We have heard that Robert has drawn up a will and that you are in it. I have no idea what he had in store for you. But I think you should keep an eye on the mailbox. Soon you will get an invitation from the notary who will read Robert's will.” She gets up and, putting her hand on my shoulders, she says that she’s heading back to the table she was on before. “We’d like you to come over and visit us, if that’s possible. Uncle Arnold will probably like that too. It will do him good to see you again.” She presses a kiss on my head and walks away. “I'll talk to you later, my sweet girl. Thanks for coming.”

	I look at her, bewildered. An inheritance? From Robert? Why? We had been good friends. We started out as neighbors, later growing into ‘heart friends’, as he used to call us; but I just don’t fit in his will. Not for just being his friend, do I? 

	 

	 

	I take another sip of coffee and I decide to eat a sandwich. 

	You silly, Robert,… what did you do? Why did you put me in it? What did you do? This is such a typical thing for him to have done. 

	 

	With a little smirk, I eat the sandwich and empty my coffee cup. 

	“Cheers, Robert, here’s to you!” 

	 


CHAPTER 2

	Indeed… it really is true

	 

	Robert is dead.

	 

	It’s the first thing I think of the moment I open my eyes. The last thing I think of when I’m falling asleep. 

	A thought, I – very slowly – force myself to get used to and one that still scares me intensely, even though I knew he was sick. 

	That one phrase comes back again and again. It sneaks up on me at unexpected moments. It jumps back into my head and it keeps me up during the night. Robert is the first thing I think of. And Robert is dead. 

	 

	He was incurably ill and kept that whole thing from me. It bothers me that I didn’t guess it. How could I not have heard this in his voice, in the words he spoke? It annoys me. No. It’s more than that. It makes me angry. And, as time goes by, I’m getting angrier. Why didn’t anyone tell me? It’s so not fair. But, me not knowing, not being told, is not the only thing that’s not fair. I’ve been dealing with not fair for a long time. Life is not fair, not at all. Life can be unexpectedly cruel. It can make you laugh but, most of the time, it’s misery. 

	 

	I am so not the type to feel sorry for myself. I’m trying to be that strong woman you see in the movies. The one in charge. The girl that doesn’t need anyone to help her. I almost believe it myself. Sure, nobody’s going to take me for granted. I want people to notice me, so I do take good care of myself, my looks, the way I dress. There’s no one to tell me I look good, to give me compliments, so I tell myself. In the mirror, every morning after I get dressed. You look good. You are strong. You can take on this day. 

	A mantra that helps me feel confident. 

	 Life not being fair? I got that T-shirt and tried to burn it. It almost worked… I have struggled with it on several occasions. 

	I’ve accepted it, because what else can I do? Always keep fighting, a very wise saying I’ve learned from a very special person. 

	Stay positive, no matter what. I really try, I do! 

	The pain of my parents' death has healed – sort of - though the skin over the wound remains paper-thin. My marriage to Adrian, and all that jerk has done to me, has just formed a thick, callous layer on my soul. 

	Once back in The Netherlands, Robert and I re-connected. 

	With him, the joy in life came back. He made me feel alive again. Until the moment he told me he was ‘a bit ill’. Little did I know… He talked about it like he was suffering from a bad cold, one he couldn’t really fight. He had his ‘answers’ ready. The weather, too little sleep, his parent’s had the flu, etcetera. And I – more the fool - never doubted anything he said. And then came the moment he didn’t respond to my messages. The next thing I got was a phone call telling me Robert had died. 

	Sick? Okay, I was able to handle that. But I had had no idea he was that sick. I didn’t know it was life-threatening, a debilitating disease. That's all I know right now. That was all Auntie Selma was willing to tell me. Before I left the lounge, I asked her what kind of illness Robert suffered from. Why was the coffin closed?

	“He wasn’t sick long,” Auntie told me. “Well, actually he was. Of course he was. But, for the most part, it wasn’t life-threatening. That stage lasted, maybe, three months. Three months, during which he initially worked his ass off to see all his plans realized.”

	I was stunned. Auntie using those words… But what is it that he worked so hard on? 

	I have no idea and Auntie couldn't say. She thought it was probably something about the estate. It seemed to me that she didn't care much either. 

	Then she said something that startled me even more. It seems Auntie is currently preoccupied with the now, with her grief and especially with the grief Uncle Arnold is feeling. She told me he’s not doing well. At all. Robert dying has been a big blow to him. He can't handle it, it seems. That is the scant information I’ve managed to get from her. I’m guessing that she’s not quite processing Robert's dying herself the way she should. 

