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            I dedicate this book to my daughter Jacqueline, because I also love her with all my heart. This book is about Nadine, about the depth of my grief. I am grateful to still have Jacqueline.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Never Again
   

            Prologue
   

         

         S
      he did not call back. Nor will she, ever again. How I started loathing those two little words, never again. Never to see her sweet smile again. Never to be together as a family again with our two girls. Never to hold and hug her again. Never to go out for lunch together again. Never to be able to sit and chat away endlessly again. Never to go on weekend trips together again. Never to be able to enjoy one of her dance performances again. Never to be together again. The list of never agains is endless, and without mercy it takes me to the end, the end of our daughter’s life. Our Nadine, our own little Miss Sunshine. Her life stopped at twenty.

         
            On the card announcing her birth on June 22, 1986, we wrote:
   

         

          
   

         
            ‘Held in our firm embrace
   

            far from the world’s disgrace
   

            We shall keep you safe and warm
   

            and protect you from the storm’
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            There Are No Words
   

            A Black Day
   

         

         H
      ow black can a day be? There are so many expressions to indicate that something is bad, ominous, or at least negative. To black out, a black mood, a black page, a black prospect, black money, a black sheep, to paint someone black.

         There are no expressions, nor are there words to be found, that can convey how pitch black this day was for us. A good friend of mine, Marjan, once said: ‘If words can be found, you can start to get a grip.’ How true. The words flowing from you can provide release, they can soften the pain. Whether you say them out loud or put them in writing, they induce the start of the grieving process.

         However, there is no word in existence to refer to parents of a deceased child. A woman whose husband dies becomes a widow; a man who buries his wife becomes a widower. A child without parents is an orphan. Jacqueline lost her sister. There is no word for that either.

          
   

         How could I describe what I felt the day my beautiful baby girl was murdered? How it felt knowing that she didn’t stand a chance when she walked into her killer’s house. That she had to face death right there and then. That she was discarded like garbage, bleeding from all the wounds he inflicted upon her. Our beautiful, promising girl. If words ever fell short, it would be when I tried to describe this day.

      

   


   
      
         
            Tempting Faith?
   

            The Delivery
   

         

         W
      e already had a beautiful daughter, Jacqueline, and the three of us made a fine little family together. We were actually hesitant about having a second child, as everything was going so well. We both had jobs and in our free time, we took Jacqueline everywhere. She was such an easy child.

         Jacqueline came into the world by Caesarian section, as in spite of very painful contractions, dilation never progressed beyond one centimetre. This turned out to be a good thing, as she was breeched and the umbilical cord was wound around her little neck three times. Had she engaged properly down the birth canal, she would have been strangled in the process. Did she not want to be born? Was I not able to let go of her?

          
   

         Our doubts were not merely based on a difficult delivery. We also had the unaccountable feeling that we would be tempting faith. Should we?

         From an early age, I’d developed an interest in spirituality. The literal meaning of spirituality is incorporeality, essential nature. This became an essential part of my life. From the age of 16 onwards, I read books by psychics such as the Dutch psychic Peter Hurkos. The realm of the intangible has always deeply fascinated me.

         Personally I have also had premonitions, intuitive insights. One time I was driving my car to work and I spontaneously chose a different route. Later I found out that a terrible accident had happened on a crossing that was on my usual route. Another time I was offered a job that seemed like a lucky break. However, I did not accept the offer and one year later, the firm went bankrupt.

         So, looking back, I understand my qualms about extending our family. Nonetheless, even knowing what I know now, I would not have decided otherwise.

          
   

         Jacqueline had celebrated her third birthday some time ago and we were nearing thirty. In the end it was Jacques, my husband, who decided for both of us: ‘let’s do this; it will be great to hold another bundle of joy in our arms’. That was all the encouragement I needed. Although I never felt deprived as an only child, somehow our family would feel more complete to me.

         There was no time for doubt, as within two weeks I was pregnant again.

         After Nadine’s death I spoke to a psychic who is able to communicate with the dead and ‘see’ things. She told me that I would have become pregnant with Nadine anyway, even if I’d stayed on birth control pills.

          
   

         While I was pregnant with Nadine we moved to Hoorn, because I longed to return to the province of Noord-Holland, an area in the north-west of the Netherlands. As I grew up near there, I was never really able to settle in the province of Friesland, where we lived at the time.

         We moved into a lovely house near the lake that used to be the South Sea but had been cleverly closed by a long dyke and is now known as IJsselmeer. The house was conveniently close to the town centre. It was my grandfather’s family home, which he sold to us when he decided to move to a facility for the elderly after my grandmother had passed away.

