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      If you could see me right now, you would run or call the asylum.

      I see the reflection of myself in the mirror. After days of having a pity party, I’ve become someone I don’t recognize. The girl who looks back at me is a stranger. Her usually perfectly ironed hair is now a mess. It's so tangled, you probably need a drill to untangle it. The sparkle in her eyes is gone, the only thing to find there is a sadness that runs so deep, you can feel the pain behind it and the darkness that creeps in slowly. On her lips, there isn’t even a hint of a smile. Her clothes are filthy with wine stains, red wine to be exact.

      I turn my back on her. I can’t stand seeing that kind of pain. After five days of heartbreak, I’ve had enough; more than enough. I can’t go on like this and it won’t hurt him like it hurt me.

      With a deep breath, I make the decision to look forward.

      I strip off my filthy clothes and toss them into the hamper in one go. My bathroom is small, so with one step, I’m in the shower. I should just wash my hair and take a warm shower to rinse all the negativity away. I think it’s time to pamper myself and use the unopened bottle of shower oil by Rituals. A gift from my boyfriend until he decided to be my ex. I take the bottle from the shelf and for a moment, I consider whether I should use it or just throw it in the trash. The decision is to make myself feel better and it smells so delicious, so I just shrug and use it.

      Washing my hair has a therapeutic quality and I can feel something heavy lifting off my shoulders. The substance of the shower oil is very...oily. My whole body is slippery, and I pose like I’m at one of those Bodybuilders’ shows. I laugh at my own joke. My fingers look like prunes and I know it’s time to get out of the shower. I turn around to grab my towel from the shelf and slip over, landing hard on the shower floor. I groan in pain and hope nothing is broken except for my pride. I roll over, get on my knees, and rub my lower back; the pain eases a bit. With a loud groan I get up, dry myself off with a towel, and get to my bedroom.

      The thought of crawling back into bed is tempting, but I’ve promised myself to live again and to go out. Get a job, make new friends, get in touch with old friends.

      I’m ashamed that I let my friends down and went one hundred percent for my relationship. After neglecting my friends for so long, they have every right not to want me back as a friend. It would hurt like hell, but I will understand. I, at least, learned my lesson: even though you’re in a relationship, don’t forget your friends. Chicks before dicks. I used to make nasty snarks about people who let themselves go full-on as boyfriend or girlfriend and just forget the world around them. I became one of those people I’ve detested. I hope it’s not too late.

      I hear a strange noise, like someone is trying to break into my apartment. Quickly, I throw a shirt over my head and put on my favorite pink sweatpants. I get the baseball bat from under my bed and tiptoe towards the idiot that wants to break in. On full alert, I hear a key in the lock turn. And for a moment, I just freeze, my mind running through a lot of scenarios. When the door opens, I realize this is not one of my horror stories. Instead, there he is, standing with the key still in his hands, my best friend Jeff, whom I haven’t seen in the past three years.

      His hair is a bit longer than the last time I waved him goodbye. It looks even more blonde with his sun bronzed skin, accentuated by his green eyes. He smiles from ear to ear and it’s probably because I’m still standing there looking like a lunatic with a baseball bat in my hand and my mouth wide open from surprise. Before I can say anything, he closes the space between us and pulls me into a giant bear hug. His muscles must have grown bigger, because I can’t remember disappearing in his hugs before. Feeling his arms around me again brings back the memories I have of him.

      For a second, I hesitate to wrap my arms around him, but with his familiar scent surrounding me, I push away the shock and reciprocate his hug. In his arms, I find feelings of strength and safety. My best friend is back. Like he sensed I needed him. He’s finally here when I need him the most. When I’ve been feeling lost.

      “Wow, Freya. You’re speechless, for once; I think I can get used to this.” I can feel his grin on top of my head, and I want to smack him. Alas, he knows me and holds me just a little bit tighter, so I can’t move. I don’t want to argue with him, I like how he holds me and makes me feel safe. It’s comfortable, like a warm blanket when it’s chilly. Or like chocolate with whipped cream. Thinking about it makes me think of winter and cozy evenings. I feel a blush creeping up my chest straight to my cheeks and I bury my face against his chest to hide my embarrassment.

      “Shut up,” I mumble, but I don’t mean it. For now, I have my best friend back. But how the hell did he get a key to my apartment? I wiggle out of his hug and push him away

      “Who gave you the key and why are you sneaking into my apartment? You could have rung the bell, like a normal person.”

