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	‘To love oneself is the beginning of a lifelong romance.’

	 

	Oscar Wilde

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	‘If I can do it, so can you. I believe in you.’

	 

	Nathalie N. Koene



	
Author’s Note

	 

	You are the master of your life. You are as you are. Surround yourself with people who respect and love you.

	If this isn’t the case, then clean up the house! Disappear from their life just as you appeared in it.

	Love yourself first! For me, the day I decided to love myself (yes, I made a choice and a decision), I bought myself a ring, kind of like an alliance, and I married myself.

	Life is short; time goes by and doesn’t come back.

	Spend your energy on yourself because, if you are not well, who will give you your air, or your joy to live, and who will save you?

	Only you can find your happiness because it is yours. Your family, your friends, and your social circle are your plus, your glow, and your support system.

	There is always at least one solution for any problem. If you don’t 

	find The one, then you will find the other.

	 

	Nathalie
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Chapter 1

	I am beautiful, I am happy, I love and appreciate myself.

	I connect myself to everything that is good for me. I believe in myself! I trust in myself!

	The famous ritual set by my Bea in Spain during my therapy. She told me to recite it every morning in my bathroom. I look at myself, I smile, and read it out loud.

	I admit that ever since my return, I have avoided this encounter with myself. Today, here it is again, the day of renewal.

	In the mirror, my nonsense talk quickly transforms into a burst of laughter, as I explore my royal blue hair colouring. Yes – a striking blue! I’m not even scared; I don’t care and I love it. I take advantage of this to get it square cut. Writing on my to-do list that upon arrival, I should head to the hairdresser.

	I stand out, with my Wonder Woman look. A little bit of blush, eyeliner, and red lipstick. I contemplate myself in the hallway mirror, in a pair of jeans, sneakers and a white T-shirt. 

	Or better yet, I admire myself. I am exactly as I wish to be, finally myself! I breathe.

	I finish packing my suitcase, place the Post-it notes on the pillow, and take a quick 360-degree glance around the room.

	Nope, having forgotten nothing, I leave nice and quickly! I shut the apartment door with a good bang. That wasn’t at all necessary, but it made me feel good. Most of all, I’m not looking back!

	With a determined step, and being careful not to fall down the stairs, I go down the steps at full speed. My Uber driver approaches at the same time. I’m on my way to Amsterdam airport, headed towards Nerja, Spain.

	Luckily, there is no traffic. I take advantage of this to glance at my laptop. Vincent has already sent me 20 WhatsApp messages, he definitely wants to tell me something important, as always!

	And although incredibly curious, I don’t read any of them now. It would ruin everything. I’m savouring this. The happiness!

	I have messages from Bea! Bea! It has already been two months without any contact, not even a phone call. I have not told her anything. I cannot lie to her. I’m waiting to see her again to tell her everything.

	Add to my list, ‘call Bea’.

	It’s funny to think that our friendship, our love, began in an airplane, headed towards the same destination, about 10 years ago.

	I can see myself sitting, in tears, at the window seat marked 8A. In the middle seat, your vest, pop–pop, and next to that, in the seat 8C, is Bea.

	I had just turned 20, she, 25. It is you who wanted this trip, pop–pop. I’m celebrating my birthday alone.

	My pop–pop, my grandfather, died suddenly. The flight attendant hands me a glass of water and a napkin, and whispers a kind word to me, but nothing consoles me. 

	Throughout the entire takeoff, my tears cascade down my face and nothing can put a stop to them.

	You planned everything. We’re alike, you and I, mainly in our strong taste for mystery.

	Thanks to you, I’m discovering my corner of paradise – Nerja, Andalusia, the balcony of Europe. The most beautiful of balconies overlooking the Mediterranean. Africa is facing us. 

	A moment of intense and incomprehensible joy and happiness washes over me, as I discover it for the first time.

	At first, I am so engulfed by my own deep sadness that I do not even notice Bea. Then, just like that, point-blank, this girl says to me:

	—Are you better, chickie-poo?

	I’m choking on my own saliva and tears that are still rolling down my cheeks. I look at her and explode in genuine laughter.

	I notice the flight attendant’s concerned stare, who must think that I am probably having some sort of euphoric crisis. Bea nods her head in the flight attendant’s direction as though to say, ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got this!’ That was the day we met, Bea and me. I’m sure it was you who sent her to me, pop–pop.

	We spoke a lot, well, mainly I did. Regarding the gift for this trip, which you had planned and reserved for my birthday.

	Regarding the long hours over the phone, where we re-created the world to better my existence.

	You, the only person who understood me, my true confidant.

	I am well aware that I will never again have one like you. And here I go again, complaining! 

	What am I going to do without you? I am alone now!

	I feel this pain deep in my stomach, like an absence too heavy to carry.

	Sometimes I refuse to accept it and I call you over the phone. 

	You, of course, don’t pick up, so I just listen to your recorded voice on the machine. 

	Sometimes I’m mad because you abandoned me. 

	Sometimes I’m sad and worn down, to the point of not even believing that the day will come, where I will no longer feel this way.