         This grandfather, my mother’s father, also had premonitions. He would always know if somebody was not long for this world. He chose not to develop his gift. Although he spoke about it sometimes, it made him uncomfortable.

         One story always stuck in my mind. One night he woke up and saw a man in his bedroom, stealing his coin collection. He saw him standing there clear as day. He paid no heed to this vision, but about three weeks later his coin collection was indeed stolen!

         It really struck me that my grandfather encountered this burglar later on in the streets, one recognizing the other, although my grandfather had not laid eyes on him before. Well, the burglar had probably seen my grandfather before, because he took flight immediately. Although I cannot explain how it happened, I do know that this actually took place.

          
   

         I had a ‘textbook’ pregnancy. Moving house was not an easy feat as I was six months along and Jacques was suffering from spinal disc herniation, causing him severe back pain. Not the ideal circumstances for moving house, but with a lot of help from family and friends we managed more or less.

         Since we were moving to another part of the Netherlands, I had to give up my job. I intended to enjoy my newfound freedom and be a stay-at-home mum for the duration of our baby’s first year.

         As Jacqueline was about to start school for the first time, and in a new town to boot, she could certainly do with some extra attention. Upon the nearing arrival of the baby she would no longer be an only child, so there was a lot going on in her young life. All the more reason for me to decide to take it easy for a year.

          
   

         June 21, 1986 had arrived. It was just an ordinary day. By then I had the shape of a blowfish and felt like a beached whale bursting at the seams. It was a hot day and I was so very curious to meet this baby that was thriving inside me. It was clear that it would not be long now, as the due date was rapidly approaching.

          
   

         It was about eleven in the evening when we decided to go up to bed. As I walked up the stairs, I was shivering. Actually, I did not feel all that well and was growing more miserable by the minute. My shivers grew so bad that my teeth started chattering. I felt as cold as ice. I put on two sweaters, but it did nothing to reduce the intense cold I felt. I was sick as a dog. When I took my temperature it turned out to be almost 40 degrees Celcius. This could not be a good sign. My baby! I had to rush to the hospital without delay!

         We had agreed with my parents, who lived a forty-minute drive away in Haarlem, that they would stay with Jacqueline when the delivery would announce itself. As it was almost midnight, Jacques wondered if it was really necessary to rush off to hospital. My primal instincts took over: this baby had to be delivered as soon as possible! We couldn’t wait any longer. We quickly phoned my parents and they rushed to our house. They made it in thirty minutes. I awaited them in the doorway, ready to go.

         I never even gave their speedy arrival a second thought at the time and barely greeted them as I hobbled to the car supported by Jacques. I was wrapped in two sweaters, jogging pants and a thick, blue, woolen winter coat. The date was still June 21st.

         I struggled to get into the car and commended myself on the fact that we had moved house. We were only 5 minutes away from the hospital. I could not have held out for much longer in the car, the state I was in. I was worried sick about the baby. I figured the baby was very uncomfortable by then.

         The hospital staff took charge right away. Jacques had phoned them and told them we were coming. The hospital was very quiet, eerily so. The nurse immediately assessed the urgency and I was assigned to a bed, where I was lying flat on my back with my belly sticking out towards the ceiling like a giant pumpkin.

         How quickly I moved from being a healthy pregnant woman to a patient, surrounded by tubes and beeping equipment. The whole transformation took only one hour.

         The Ob-Gyn came to my bedside and quickly assessed the baby to be in trouble. A normal heart rate for an unborn baby is twice that of an adult, but our baby’s heart was racing at four times that rate.

         To this day I am grateful to my Ob-Gyn for acting so promptly. In spite of the late hour, he called his team together to perform a C-section in order to save our daughter’s life and mine too, as it turned out later.

         They quickly wheeled my bed through a kind of trapdoor. Jacques had held my hand the whole time but at that point he had to let go and was not allowed to accompany me to where I was going. My bed was moved sideways through this trapdoor, which meant I was turning away from the only trusted person I had in the hospital. Our eyes held for as long as we could, until Jacques’ worried face disappeared from my view.

         I was utterly powerless, delivered into the care of the doctors and staff. This memory is etched on my mind for ever. I felt as though I’d entered a torture chamber. I was overcome with excruciatingly painful contractions, as my sick body was working so hard to get this baby out. Again, there was no dilation to speak of, no more than a mere centimetre. It did not matter anyway, as they were prepping me for surgery.