      I sound defensive, but I never expected to see him today. Especially after three years of radio silence. And he came into my life, my apartment, like he never left. And I need an explanation of some sort.

      I stick my chin out and put my hands on my hips. I also stand on my toes, trying to level with his height, but that, of course, is a fail. He stares down at me and all the mixed emotions are a little bit too much. The shock, the anger and relief of Jeff being back is too much. And the concern in his eyes just made me lose it. I throw myself into his arms and start to cry.   I’m in a tight hug, and he gently strokes my hair, calming me down.

      “As soon as I was back, I went to my stepfather to ask for the key. I’m sorry I’ve scared you, I was just trying to surprise you.”

      Of course, Jeff’s stepfather is also my landlord, he got the key from his stepfather. I feel so stupid, but I’m on an emotional rollercoaster.

      I just sniff and wipe my nose with his shirt. I really don’t care at this point. He lifts me into his arms as I cry onto his chest. Every worry and frustration from what happened in my life while he was away crushing on me. He softly places me on the couch and heads for the kitchen after a soft kiss on my temple. A few minutes later, he is back, handing me a cup of Earl Grey tea with lots of sugar. Just the way I like it.

      If people could see us, they would think we’re in a relationship. Maybe, it's how we smile and touch each other. As I look into his eyes, I feel the butterflies flutter in my stomach, but like each time that happens, our friendship comes to my mind and the butterflies are gone.

      I have so much to ask him, like what he’s been doing the last three years, why he didn’t contact me once, but as I lay my head on his shoulder, I don’t ask anything. I just let his warmth comfort me. His hand draws circles on my back and I remember that one time we were almost intimate.

      Jeff was already experienced, but I was a wallflower. Boys didn’t see me as girlfriend material. I have to admit, I’m not the girly, girly type, but I’m not ugly...I think. So, one day, I just begged him to take my virginity, because no one was interested, and I didn’t want to die a virgin. Of course, I was being dramatic and watched too many movies to say: You’re my best friend and you just have to do it, or do you want me to die as a virgin?

      So… I got my first kiss from Jeff and let myself go. Before we could go further, my mother, who never respected my privacy, came into my room without knocking and started to yell at us. That was the last time he was welcome at our home.

      Then Jeff decided to go to Australia to expand his horizons. He didn’t ask me if I would come along, not that I would, but I was supposed to be his best friend and he was leaving me to live on the other side of the world. He left me alone.

      “Penny for your thoughts.”

      I have no idea how to answer this question and decide just to bite the bullet and tell him all there is, but now he’s here and that’s the only thing that matters.

      I don’t tell him how I missed him like crazy when he left. I don’t tell him how much it hurt to live when he wasn’t around, or that he was the reason I came to Amsterdam, to run away from everything that reminded me of him and his stupidly charming dimples.

      No, instead, I tell him how I loved my job, how I met the man of my dreams, Marco. How I thought he was the one with his light brown hair, tall and muscled body that reminded me of the statue of David. How he chose me, the boring one, to be his friend. How he saw me while I was invisible to the crowds. I told Jeff how I fell in love with Marco until he broke me apart and cheated on me with my co-worker Nikkei. I cry as I tell Jeff how Marco said he was never in love with me and I was just one of many.

      By the time I’m done with my pathetic story, I’ve become a crying mess, and I get pulled into a big bear hug. His words are soothing, and he tells me I shouldn’t be that hard on myself. Again, I use his shirt as a handkerchief and he still doesn’t mind.

      “Time to change clothes and eat, then we’ll go out. You’ve lived like a hermit far too long and pajamas are so 2000. It’s time to see the world again.” And he pushes me off the couch and gestures me to the bathroom. Reluctantly, I go.

      “If you say so.”

      He winks at me as I go to my bedroom and change into something suitable. I chose one of my many dresses. Some in the 50’s style. Beautiful swing dresses and all are black. I love black.

      Knowing Jeff, I decided to wear my ankle boots with small heels. The man loves to walk. I wrap my hair in a messy bun and I only use some eyeliner and mascara. That will have to do for now. I don’t feel like doing the whole make-up ritual. Too much fuss.

      When I’m ready, I walk into the living room. Jeff is standing in front of the window. The third floor gives a beautiful view of the building across the street. As if he senses my presence, he turns around and looks me up and down.

