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You
  can run from most things in life but not from your destiny. Most
  of
  the time life is driving you in a certain direction without you
  even
  being aware of it. However, when you become aware of what your
  destiny is like, your eyes are suddenly open, and you have just
  one
  goal in your life: the thing you are meant to accomplish. And you
  aren’t happy until you do so.


 

  
I
  started my career as a teacher and continued as a researcher in a
  prestigious institute until the big wave brought by the fall of
  communism in Romania swept all the known values away. Life drove
  me
  out of my safe environment and gave me the challenge of working
  in
  business, which was something I was not prepared for. But, in
  time, I
  managed to perform according to expectations, I got appreciation
  and
  respect from people I interacted with. The new world was opening
  for
  me, offering new and interesting perspectives.


 

  
I
  have an innate sense of adventure. I never refused going through
  a
  dangerous situation; my intuition told me that any hardship could
  be
  overcome with perseverance and calm. The size of danger is a
  matter
  of perception.


 

  
Emotionally,
  I couldn’t settle for less than true love and passion. I never
  abandoned my dream of finding the right person whom I can offer
  all
  my love and receive his in return. That proved to be a hard quest
  marked by apparent success followed by grief, disappointment,
  confusion, but never losing hope. If I gave up hope, I’d just end
  up feeling sorry for myself. Ans so the quest went on and on.
  Until
  one day…


 

  
Life
  would surprise me beyond expectation, and I took the challenge. I
  got
  caught in the story spinning around me, I did everything possible
  to
  keep it going. My life changed as the story rolled on and new
  horizons opened. It was certainly worth the effort. And there was
  no
  turning back.


 

  
I
  hope my story will inspire others to have the courage and follow
  their intuition, grab opportunities without thinking twice, take
  the
  right decisions at the right time. And most of all, believe that
  true
  love is there; it is just to have faith, patience, and
  perseverance
  to look for it or let it find you.
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The
  central lounge of Schiphol airport in Amsterdam looked busy.
  People
  so different in their attire, color, behavior were passing in all
  directions looking up to the signs directing to the gates where
  they
  were supposed to embark on their next flight, some hanged out in
  front of shops, made calls, laughed. I had made it early from the
  little Dutch village I had been to for a sales meeting and,
  looking
  at the clock, I knew I could indulge in a survey of the lively
  shops
  in the lounge. I was always tempted by souvenir shops; I had a
  collection of key rings, magnets, or calendars from every trip
  abroad. Perfumes were tempting, too. Sweets not so much, as they
  were
  pretty much the same all over the world.


 

  
Then
  my eyes fell on the bookstore. Maybe I could find an interesting
  book; let’s look inside. There was a great variety of books, each
  luring me in a different world, of fiction, history, adventure,
  traveling, love. I was aware that I had to make a choice, so I
  focused my attention on a couple of bestsellers. And one caught
  my
  eye with its title: “Think, fast and slow”, by Daniel Kahneman.
  What could be so special about thinking and why fast and slow? I
  picked the book and looked at the comments on its back. One
  advised
  readers to “buy it fast, read it slow and it will change your
  life”.



  

    
Really,
could a book change one’s life? And my next thought was that I
really wanted a change in my life. I wanted to look good, find a
companion for my yearly vacations, find love and inspiration.
Leaving
the bookstore with that book in my bag I had the feeling of
something
big and irreversible starting for me. Was it just self-suggestion
and
the curiosity of how a book could change one’s life? Or was it
something touching my heart and telling me I must have the courage
to
make a change?
  


 

  
What
  was my life like? Successful in my work, moving on to manage the
  newly created company; there would be new challenges, but the
  business was smaller than in the old company where I worked,
  which
  meant more free time. I was travelling for work but lately also
  going
  abroad on holidays. Back home, I was continuously trying to
  improve
  the old house where we lived; I wished we could move to a new
  place
  and forget everything. 



 

  
My
  daughter whom I had raised alone was a student now. She was a
  fine
  and independent lady, and she had her own life. We were very
  close to
  each other but now she was no longer the child I was taking to
  play
  in the park. We still went out together and even travelled abroad
  each year, which we both enjoyed very much. We had been to
  several
  countries in Europe, visiting historical places, enjoying the
  environment, and generally having a good time. Izzy was
  accustomed to
  the intense program of visiting each city when we started in the
  morning and only returned to the hotel late in the afternoon. I
  wanted her to get to know various countries; maybe one day she
  would
  go and work abroad, like many of our people.




  
Otherwise,
  she had her colleagues and friends. She needed her space and
  freedom.
  So, I mostly ended up watching TV or reading in the evening with
  nobody to comfort me. 



 

  
What
  else was in my life? I had a boyfriend, a long-time relationship
  that
  was not going anywhere. At this moment we were too bored of each
  other to have sex, get married or travel together. Marcel and I
  had
  been through a lot, we stayed together but didn’t advance in our
  relationship.


 

  
After
  nearly 15 years of relationship, we did not get married. Some of
  our
  friends lost track of this fact and believed we must have married
  secretly since they still saw me around. Only his family members
  remembered we were not married and admonished him constantly. I
  was
  familiar with the pattern of those discussions. And I knew his
  answers in advance, which caused me pain. I had believed in this
  man
  and didn’t want to leave him; most of the time he had been good
  to
  me. He admired me as a woman and was proud when his friends and
  family admired me. I had made mistakes, lost my temper,
  complained.
  He wasn’t taking the matter seriously. He took me for granted; he
  was convinced I would not go away. Where would I go? We were
  together
  but living parallel lives.