         I had surely ended up in hell, as they tied my arms and legs to supports so that it became impossible for me to properly absorb the contractions. Looking around, I saw a clinical space with people dressed in surgical gear, their mouths and noses covered by face masks, intent on working on me. They were in a hurry. Suddenly, out of the blue, someone appeared by my side, who took my hand and held it. Above the mask, a man’s beautiful brown eyes looked into mine. He talked to me in a warm, friendly voice. But those eyes… I saw my pain and his compassion in those eyes.

          
   

         It struck me that I was able to notice that in spite of my misery and anxiety. He tried to comfort me. He distracted me and explained that normally, a patient would not be aware of all these preparations going on, as by then they would be fully anesthetized. But if they were to put me under right now, my baby‘s little body would also be affected by the anesthetic. With all the stress the baby already endured, they had decided to wait until the last possible moment. ‘You don’t have to be afraid though’, he said, ‘they will not start the operation until you are completely anesthetized’.

         He was a great help to me. At that time, he was my rock. He stood by my side until I felt myself sinking into a deep, artificial sleep. My last thoughts were with my baby. Somehow it would have to end well, for I loved my baby so much already.

          
   

         Slowly I came to. I was in Hoorn, in the hospital. Through a haze I saw Jacques sitting there. His words seemed to come from afar, but with tenderness in his voice I distinctly heard him say: ‘We have a daughter, such a beautiful baby, she is gorgeous.’ He showed me a Polaroid picture of this newborn baby girl, so tiny, her eyes squeezed shut. Nadine, our second daughter. I was overwhelmed by intensely tender feelings. Secretly I had hoped for another daughter. It was a wish I had never dared say out loud. That would have felt presumptuous, like ‘tempting faith’. All I had a right to hope for was a healthy baby.

         Our baby needed special care so they put her on the incubator ward. Due to the stress of the delivery, she had suffered oxygen deprivation. I found out later that the pediatrician had been afraid of possible brain damage. Luckily they only shared this information later, to spare me the anxiety. I had been very ill myself and needed all my strength to recover. It turned out I had suffered from a group B streptococcal infection that can be lethal to both mother and child if they do not receive proper medical attention straight away. Because of the speedily performed C-section and the medication they had administered to me, I felt much better afterwards, in spite of the surgery. As our first daughter had also been delivered by C-section, all the surgeon had to do was neatly follow the existing ‘bikini line’ scar.

         It all seemed rather irrelevant to me at the time. All I wanted was to see our baby daughter, right now. Of course I wasn’t able to walk yet, but they provided me with a wheelchair and wheeled me to the incubator ward so that I could see and touch our Nadine.

         Upon entering the incubator ward we first had to wash our hands with a disinfecting soap, before I could finally see my baby. The nurse took us to an incubator with a small baby inside. Although I saw a sweet little baby, I felt nothing at all, I had no recognition whatsoever.

         It confused me, but I was relieved to find out that the nurse had made a mistake and had lead us to the wrong baby. Oh yes, our daughter was in one of the other incubators. This was our Nadine! Her little body was surrounded by tubes. A needle attached to an IV line had been inserted in one of her poor little feet. Her breathing was rather laboured, we saw her little ribcage go up and down rapidly. I felt immeasurable love and tenderness for this little human being.

         The sight of her moved me to tears. I slowly put my hands through the holes in the incubator to caress the little body that was labouring so hard. She was not yet allowed outside of her protective shell, so we had to be patient until the end of the day.

         For half an hour I delighted in being so close to our daughter until my husband wheeled me back to my hospital room. I was so exhausted I could barely sit upright.

         In a few hours Jacqueline and my parents would come to visit Nadine for the first time, so I needed to rest. I lay back in my comfortable hospital bed to dream of this helpless little creature, our youngest daughter. I felt that our family was now complete. I gratefully slipped into oblivion and slept.

         After what seemed like only half an hour to me, I felt a small hand on my arm. ‘Mum, wake up mum, where is my little sister?’ My big, eldest daughter could barely contain herself. She wanted to see her little sister so badly. That morning she had woken up to find her grandparents at her bedside. What a lovely way to start the day.

         We were told by my parents that she had responded quite composedly to the good news. A baby sister? Well, she really wanted to meet her then. Upon entering the hospital, however, she became far more excited. She had put on her best dress for the occasion, with a flounced skirt in exuberant colours. It was a festive occasion, after all!

         So as not to try her patience any longer, we all went down together to see Nadine. Jacqueline was quite disappointed to learn that she was not allowed to touch her little sister yet. She was only allowed to look at her from the other side of the glass partition. That was rather hard to swallow, especially for a four-year-old.

         Grandpa and grandma could not stop looking at Nadine. ‘What a precious girl, what a beauty’ they kept saying, expressing themselves in the highest praise. They could, however, not hide their looks of concern as they noticed how Nadine’s little body was labouring for breath.