	Bea is still listening. It has been a moment since I have heard her voice. Except for her telling me, ‘Fasten your seatbelt, we’re landing!’

	All this time, I was monologuing. All this time. Without you!

	I take a deep breath, and Bea uses this opportunity to ask me where I’m staying.

	At the time, I had no idea what the name of the area was. 

	I called it ‘El Capistrano Village’. Bea explains that it is one of the most beautiful places in Nerja. 

	The white front apartment buildings, flanked with exotic flowers, surrounded by well–kept gardens and pools, adorn one of the houses overlooking the village, and the view is to die for. 

	Bea adores Andalusia but can’t stay there. It’s too expensive for her. Nerja is the starting point for her hikes and bicycle rides. 

	Ever since then, I’ve returned to Nerja dozens of times. 

	I go back every time I want to find myself, to centre myself. But today it’s different.

	I've decided as a matter of fact move there!

	Boarding is in 17 minutes, there isn’t a single moment to waste. Tradition dictates that I buy some Honey Mustard & Onion pretzels and a bottle of water. Yet another Bea thing, and even without her by my side, this remains our ‘aide-memoire’. 

	In my opinion, these pretzels only taste good here, at this airport. 

	By just opening the bag, the smell hits my nose and the memories come flooding back.

	I would have needed 10 years to figure out that Spain was mi casa!

	The signal to fasten my seatbelt goes off.

	I take this moment to close my eyes and be carried into my dreams, to breathe in my Spain, my Nerja.

	Two months ago, Juan, the building manager, had asked me if I knew anybody to whom he could lease the apartment for a long term, a year at least. The owners did not want to sell at that moment, what with their health problems. Without hesitation, I had said, ‘Me, I do!’.

	And ever since then, everything fell into place. But my lips are sealed. Even with Bea. This time, it’s my story. I need to take this step on my own. 

	Two months have passed, since our big quarrel. I understand her jealousy and her inability to understand, it’s normal, I hadn’t told her anything. My Bea, my angel.

	As for Vincent, I hope that he’s hurting! That he’s suffering!

	I am purposefully absent and distant. 

	The student has surpassed the master.

	As the plane landed, I let out a deep and long sigh. 

	My neighbour studies my face.

	I smile, thinking ‘don’t worry, I’m fine chickie-poo’, as Bea would say.

	



Chapter 2


	I am born into a family where I never have to worry about anything, 

	nor do I ever have to think about anything, because they always know what I need more than I do. My parents almost assume that I owe them respect, for the simple reason that it’s thanks to them that I exist.

	So loved unconditionally, welcomed, desired and pampered, my mum and dad would take me out in the Rolls Royce baby stroller. To me, all that mattered was having my milk bottles on time, and for them not to leave me in diapers that don’t exactly smell like roses. If these two simple conditions were not met, I would make myself heard! That’s how we understood each other.

	At the time, this system worked remarkably well since I didn’t say a single word. I would feel like an orchestra conductor, giving them a tempo, when in fact it was them giving me one, as long as they rocked me back and forth, and strolled with me proudly. 

	I am their work of art. And that’s normal! People would stop them in the streets to admire me. Me, Elsa, this little marvel, this magnificent baby, this beautiful doll.

	And then, I grew up, and I want to take the reins of this work of art.

	This is where I’m disillusioned. I’m adamant to set the tone. I add black and white keys and other notes to this musical sheet, but nothing works. They don’t change. They have received this special musical piece written just for them. Everything has to go the way they want it to go. 

	They decide it, and they love it.

	I laugh, and I spread the joy of living, I’m bursting with energy, I charm.

	I face the forbidden.

	—Elsa, don’t hop in that puddle of water!

	Splash, too late! On the inside, my immense pleasure comes from the mere fact that I was forbidden to do so. And my mother’s face is really funny!

	It’s like the time mum asks me to go get the letters from the mailbox.

	Wow! I am 5 years old, barely as tall as three apples stacked one on top of the other, and even being alone on the ground floor is already a great feat for me. In my enthusiasm, I ignore the ‘don’t take the lift and do just as I’ve told you and not otherwise’. That’s the day I understood, with the help of a slap going out the lift, the true significance of this order. In fact, it’s an 

	obligation and not a choice. The entire philosophy of ‘I think for you’ made sense that day.

	At this age, I also develop my taste for being impartial, and my disgust for injustice. For example, I do not support the mockery of the story of Dumbo. To ridicule this poor elephant that is different from others, and who, moreover, was separated from his mother, is for me, still to this day, something implausible and unthinkable. 

	In my mind, I have to save him, but I am not able to, so I cry out of powerlessness and anger.

	During my adolescent years, my personality is created with a goal in mind: to be the opposite of my mother. The problem is that in my family, it’s the mother who decides, not me.

	Throughout the years, little by little, I start to think that when I was born, my mother received a manual entitled How to operate an ‘Elsa’.

	I feel like defying what’s forbidden. Why are things labelled forbidden, anyway? Who said they are?