      “I like your outfit, you look beautiful,” he says with an approving smile.

      His compliment makes me blush and I lower my head, so he can’t see how flustered I am.

      “I’m moving in.” His statement knocks me off my feet and I freeze right at the spot, my eyes wide open in confusion.

      “What do you mean by moving in?”

      He shrugs. “I mean, I’ll be living here with you.”

      A frown forms on my face. “But why? I mean, it’s your stepfather’s apartment, of course you can stay here, but why do you want to? Are you checking up on me? Do you feel you have to babysit me?”

      The more I talk, the more angry I get. I know I’m not in a good place at the moment, but I don’t need someone to look after me. Do I?

      “For fuck’s sake, Freya, I’m not here to babysit you. I didn’t even know what happened. Nobody told me till you just did. I’m staying at the hotel right now, but I’m moving in with you. We’re best friends. And whether you like it or not, you need someone to take care of you, let me help you.”

      I search his eyes for pity, for anything that would kill me, but the only thing I see is compassion and concern. Also, I know that when he makes up his mind, I can’t change it. With a sigh, I just nod; there is nothing else to say, anyway.

      He smiles and grabs me gently by the shoulders, looking me deep in the eyes. I can see the green speckles in his light brown eyes and smell the peppermint on his breath.

      “That’s right, roomie. We’re going to have so much fun, because I don’t want you around all day, moping about a stupid ex. And you need a job, because I like to wear my birthday suit at home and run around naked when you’re at work.”

      A laugh escapes from me. I don’t know how he manages to cheer me up whenever I’m down, but he does.

      He’s the best friend ever.

      Before we leave the apartment, I grab a jacket. It’s not that cold, but I’m not like everyone else who sees a ray of sunlight and walks around in shorts. Going down the stairs, I hear the loud thumps of Jeff’s shoes. He’s never been one to be quiet, you can hear him from a mile away. But if he wanted, he could sneak up to you and scare the hell out of you.

      Jeff jogs up to catch up.

      “Wow Freya, you’re going way too fast for me, are you trying to run from me?”

      “Omg, is this the beginning of an endless flow of lame jokes?” 

      His laughter booms through the alley and a woman shouts to keep it down so we don’t wake her baby.

      “Welcome to Amsterdam, you hooligan.”
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      We stroll through the streets, enjoying the weather and the company. Jeff is a bit cautious, because he heard a bicycle bell ring, but he doesn’t seem to know how dangerous people on bikes can be. I should warn him better. Death by bicycle sounds a bit lame, to be honest.

      I want to show him everything, but the weather is nice enough to walk to the Vondelpark. Some buildings are leaning forward and Jeff is wondering how people can live like that. I shrug, I have never been in one of these buildings before and have no idea how but it must be fun with the furniture sliding downhill fast, with the uneven floors.

      As we enter the park, it’s full of life with people jogging, riding their bikes or just strolling around. Some alone and others with families, laughing with their children or chatting with friends.

      “I can’t believe how people ride bikes without fear. I would probably fall off and just give up. I do love all the old buildings with so much history and the canals with the house boats.”

      I grin and like seeing how his face changes in surprise when he notices something extraordinary, but for me it's my daily life.  

      After a while, my feet start to kill me. Why was it again that I chose ankle boots over my sneakers? Jeff notices that I’m struggling to keep up with him, and we decide to find a place to sit down and get a coffee. I lead the way.

      I know this great coffee shop. When you’re in Amsterdam, a coffee shop means much more. It’s a small place with six tables and a lovely name; Lekker He. It means nice, huh in English.

      The moment we enter the coffee shop, the mouth-watering smell of coffee and pastry surrounds us. It feels so cozy and warm.  The walls are decorated with black and white photographs from decades ago. I assume what we see is the history of the place. We study the menu and I decide I need a waffle with chocolate sauce and whipped cream on top and an Espresso Macchiato.

      “I want something Dutch? What do people order around here?”

      “Coffee with apple pie.”

      I order as soon as the waitress approaches us. As we wait for our orders, I go to the ladies’ room. When I return to the table, Jeff has a confused look on his face.

      “Everything looks so tiny and small. And not to mention the millions of bicycles. Do you ride a bicycle?

      How do you manage traffic? The cars, scooters, tram, buses and other vehicles? Just walking here is a real hazard.”

      I can’t help laughing at him, the look on his face is priceless. I need to get him on a bike, it would be hilarious.