         There she was, their second granddaughter, in an incubator. The hospital’s incubator ward looked more like a factory than a maternity ward. It held a number of glass containers perched on high legs, surrounded by all kinds of equipment. Inside the glass casings where tiny, not quite finished dolls that were hooked up to tubes. The room did not smell of babies but of disinfectant, very hygienic and efficient. I couldn’t care less as long as Nadine would fully recover, that was the whole point. There would be all the time in the world for cuddling and fussing afterwards.

          
   

         It is amazing how fast one adjusts to a hospital regime. The routine of being woken early, the temperature-taking, cups of tea and of course breakfast in bed, this all make you feel as though you’ve been put on standby. You are not fully alive, even though you are awake.

         I did not mind, I was here for a purpose. I was in no rush to get home as Nadine was still here. As things were well taken care of at home, I could surrender myself to the situation.

         I could go and see her almost as often as I wanted. As my body started to recover, I was no longer confined to my bed or to a wheelchair, so I regained my mobility. The incision was healing nicely.

         Nadine was doing quite well too. I was able to partially breastfeed her. Nursing her for the first time was exquisite, I cannot conceive of a more intimate contact between mother and child. In the beginning, nursing took a lot out of her so she needed supplementation. But she wasted no time in growing stronger. She was a little fighter.

         I had the impression that my presence, my voice, comforted her. Of course there was recognition, for she had grown inside me for nine months, moving along comfortably on the flow of my existence.

         The days passed quickly. I had become fully accustomed to our new girl; I was completely drawn in by her.

          
   

         Every day Jacques and Jacqueline walked to the hospital. From my room I could see them getting closer. We would wave at each other while I watched them walk down the ramp of the railway crossing. I would stand at the window, so happy to see them.

         After their visit, this would all happen again in reversed order. As the days passed, however, I felt my desire to go home with them grow. Not without Nadine, of course.

         After ten days I had sufficiently recovered to be discharged from hospital. I got to go home. But Nadine did not, not yet. The doctors wanted to keep her for at least another two days. Although she was released from the incubator ward, it was not yet deemed safe to let her go home. They would put her in a little cot in a room next to the incubator ward for another two days.

         This was hard for me. To come home without my baby felt almost like abandoning her. Unfortunately, it was what it was, so I had to reconcile myself with that. It was, after all, for her own good.

          
   

         The day I was released from hospital was a beautiful day. Jacques came to pick me up with the car. From my usual spot in the hospital room I was on the lookout at the window, my bags packed. So I went back home, leaving my little Niene in the care of the nurse, for two more days.

         I would keep calling her by her pet name, Niene, ‘till the day she died and beyond… Niene, it sounded so endearing.

         We were home in no time. It was weird to be back in the real world. I felt overwhelmed by the hustle and bustle of it all. It all seemed so busy, not only on the streets, but also in our living room, with all those colours clamouring for my attention.

         I was relieved that there would be no visitors that first day. I could take the time to get re-acquainted with my own house and get some rest.

         It goes without saying that I had to get myself to hospital a few times a day to nurse and cuddle Niene. Now that she was out of the incubator, I could hold and cherish her to my heart’s content.

         My parents were coming over the next day during the day time and my two cousins would pay us a visit in the evening, as it was my birthday that day, the 1st of July. Nadine’s and my birthday were close together, so we had the same star sign: Cancer. All the more funny as Jacques’ and Jacqueline’s birthdays are April 9 and 7, so their sign is Aries. It was a very special combination, two Aries and two Cancers. Apparently Aries and Cancer are considered an impossible match.

         I enjoyed a good night’s rest in my own bed, alongside my husband. Right away it felt so familiar again. Knowing that our Jacqueline was fast asleep in the room next to us felt so right too. My, that girl could sleep. Even as a baby she slept like a log. When she was still a baby, some days I would wake up with a start as late as 9.30 in the morning. I would find her in her cot, in complete harmony with herself and her surroundings, at times infinitely entertained by the movement of her own little fingers in front of her face.

          
   

         It was the morning of my birthday. Again it was a lovely, sunny day and the world bathed in beautifully coloured rays. The weather forecast was excellent, 28°C and sunny and it would remain like that the rest of the week. It was good news as it meant that we could spend a lot of time outdoors. As Nadine was to come home the next day, it was good news for her too. We were both doing very well. Although I was still a bit weak and I tired easily, the wound was healing nicely.