	My mother and I are so different from one another. One day, she has a new idea: I have to do some kind of physical activity to channel my energy. She thinks that it would do me good. The big joke, though, is that she forgot to take into consideration my creative side, my whimsical one, or simply myself and my desires.

	I enrol in hip-hop classes. I am absolutely excited; I’m going to learn how to dance like Usher!

	Obviously, my mother is not okay with the dance style choice. Dancing, yes, but a young girl takes classical dance! It would be an opportunity for me to learn discipline, conservation, and elegance.

	And so, I attend the class, dressed all in pink: tutu, tights, and the whole shebang. Seeing myself in the mirror, I want to run away.

	And not like a ballerina. Behind me, I hear

	—Miss, lift your feet, please!

	—Sorry, ma’am, I have to vomit!

	At this time, I am 15 years old, and already have all my curves. No need for glasses to see that my body is nothing like that of a prima ballerina. I never went back. Since that moment, finding a sport with which my mother would be okay starts becoming a real challenge.

	I suggest basketball, she answers ‘volleyball’. I suggest judo, she replies ‘aikido’. I bring up singing lessons, she retaliates saying ‘piano lessons’.

	I try one last time with horseback riding, she swears only by fencing. Finally, I insist on swimming, and she just flat out simply says No!

	All her rejections have their own reasons: judo causes bruises on the legs, swimming bulks up a girl way too much, the club she chose for me only teaches volleyball and not basketball; after all, it’s also a sport with a ball.

	My mother’s plan is in fact, for me to meet my future husband through the girls on the team. You never know, they may have an interesting brother or cousin.

	So, I use the same principle of contradiction: as soon as she says, ‘Go left,’ I go right. The few times where I do have the choice, I never make the right one.

	Between arguments and frustrations, I grow up, and my mother’s

	long–awaited miracle finally happens I meet a decent young man.

	I am now 20 years old, and one day you leave, Pop-pop, without giving me any warning. That’s when I understood the meaning and the scope of the word ‘Farewell’: we no longer see each other anymore, touch each other, we don’t hear one another anymore, and we don’t feel each other any more.

	A supervisor appears in the class in full course, and calls on me in front of everybody:

	—Miss, come with me, please!

	I follow her in the office, and she hands me the phone. Why didn’t they call me on my cell phone? Why go through the school?

	—Hello?

	The supervisor leaves me alone in the room.

	—Mum?

	I recognise my mother’s breathing.

	—Elsa, it’s your grandfather!

	—What, Pop-pop? What’s happening? I was just on the phone 

	with him last night.

	—My dear, he passed away during the night. What? My mother called me ‘my dear’.

	—What did you just say?

	—He died during the night!

	Impossible, I refuse to believe it! Convinced that my mother is mistaken, I will call you. You cannot leave without saying goodbye to me.

	A farewell, leaving without saying goodbye, or a goodbye forever. I

	don’t like ‘forever’s’.

	I go to the answering machine, or your mailbox, as you would say. We had a lot of fun with this message. It took us a week to record. Nothing but laughter, my Pop-pop!

	I leave this message: <<Call me back, I love you. >> All day, I expect you to call me back. I skip class and try to reach you again.

	—Who is this?

	A woman’s voice answers. The neighbour?

	—Miss, your mother has asked me to take your grandfather’s

	cellphone. All my condolences.

	What is this woman talking about? My condolences? I don’t know

	this word.

	—Alright, go ahead and pass me my grandfather, please. 

	I can’t understand a single word you’re saying.

	The woman clears her throat. I feel as though she’s annoyed that I am not understanding her. 

	Calmly and in a soft voice, she simply repeats to me that you left without warning, without saying goodbye, and that you will not be coming back. 

	You left; you are in the heavens. That’s all. 

	She tries to give me some sense of hope, by telling me that if I look up close in the clouds, I will see you. In an airplane, for example, is the best place! She adds. She thinks to cushion the shock, which is already, however, at its peak.

	If I insist, she is going to convince me that you are with the angels. To me, this is the last straw. My delirium has reached its limit.

	It dawns on me, and I begin to cry and yell into the phone. The woman hangs up quickly. The school supervisor brings me tissues and some water. In fact, everybody understood, except me.

	You, my confidant, my accomplice, my Pop-pop, gone without warning.

	I enter my bedroom as though entering a convent and sit in silence.

	I received your-white-coloured wool vest, the one that makes you think of Steve McQueen. I hug it tight in my arms and my tears are never-ending. My parents are worried. I don’t even remember having went to your funeral. The adults teach me that this is the way to say goodbye. Exactly. Me, I don’t want to say goodbye to you! Me, I say goodbye while hugging the person in my arms, and they come back. I don’t say farewell, period, that’s it!

	My parents enter my bedroom and hand me an envelope. I forgot; I turn 20 today! What is it?

	A surprise from you, my Pop-pop. We’re going to Spain. You are going to make me discover a place that you love. We both love warmth, yet another thing we have in common.

	In addition to the envelope, my parents gave me a packet of flyers, pictures, travel books and plane tickets. I am going to discover a typical area of Andalusia, a small village at the edge of the Mediterranean, where life is good. It’s your birthday gift to me. All is paid for.