      “Well, are you having fun or what? I told you, you need to get out more and laugh. Mission part one, accomplished. Now to part two, you need a job and I think I found one for you.”

      The last sentence is enough to shut my mouth.

      “How, when?”

      “When you went to the ladies’ room, to powder your nose or whatever you girls do instead of peeing. I called a buddy of mine, his mother needs people for data entry. Before you protest that it’s boring, you need to consider it for a moment. You’re efficient and it will help you get back on track with your life. Why the fuck are you crying now?”

      I just wave my hands. I can’t believe he called one of his friends to find me a job. I don’t care what kind of job it is.

      Instead of thanking him, I jump out of my chair, wrap my arms around his neck, and give him a kiss on the cheek.

      At that moment, the waitress comes to our table with our order. I turn around to get to my seat, but knock the tray out of her hands.

      The coffee and Espresso Macchiato cups are in the air, fighting against gravity, and everything seems to slow down. I can see the warm liquid splattering all over the place. Our table and the table next to us, where the poor girl wears an off-white blouse that, in seconds, is covered with coffee stains. The waitress tries to keep her balance, but she slips on the liquid and lands hard on the wooden floor. I shrink and squint at the sight. For a second, everything stops and the next second, the whole place is full of noise and panic. I wish I could vanish into thin air. Like the illusionists with their smoke curtain. Poof - gone.

      Alas, I have made a mess and I need to clean it up. I pull the girl up from the floor and give her a tissue to wipe the whipped cream from her t-shirt. It doesn’t work, of course, and I gather up everything that’s on the floor as quickly as I can. Another waitress is already there with a mop. I apologize profusely and offer to pay for the same order twice, but she won’t have it.

      At the table next to us, the girl in the off-white blouse with the coffee stains curses in French. That’s also the only French I understand. I try to tell her I can give her money to go to the dry-cleaner or buy a new blouse.

      Jeff reorders, and he's trying to hide his laughter from me but fails miserably. Asshole.

      When we're finally settled back down, everybody in the café goes back to minding their own business. Although I hear the French girl mutter 'putain’ and ‘merde'.

      The waitress comes back with our order, and I get the evil eye while Jeff gets a swoon-worthy smile. What's odd is that he doesn’t return the smile, like he usually would.

      "Is there something wrong?"

      Jeff shrugs and attacks the apple pie with his fork. He separates the crust, leaving crumbs to the left and right of his plate.

      With all the commotion I caused earlier, I still feel shaky. And I see Jeff open his mouth like he wants to tell me something important. His face grows serious, but whatever he sees in my face, he closes his mouth and sighs.

      Just like that, he lets me be like he always does.

      I feel him watching me as I devour my waffle, but I don’t meet his gaze. I don’t know why I feel so weird. It’s Jeff, after all. But I feel like coming out of a deep slumber only now that he is here. I just need time to recover from all these strange feelings inside me.

      As I focus on eating and drinking, I feel something on my nose that I know is whipped cream.

      I look at Jeff with wide eyes, slightly embarrassed. And something shifts in his eyes, the laughter I know is coming seems to die on his lips. His eyes seem to be darker than usual when he wipes the whipped cream from my nose with a paper napkin. It’s weird, but it feels familiar.

      “Here you go, all clean now.” He grins and breaks the silence I’ve created.

      With a sigh, I wipe my mouth.

      “I’m completely full, I can’t take another bite even if you try to force me.”

      “That sounds more like a sexual innuendo,” he teases.

      I playfully slap his arm. “You’re so full of shit.” I grin as I stand up, grab my purse and jacket, and walk to the counter to pay the bill. When I’m back at our table, he’s already at the door and opens for me.

      “Thank you, mister,” I joke.

      “You’re very welcome, miss.”

      “Where are we going now?”

      “Grocery shopping, of course. We have to cook dinner, and I’m actually pretty tired.” I point at my uncomfortable shoes. I thought I was safe since the heels were low, but I was wrong.

      “Who forced you to wear those boots, anyway?”

      I stick my tongue out and give him the evil eye, and we both start to laugh. It’s like how it used to be. Easy-going banter and conversation in one go. I realize how much I’ve missed this. This feeling between Jeff and I. I was scared I threw it all away, just out of stubbornness, and just because I missed my friend, but I’m glad it’s still there. Nothing has changed.
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