         After breakfast I sat down in the garden chair that had been set out for me to look at the mail. There were lots of cards, sweet messages and congratulations. The telephone did not stop ringing either. Both family members and friends called to arrange a maternity visit. As much as we loved that, we needed to pace ourselves. We’d learned our lesson after Jacqueline was born: we were completely worn out after a few weeks of constant visitors. Some people even stayed until long after midnight, depriving us of much-needed sleep. Of course we could also have handled that differently ourselves. Anyway, we intended to be more aware of the pitfalls this time around.

         Most people had already paid us a visit at the hospital, but of course it is so much more personal and intimate in your own home.

         We managed to have a relaxed day. I went back and forth to the hospital a few times. My baby would be coming home the next day!

          
   

         Ingrid and Marjolein, my cousins, came to visit us in the evening. Throughout my life, I have often recalled the memories made that night. We had known each other all our lives and saw each other regularly, particularly as we were growing up. My father had three sisters, one of which had two sons and the other a son and two daughters. I always loved to spend time with all my cousins.

         In the old days, Marjolein would sometimes stay with us. As we got along so brilliantly, I used to cherish those moments. At the age of six, Jacqueline got to be a bridesmaid at her wedding. Even Nadine was present the entire day, right until the end at two o’clock at night, exuberant and happy as she always was. She was only two years old then, but she already loved parties and dancing.

         Ingrid and Marjolein are no longer with us, unfortunately. Marjolein and her husband Alex moved to the United States and had a daughter there, who was only five years old when Madeline died of cancer.

         Three years later this awful disease took Ingrid’s life too. She and her husband had three daughters, the youngest of which was only six years old. How terrible for those poor girls. I felt so powerless and thought that life treated them terribly unfairly. My uncle and aunt lost both their daughters. Ronald, the only son, lost both his sisters. What a tragedy for this family.

         The evening of my birthday we shared lots of good laughs and managed to do a lot of catching up. They stayed until late, but this time I had learned to listen to my own body so at a certain point I took myself upstairs to bed. At the sound of their quiet voices in the garden, drifting up to my bedroom, I quickly fell into a deep sleep.

          
   

         Nadine was coming home! I felt as if butterflies were gently flapping their soft wings inside me. As of today, the four of us would all be together in our own home. Our family would be complete, such utter bliss!

         I experienced a sense of euphoria so great that I cannot find the words to describe it. I felt like there was nothing that we couldn’t do. My entire being was engulfed in Love. What could be more blissful than cherishing your own children and watching them grow, those products of your love. I could not conceive of anything more wonderful. Pure, concentrated happiness!

         I put Nadine on our bed and lay down beside her, looking at her for hours on end, surrounding her with my motherly love. I smelled her sweet baby perfume. I was completely happy. Nadine had been born and she was home with us.

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘That Howler Monkey Is Kinda Sweet’
   

            The First Year
   

         

         W
      hen I was pregnant with Nadine, looking at my first child I used to wonder whether I would be able to love the new baby as much as I did Jacqueline.

         It proved to be easy. For me, loving your children is a given. I now know that a third child would have been loved just as much. It is unconditional love, a primordial emotion.

          
   

         The first year of Nadine’s life turned out to be rather challenging.

         Settling in our new town Hoorn went without a hitch. I grew up nearby in Haarlem en I definitely felt at home in that part of the Netherlands. It was the same for Jacques, who also lived in different towns in the province of Noord-Holland.

         Jacqueline liked school a lot. She easily adapted and made friends, but she was equally capable of entertaining herself at home. Right from the start she was crazy about her little sister. For baby Nadine, however, life was a challenge. During the first few months of her young life she had a hard time. She cried a lot, as apparently incubator babies tend to do. Someone even elicited the following remark from Jacqueline, when asked how her little sister was doing: ‘Well, that howler monkey is kinda sweet’.

         I held Nadine as often as I could. I felt her agitation diminish whenever I pressed her firmly against my own body. It made her feel safe.

         Two weeks after Nadine was discharged from hospital, Jacques needed an operation for his spinal disc herniation, in the Academic Hospital in Leiden. Such wonderful timing it was.

         By then, his back was bothering him so much that the operation could not be postponed any longer.

         Neither of us was too thrilled about it, but it had to be done.

         So for the second time within a short period of time, we had to go to a hospital. This time it was me doing the driving while Jacques was the patient. We have always appreciated equilibrium. Talking about finding the balance in our relationship!

         So on a beautiful Monday in the middle of the summer we drove to Leiden by car. My mother looked after the children and my father accompanied us on the journey. He thought it was nicer if I did not have to drive back all alone. I was just getting back on my feet and had not driven the car for months. I appreciated the offer and the company and it made me feel safer just in case something happened.

