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With a sigh, I immerse myself in the warm water. I get the shower gel off the side of the bath, let some of the cold liquid glide out of the bottle and rub it warm between my palms. I work it into my legs. Then move onto my breasts, my armpits, my neck and my face. I take a deep breath and try to relax.

I turn off the tap so the bathroom goes quiet. The spotlights in the ceiling are dimmed to half-capacity. I deliberately didn't turn the fan on. It always annoys me when that thing is on. Time for myself. Damn, I can't remember when the last time was.

I cup my hands and trickle water onto the foam on my knees which stick out of the bath. They are still a bit tanned from my holiday in Tenerife. The holiday where it all went so terribly wrong with Marcel. The jerk. Just take a look at those legs. Maybe a bit tanned alright. But that doesn't hide the fact that they are well into their forty-first year, just like the rest of my body. I hardly dare to stand in front of the mirror any more, that's how deep the creases are around my eyes. And my neck. Not to mention that tummy and the by now countless grey hairs that crept into the brown.

I squeeze my knees together. Will I ever squeeze them around a male body? A young and lean body? Just spare me the body of a sixty plus, please. I know that I can have one of those easily enough, but I am not ready for that yet. Not yet.

I rest my head on a rolled up towel against the side of the bath and sigh again. Here you are, Janne Derks. Left to fend for yourself in a tiny apartment in the suburbs. Forty-one years old and this is the outcome. No man. No money. No child. And too old to ever have one. Rare moments are these, when I am in the bath or under the shower, that I feel the blood pumping around my veins again, my head clearing. He kept me sweet for long years. No, Jan, I am just not ready for children yet. Give me some more time, honey. Maybe after I have finished my MA. No, I need some time for myself at the moment. Why did I fall for it? For all those years? I knew it already at twenty-two dammit. That guy is not a keeper.

I should have broken up with him when I was at uni and gone for Eric instead. That would have been the right time to make a clean break. But I should definitely have done it at least ten years ago. And another ten years flew by before I finally started to see the light. Until that holiday where he himself came out with the announcement that he wants me out of his house. The house where he lay in our bed fucking that little tart from work. For God's sake.

Typical. How could I be so stupid? It's all my fault. I can't relax. If I take the time to think it all over, I only blame myself for everything that went wrong. It's no use. I can't turn back time. The past is in the past. The only thing left is to do my utmost best to live the second half of my life - if I have that much time left - the way I want to. I know, I know. I'm not the only one. Far from it. Evi is on her own, Karin is on her own, Sanne is on her own. If you are a woman of around forty and you find yourself in a stable relationship, you can count yourself lucky.

But still, I will need to get used to this. As a little girl, I imagined my life to be quite different. Yesterday Evi asked if I wanted to go out in town. Going out in town! And not on a shopping spree, but in the evening for a drink at the pub. Going out is something I haven't done since my mid-twenties. If that's how it needs to be done, sipping wine at the bar whilst trying to catch a man, then it's not worth it for me. Seriously, I would rather let the ground swallow me up as a hopeless forty-year-old - excuse me, forty-one-year-old - than expose myself on the dating scene again.
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