	Is she overwhelmed by everything that’s happened? By what’s happening now with the estate to be handled as well? Auntie Selma is a good-natured woman, a little naive, gullible. 

	My dad used to call her – and I still giggle a bit about this – a ‘bleat’. Someone so easy to please, it took nothing to make her feel happy. She was someone who left the sorrows of the world far behind her and preferred not to get worried about things she didn't think she could do anything about. Likely the term incurably ill had been enough for her and she didn't even want to know anymore.

	 

	Come to think of it, we even texted about this, Robert and I. How easy it is for some people to just go about their lives. About how life could be ‘seen’ through a narrow lens. What’s that expression? Everything looks fine through rose-colored glasses. That’s how his mother chose to see life. Personally, I think it’s more like seeing life with your eyes half closed. During the long evenings, me sitting along the canal, on a bench. He staying in his room, because - I now realize - he was probably becoming susceptible to cold and wanted to make every effort not to get sick. But Robert always managed to put it lightly. He was ‘suffering’ from ‘something’. Occasionally, he was quite sick from it, but mostly he felt ‘fine’. And I believed him. Why shouldn't I?

	 

	Oh, you mysterious man. You good, old, crazy fool… my sweet Robert. Why did it have to turn out this way? 

	 

	 

	I can’t stop thinking that there must have been a way to make this last bit of his life easier. If only just by talking to me… 

	 

	Over the past few days, this thought kept spinning through my brain. How much simpler it would have been if he had been able to express his feelings, to share this ‘big secret’. But apparently it wasn’t, and this makes me feel so sad.

	 

	While sipping my coffee, my mind drifts back to our last chat. How long has it been since that? Three, maybe even four weeks? Oh God… no way… Suddenly, I feel deeply ashamed. Robert didn't tell me he was going to die and I never asked him anything about his illness. Yeah, sure, the normal ‘how do you feel today’ and ‘still suffering from that bloody cold’ but nothing more to express my concern. And yet I’m told I’m in his will. What on earth did he leave me? An angry letter, probably. A thanks-for-letting-me-down-the-way-you-did…

	 

	I now feel sadder than I already did.

	Robert is dead. And if anyone let him down, it was me…

	 


CHAPTER 3

	Daily concerns

	 

	I open my front door, quickly kick off my heels and carelessly throw my bag on the small table in the hall. With a bang, the picture frame standing there falls over and lands on the floor. Shards of glass fly everywhere and I have to step back to avoid getting glass in my feet.

	“Balls!” I let out, annoyed. “Well, Idjit… that's what you get for not being able to let go of the past.”

	So, what now? Is this some kid of a sign of loneliness - talking out loud to no one in particular? What about talking to your cat, who won’t talk back? Slurp occasionally looks at me, pityingly, but never meows back.

	 I jump gracefully over the mess and grab the broom from the hall closet. Slurp is watching intently in the doorway. I can see him thinking: watch what’s going to happen or run for it? He absolutely hates that broom. Fortunately, he makes no attempt to investigate or walk through the glass. I need to get this mess cleaned up before he changes his mind and cuts his paws.

	“Not to mention that you’re barefoot on a floor covered with glass,” I mock myself. I have to laugh out loud now, and that’s worrisome.

	Despite myself, I have to chuckle. The irony is too obvious to ignore. I’m literally standing in the middle of the broken pieces of a broken past; sharp, cutting reminders What a dumbass I am, I realize. I’d put up my old wedding picture in the hallway because, I told myself, I think I look so pretty in the picture. Hell, we've been apart for almost six months. This doesn’t belong here anymore. He’s doesn’t fit in my life anymore. It’s high time to get rid of it. Completed. Past tense.

	I sweep up the shards of glass into a pile. 

	 

	As I look down at the photo now looking forlorn in the cracked and wonky wooden frame, it hits me; that little moment of hesitation. 

	That little moment of ‘if only’, maybe? Do I take it and put it back up in a brand-new frame or just throw it away? What, exactly, do I expect to achieve by, not only keeping the picture, but actually displaying it? Do I actually want to go back to that time? 

	Resolutely, I sweep everything together, put the broom in front of it and then grab a dustpan and brush from the kitchen cabinet. 

	A moment later, I empty it all into my trash can. There. No way do I want to go back in time, spend more time with that idiot. It’s time for something new, time for a change. And coffee. Above all, I need coffee now. I put on my coffee machine and while that heats up and grinds the coffee beans, I have time to change my clothes.