         That feeling turned out to be prophetic. I had parked the car on a rather random, temporary parking lot near the hospital. Grass was growing abundantly and the field was topped with beautiful wild flowers. We had to make do with this makeshift parking lot as the hospital was under reconstruction.

         After dropping off Jacques, which was a hard thing for me to do, we left the hospital building. I was feeling down and wanted to get home as fast as I could.

         We found that our car had been somewhat blocked by other cars. I put it in first gear and it shot forward a little too fast. Boom, we were stuck. I could not go back or forth. The front bumper had wedged itself over a concrete slab that was nicely hidden by the field full of flowers. ‘Shit’, I muttered, ‘Oh no, I cannot deal with this right now!’

         My father, who weathered heavier storms in his time, went to find some muscle power. I was almost reduced to tears. I felt helpless and acted accordingly, so I got to stay with the car while my dad went looking for help.

         After about five minutes that felt so much longer, he came back with another man. I had to get back behind the wheel and they would ‘just’ lift the car at the front. Either the car was heavier than they thought or their joint muscle power was not as impressive as they thought, but either way, they did not succeed.

         Unperturbed, dad went to find a third guy, who was quickly located as his car was parked next to ours and he was just about to leave. Of course he was also more than willing to help a damsel in distress. After trying for half an hour, the three of them finally managed to release the car from its predicament.

          
   

         As the operation was planned for the next afternoon, we agreed that I would come to visit him that evening. For Jacques it would have been all right too if I’d waited until the next morning, but I did not want that. I needed to see with my own eyes how he was doing right after the operation.

         As it turned out, my visit that evening was of no use to Jacques. His operation had taken place at the end of the afternoon so he was still pretty spaced out when I arrived. He was also very nauseous.

         I sat by his side for an hour and then drove home. It was not until the end of the visiting hour that he was able to talk to me a little bit. We agreed that I would visit him every other day. I was still recovering from the emergency Caesarian section and it was next to impossible for me to rest with a four-year-old and a newborn at home.

         Fortunately, my mother moved in with me during the week that Jacques was hospitalized. Of course that made all the difference. My father joined us every day after work. To allow me to get some rest, they often took Nadine for a little walk in the pram. She used to love that and it would always put her to sleep.

         Jacques was discharged after more than a week. I drove to the hospital for the last time and this time I would not drive back alone. From now on, the four of us would be at home finally and life would return to normal. That is if you consider the fact that we were both recovering from surgery, normal.

         It wasn’t easy to have our sleep interrupted all the time. I nursed Nadine, but even between feeding times she could bellow. This is how our eldest daughter came up with the name ‘howler monkey’.

         Sometimes we would wake up with a start to find Nadine sleeping soundly between us. Apparently it is a natural instinct not to roll over on top of your child. I would be half asleep and nursing her, after which we would both gently drift off in a cozy embrace. After her difficult delivery and her stay in the incubator, she needed extra tlc
      .

         After three months she transformed into a completely content, relaxed baby. From that moment on, she was the best baby any parent could wish to have. Of course that also applied to her big sister, who enthusiastically mothered her as well.

          
   

         After that first intense post-delivery phase, our lives prospered the rest of the first year. Jacques went back to work and his rehabilitation went well. Jacqueline really enjoyed school and was happy and content.

         Nadine grew fast, smiled a lot and was irresistible. She slept very little during the daytime. She radiated energy and that would never change. When Nadine smiled her adorable smile, her whole face lit up. Her beautiful big eyes would shine and her nose would curl up in pleasure. During one of the check-up visits, the pediatrician wondered out loud how cute she would be at age sixteen!

          
   

         When Nadine was about ten months old, I was once approached in the streets by a man who wanted to take studio portraits of Nadine for commercial purposes. I declined the offer as I thoroughly enjoyed the peaceful rhythm of our day-to-day life. Even though it was a compliment, it felt like an invasion of our privacy.

          
   

         Nadine’s eyes looked out into the world in a way that was not just happy and cheeky, but also wise. It was as if she had lived many lives before. There was a kind of profoundness in those big, dark blue eyes.

         One morning when I was out walking with Nadine in the stroller, I came across a woman who looked at Nadine with exceptional interest. She told me, quite spontaneously, that ‘this baby had a very old soul’. That was all she said. Given my interest in spiritual matters, my ingrained feeling that ‘there is more between heaven and earth’, I did not consider her remark odd. However, I did not act upon it either. I wouldn’t have known how to.

         Afterwards we were told the same thing time and again, even after Nadine had passed away. It is impossible to count the number of times people told us that she had an old soul. Or even that she was down to her last life on earth and was now ‘finished’ on this earth. For many people this may go too far, but it actually comforts me even to this day. It does not make me miss her any less, nor does it take away my despair, but sometimes it does give me the feeling that she could not have avoided her fate. That there was nothing we could have done to prevent this.

         This reminds me of a book I received after Nadine’s death, The Fairy Tale of Death by Marie-Claire van der Bruggen. It is a story about a little Soul that embarks upon the journey to Earth for the very first time. It is about choices that have to be made: how people choose to develop themselves in their lives, what risks need to be taken. The whole process of life and death is described in a simple, engaging way. The aim of the book is to take away the fear that surrounds death; it encourages you to experience death as a natural phenomenon. Because of Nadine’s death, I am no longer afraid of dying. However, it has inspired me to reflect even more upon the existential question of why we are here, about the purpose of life. For me, this story confirms once again that there is more than meets the human eye. The book itself is profound but the approach remains light-hearted due to the way the story is told.

          
   

         After about a year of having baby Nadine at home, I became slightly restless. Happy as I was with our family, I wanted to get back to work. I decided a part-time job suited me. After one month, I found a good position as a secretary for twenty hours a week to the Executive Board of a printing company called Drukkerij Noordholland in Hoorn. It was conveniently close to home, only five minutes by bicycle. It turned out to be an excellent decision.

         In this way, our life began to take shape: lovely children, a dog, a cat and a good family home. Nevertheless we also really enjoyed the occasional night out on the town with friends or a weekend trip together. The grandparents loved to take care of the girls and the pets for a few days. We would come back completely energized. Life was good.

      

   


   
      
         
            Sweet Seventeen
   

            Sixteen Years Later
   

         

         B
      y now, Nadine was seventeen years old. Her life was going smoothly. She graduated from Dutch Intermediate high school before her 17th birthday and planned to study Communications at InHolland College in Diemen, near Amsterdam.

         But first, a long summer holiday glimmered at the horizon. She planned to go to Turkey for a week, with her two friends Jenneviev and Charlotte. As it was to be the first holiday without parents, she was very excited about it. After a few heart-to-hearts and after eliciting the promise from her that she would send a text message every day, their holiday booking was confirmed.

          
   

         That spring, before her summer holiday, we planned a family trip to Gran Canaria. It would be the 25th anniversary of the day Jacques and I met on this sun-drenched island. At the time, Jacques was working there as a tourist guide, hosting the donkey safari. I was there on a three-week holiday with my parents, to take my mind off of a recent break-up. I enjoyed spending time with my parents and I also had plans to meet up with some friends living in Las Palmas.

         My parents had booked a few excursions, including the donkey safari, and asked me to come along. It seemed like a fun activity to do together. On the arranged date we arrived at the finca, the meeting point, where we were welcomed by a good-looking guy from Amsterdam, who later told me that it had been a ‘coincidence’ that he was working there that day, as he was only replacing a sick colleague. I fell for him right there and then. Just like that, wham, I knew he was the one for me.

         Soon after we had set off, it turned out that he really was my ‘knight on a shiny donkey’. We hit it off and immediately started an animated conversation. I told him that I was also a tour guide and was working for Trans, which at the time was the travel organisation of the Dutch Railway. It was my job to guide foreign tourists on the Happy Holland Tour, a three-day trip through the Netherlands. I also guided Dutch tourists on a ten-day trip through the UK. On top of that, it turned out that I knew the brother of a female friend of his. We had a lot of common ground from the start. From that day on, we saw each other daily and had a lot of fun together. He could make me roar with laughter to the extent that my legs buckled on the dance floor of a discotheque.

         The clock was racing, however, as I had met Jacques at the beginning of the second week of our holiday and we would only stay three weeks. Our time was running out.

         This thing we shared felt so good that we had to decide what to do about it. Was this one of those holiday romances that we were to remember later somewhat wistfully, or were we going to make a real go of it? I strongly preferred the latter.

         In fact, we wasted no time in taking this rather serious decision. I was going to quit my job and come and live on the island of Gran Canaria. The decision was made and the plan would be executed. In order to validate this happy event, we went to Las Palmas to buy our engagement rings.

          
   

         My parents were not altogether happy with my spontaneous decision. Looking back, I can imagine how they must have felt. As the mother of two daughters, what would I have said if one of them decided to move in with somebody they had met two weeks previously and who lived abroad?

         Of course, first I had to go back to the Netherlands. There was a lot that needed to be organised and I had to cancel all my previously made arrangements. For starters, I was to move into a beautiful apartment in the center of Haarlem that I had found through a friend. And my job was about to change: I was supposed to move to England for six months in order to guide groups of tourists there. All those things were no longer going to happen.