	I carefully hang the black dress on a hanger and hang it in front of the window to air. It doesn't need to be washed yet; I quickly decide after checking for stains. I’d eaten really carefully and managed to stay clean. Arriving at a funeral or cremation with a big stain on your dress is just a big no-no. Same with cat hair. A black dress is great, but cat hair is a big problem. It always gets stuck in my clothes which means I always have to check my outfit before going out. Slurp is my best friend so, even though it can be awkward sometimes, I take it for granted. I was satisfied that I’d managed to get most of it off my dress. 

	I slip on a pair of shorts and put on a sunny shirt over them. A contrast to what I just had on.

	“This one’s for you, Robert,” I can’t help thinking. Robert hated black and gloomy. Adrian, on the other hand, liked nothing more than those sober shades. His art screamed with shades of color, but he never dressed in anything but black. Our apartment in Vienna looked the same. Shades of gray, white and black. 

	Just one, colored pillow on each couch broke the tight pattern. 

	 

	Adrian even insisted that, when I treated myself and bought flowers - he never bought me any - they could only be in the color that matched with the pillows. 

	Thinking back, how could I not have seen that red flag?

	 

	Right. Stop it. Only happy thoughts now, I remind myself. Don't think about it, it’s over and done with. I walk back to my kitchen and place a mug under the machine. Coffee. And, most importantly? Good coffee. I consider the idea of making myself a sandwich but decide against it. Actually, I’m craving a soft-baked cookie. The kind that’s so soft it bends when you pick it up. So nice… and so wrong. If I want to stay the size I am now - and fit the dress I just wore - I have to keep an eye on my figure. But, today, anything goes. A sad day like this deserves something to make up for that. 

	 

	I grab a chocolate chip, slow-baked cookie - okay, I took two - out of the cookie jar and I’m about to put it back… but change my mind and take the whole jar with me. Meanwhile, the coffee is ready and, armed with a cup of coffee in one hand and the cookie jar in the other, I walk to the balcony on the other side of my apartment. Once outside, I put my coffee and the cookie jar on the balcony table and settle myself into the sleek garden chair which is just out of the sun. My feet go on a footstool and - before leaning back as far as possible in this chair - I grab my coffee and take a sip. Enjoying the hot drink, I contemplate the most important people in my life as I let the sun warm my legs.

	 

	Robert is dead. He’s undoubtedly one of the most important men in my life. No, correction: he was. We used to hang out together a lot as children, and, later as teenagers, we played an important role in each other's lives. 

	 

	And then I ‘disappeared’. I married and emigrated. I left my world that was once so important behind me and Robert faded into the background. 

	Until, that is, I decided that, maybe, my old life wasn't so bad after all. A thought that came far too late. After too much had happened. After I’d hurt so many people who’d felt discarded…no… not discarded…abandoned. 

	 

	A thought made worse because, with that thought, came knowing that I had thrown all of that away for a life of disappointment and misery with an unfaithful husband. I’d kept all that hidden; my ‘not so perfect life’. Was it pride that kept my mouth shut… or shame? Anyway, I returned ‘home’ and who was the first to welcome me with open arms? Robert.

	 

	But, it turns out that Robert hadn’t been completely honest with me; that he’d kept his ‘secrets’. Why didn’t he want to tell me what happened to him? Why did he keep his illness hidden from me? Once more I’m hit with guilt. I came home too late. I came home wrapped in my own ‘troubles’. Did he keep it hidden or did I just not see? But I’ll never know because now I can never ask the questions I should have, because now I’ve lost him.

	Adrian is still in Vienna with some cheap looking, 

	way-too-young girl who’s taken my place in his life. He definitely knows how to piss me off. He’s managed to contact me a few times since I’ve returned to the Netherlands. It’s always with silly questions about things I always did for him that his current little slut won’t do. Like doing the laundry. He has no idea how the machine works. Something that actually makes me chuckle softly. Is their new love affair over already? Did he finally realise the both of us together wasn’t that bad? Does he want me back?

	Suddenly, I can feel the heat rise in my cheeks. Do I even want him back? No. Never. I’m a hundred percent sure of that. 

	My mind wanders off to the first time I discovered he’d been unfaithful. How discarded I felt. Humiliated. But his apologies, the flowers, the dinners and his renewed passion for me silenced the little voice in my head, made me forgive him. Stupid me. Then it happened a second time. I remember how I felt; even taking the blame for what he did though, deep down I knew where the guilt really lay. I knew but I forgave him that time as well and was so sure he’d just ‘messed up’. Completely unjustified, I know now. We’d done the whole ‘for better, for worse’ and I, for one, believed in it. 

	I thought that would go for the both of us. I’d thrown that at him, after he explained his slip as an ‘urge he couldn't resist as a man’. What he’d said next was the final blow. 