          
   

         My friends all told me I was crazy. They felt that even for me it was a rash decision. However, I was fully committed and it showed. After a few attempts to change my mind, the negative voices fell silent. After all, it was quite an adventure and a 4½ hour flight is not the end of the world either.

         Two months after that holiday, Jacques came to the Netherlands to get me. A big farewell party was organised and off I went.

          
   

         Before I left, I gave my room in my parents’ house a thorough cleaning. I came across a little notebook containing notes I had made about three years before my trip to Gran Canaria, on a consultation I’d had with a psychic. It had been a telephone consultation and all I gave her was my name.

         I leafed through the notes as the content of the conversation came back to me. I specifically looked for the passage concerning my relationships and read: ‘The relationship you are currently in, will not last (I was not ready to hear that at the time but it turned out to be true). You will meet a man that has had a difficult childhood. I see an island with mountains, in the sun. You will meet this man there and spend your life with him.’ Over thirty years later, we are still together.

          
   

         Unfortunately, my foreign adventure was to last only a few months. Jacques’ employer was an alcoholic and proved to be very untrustworthy. A number of objectionable incidents occurred and we decided to return to the Netherlands.

         Back in the Netherlands we ended up in Bakkeveen, up north in the province of Friesland. Through the intermediary of one of Jacques’ brothers we were able to rent a house there. We had brought two dogs with us from Spain. Shirley, a typical Spanish dog that Jacques already owned before he met me and Bernhard, a little dog that I had bought during our visit to gypsies that we befriended. We ended up staying there for seven years until I returned with Jacques and Jacqueline and my big, swollen, pregnant belly to Hoorn.

          
   

         Of course our girls were familiar with the story of how we met. They thought it was exciting and romantic. They thought their mother was very cool indeed. They knew me to be cautious and protective, even a little overprotective in their eyes. It was hard for them to imagine that I used to be so bold and daring in my time.

         It was lovely to show them, 25 years later, the place where Jacques and I met. We embraced the atmosphere on the island and retold the stories once more. Looking at the pictures of that holiday, I see a wonderful family that radiates love. How carefree and happy we were.

          
   

         Nadine was happy in her own right too. When you looked at her you saw a lovely, spontaneous girl that was comfortable in her own skin. She had a certain depth that you seldom see in people so young. She was always wondering, questioning for example why black people are black and how it came about that they were sold as slaves. She could also be very observant. From a very young age, she took the time to assess the people around her. Her radiant smile was not always able to hide the vulnerability within.

         Even as a child she was madly fond of animals. We already had a family dog called Floepy, but at the age of ten Nadine was allowed to pick out a dog for herself. At a nearby farm they had a litter of Foxy Russells.

         The choice was easy. She immediately fell for a cute puppy with a striped forehead. Possibly, the dog chose Nadine, as it ambled over to her right away.

         I will never forget the ride home, Nadine riding her bicycle right next to mine. My shiny little girl, with her hair in a ponytail, conceded with tears in her eyes that she had never been happier than at that moment. Saying how she already loved the little dog so much. She would never stop loving it for as long she lived. Jacky was taken into our family and became very important to Nadine. Jacky is still alive, already thirteen years old but in good health. Sometimes, when I look at this dog, I see a small piece of my sweet, younger daughter’s life.

          
   

         Nadine was never a difficult adolescent. Of course there were small conflicts during puberty that belong in the realm of the struggle for independence that occurs at a certain age. It was over before we fully realized it had begun.

          
   

         She turned seventeen and after that long summer holiday that seemed endless at first but passed so quickly in the end, she entered a new phase of her life. She went to study Communications in Diemen. It did not bother her in the least that she was by far the youngest of her year. She felt that she belonged, so much more than she ever did in secondary school.

         The study allowed her enough spare time to pursue her hobby, dancing. At times I was surprised at how little time she actually spent on her studies. I used to ask her about it in the beginning, but I gave up as her grades were always good. One of her wellworn quotes was: ‘It will be all right, mum.’

         Nadine was on the demo team of Dazzling, a Dance Studio in Haarlem. They organised demonstrations and participated in competitions such as the Dutch Championships in Den Bosch. Her team, Dazz2Impress, did well. They were an energetic group of girls that would conquer the world. It was inspiring to witness, to follow their progress. We rooted for them during competitions and felt the nervous tension. We yelled our hearts out to support the team and thoroughly enjoyed the booming beats. We were immersed in the world of street dance, her world.
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