	I’d had surgery on my knee and the pain I was in overwhelmed me. It killed off any desire for physical intimacy. This seemed perfectly reasonable to me. He reacted quite differently though. He still wanted my full ‘attention’ toward him. It didn’t matter to him that I was in pain and passion was the last thing on my mind. It made me apathetic, inured to his every touch. Especially when he had confessed that he had been seeing another woman but - in his words - choose to be with me instead of her. From that moment on, whenever he put his hands on my buttocks, I thought of the other woman he had done that to. 

	 

	Our life in Vienna had been wonderful. It’s a beautiful city, a fairytale environment; how could life there as the wife of a handsome, successful man be anything less than wonderful? 

	But the rose-colored glasses have been well and truly shattered. The whole idea of him being unfaithful, not once but twice, and me being able to forgive him still makes me sick to my stomach. How could I have let that happen? Why didn’t I run at the very first sign? It sounds like a cop out to say that it was the knee surgery. 

	 

	 

	I was far away from family and friends and, as I said, I’d burned a lot of bridges already by then. I had nowhere to go and no one to turn to. 

	Hindsight is twenty-twenty they say and experience can be a cruel teacher. 

	Now, at this point in my life, I’d never ever let that happen again. I’m still mad. It made me cold inside and stirred up feelings of distrust I didn’t even know I had in me. Betrayal was not something that I’d ever had to deal with and then, suddenly, I found myself reeling from it. Again and again, until I finally opened my eyes and I realized that I was just an accessory in the life of Adrian le Blanc. Andy White. 

	 

	Ironic, since Mr. - not so - Perfect insisted on the cultivated image of surrounding himself in black. Turns out that it’s the perfect color … to reflect his soul. 

	 

	I know now that our marriage was a joke. I only did what Adrian wanted me to, but - I have to be honest - I played my part with flair. Because that's who I am: once I’ve set my mind on something, I go all the way. Until the bubble bursts. 

	 

	I sigh and take another sip of my coffee and then, as if seeing it for the first time, I look at the cup in my hand. It’s black. Just like the cookie jar. And the chair with the footstool: everything is black. Almost all the furniture in the living room. Even… No. That’s just a coincidence. My cat Slurp was just a fantabulous match at the animal shelter… 

	Do I really like that color… or…?

	I finish my coffee and give another deep sigh. I suddenly feel very alone. Lonely. Isolated. Completely on my own. Then, it hits me. Seriously? That was so pathetic. I’m far from pathetic. 

	The last thing I want is to be pitied. 

	I was young and foolish and I got swept away in all of the ‘fairytale magic’ of the world Adrian, Andy, had offered. 

	But I’m not her anymore. Castles in the sky are no more lasting than castles made of sand on a beach. My ‘castle’ is going to be made of far sturdier stuff. And so am I.

	It’s time for a ‘new’ life, a life that suits me. I want a way of life that matches my feelings and the first step toward that is to get rid of the black and gray and bring in the colors I love. I’m smart enough to realize that it’s not something I can do immediately. I want to wait because my salary won't be in my account for another week and a half. Until then, I can start looking around. Pick up ideas from the Swedish store around the corner, browse through the brochures I get every week.

	 

	Who knows, maybe it’s even time to meet other people, make new friends.

	That may be a little tricky, but that’s my fault. I haven’t exactly made any real effort to get to know people. My neighbors… they know me by name, but nothing more. I introduced myself to the people living right next door and that was it. I kept myself to myself during that first period. I needed time to make this apartment a little more to my own liking. I didn’t have time to go to a bar or restaurant. And now, now that I do have time to go out and have fun, I just haven’t bothered. But, who knows? Once I get a job sorted, start getting to know the people I work with…

OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		CHAPTER 4


    		Someone else’s point of view.


    		CHAPTER 5


    		A nasty suspicion


    		CHAPTER 6


    		Irritation


    		CHAPTER 7


    		Dead… what caused it?


    		CHAPTER 8


    		So done with it…


    		CHAPTER 9


    		Assumptions?


    		CHAPTER 11


    		CHAPTER 12


    		Stunned


    		CHAPTER 13


    		Antecedent


    		CHAPTER 14


    		Is this for real?


    		CHAPTER 15


    		Deep resentment


    		CHAPTER 16


    		Spoken from the heart


    		(Untitled)


    		CHAPTER 17


    		An evening full of impressions


    		“I guess you could say, the latest thing in my life is that I’ve received an inheritance after the passing of a friend and Lucas is involved in that. I’ll let him explain more about that.


    		CHAPTER 18


    		In another country


    		CHAPTER 19


    		Days gone by...


    		CHAPTER 20


    		Stuff to think about


    		CHAPTER 21


    		All In Deepest Secret


  