 

  
He
  lived in Rasnov, a small town in the mountains. I went there to
  spend
  weekends with him for the beauty and relaxation of the mountains,
  not
  because I expected anything special to happen. He lived in a
  spacious
  house surrounded by a big garden and orchard, with a view to the
  Bucegi mountains. However, he kept his home a mess despite my
  constant protests and displeasure. All kinds of objects were
  lying on
  the floor, on tables or any other flat surface, an assortment of
  tools, cables, shoes, clothes. If I even tidied the rooms one
  weekend, I would the same mess during the next one. I was running
  out
  of arguments.



  

    
Marcel
was an electrical engineer with an exceptional talent for repairing
electronics; he was quick to find any fault and fix things. Instead
of making money out of his skills, he preferred to repair TV sets
and
such for almost nothing; his clients were his friends and most of
the
time they just offered him a drink. He was also a talented
photographer but didn’t want to go further than shooting pictures
at weddings.
  


 

  
In
  all the time we spent together I could not change his lack of
  self-confidence and negative attitude towards anything that fell
  out
  of his known and accepted range of facts. He was very stubborn
  and
  looking towards the past more than towards the future. Otherwise,
  he
  was   a very nice, reliable, and respectable person. 



 

  
Driving
  back to Bucharest on Monday morning, after my weekend visit,
  meant
  two and a half hours to think. I stood by the side of a man whom
  I
  probably didn’t match, we tried to amend things, and nothing
  worked. We were wasting time and I had to put an end to that. I
  was
  lonely all the time, even when I was with Marcel. I missed that
  warm
  feeling that made my heart race and my spirit light as a
  feather.


 

  
Other
  questions raced through my mind. Is life so complicated that one
  can
  never find one’s soul mate? Like one man had me and he didn’t
  care about me, while maybe another longed for my attention, and I
  couldn’t reach out to him. The solution was to go out and meet
  people, lead a more social life, hear what others had to say.
  Yet, it
  wasn’t easy to get out of everyday’ s monotony.


 

  
As
  I walked towards the terminal in Schiphol airport where my flight
  to
  Bucharest was boarding, I felt eager to start reading the book I
  just
  bought. I felt it was more than curiosity driving me. Much later
  I’d
  read an interesting quote by Fabienne Fredrickson: “The things
  you
  are passionate about are not random; they are your calling.”
  Events
  would soon make me understand what that phrase meant. Yet the
  road to
  knowing the nature of my calling was long and mysterious.


 

  
During
  the flight to Bucharest, which was almost three hours, I
  remembered
  what happened one year ago when I bought a nice swing and set it
  up
  in Marcel’s garden. I liked swinging from the time I was a child
  and, when I got the opportunity to buy the swing I was really
  enthusiastic. I managed to assemble it before he came home and
  was
  already enjoying it with his cats. It was so good to swing back
  and
  forth looking at the treetops, each moment seeing the world from
  a
  different angle, my mind free and relaxed in the afternoon sun.
  This
  was until he arrived and started to complain brutally:


“

  
I
  don’t need this swing here” – he said.


“

  
Why,
  it is so nice in the garden” – I replied.


“

  
In
  winter I will have to disassemble it, it is not good.”


“

  
Oh,
  we can cover it when it rains or snows, nothing more.”


“

  
How
  much did you pay for it?” – came the next question.


“

  
Not
  too much. Anyway, it is a gift. Even the cats like it” – I
  replied smiling.




  
So
  much for my intention and effort. From that time on, I took
  refuge in
  the swing along with the four cats of the house. They seemed to
  have
  more sense than their master.   



 

  
Swinging
  up and down, that pleasant sensation of changing perspective,
  mountains in the distance showing now bigger then smaller, the
  fresh
  grass coming closer and again farther in the glittering sun. Only
  the
  sky was uniformly blue wherever I looked. It was one of those
  glorious spring mornings in the mountains. On a Sunday morning, I
  enjoyed the silence interrupted only by the distant bell chime of
  the
  church. Morning had always been my favorite part of the day, when
  everything was fresh, bright, full of hope, having so much time
  to
  develop into something beautiful. Afternoons could be
  disappointing.
  Not everything you planned in the morning would come true. But
  next
  morning would come with new expectations. Days were like
  swinging: up
  and down, up and down…


 

  
As
  autumn turned into winter, Marcel took the seat of the swing and
  placed it in a small warehouse outside the main building. There
  were
  many items thrown randomly in that warehouse, as there were in
  the
  house itself. I didn’t complain about it.




  
When
  spring came with warm air, I wanted to take out the seat and
  mount it
  on the swing’s frame. Only, as other different objects had been
  thrown on top of the seat, one of them caused the material to
  tear on
  the left side. I was very angry and sad at the same time. In the
  beginning, I tried to repair the material, but it didn’t work. It
  just kept tearing more. 




  

    
In
the end I gave up and told Marcel I was very disappointed. He
didn’t
react in any way. He never took anything serious.
  



  

    
But
it was serious to me. We were living parallel lives; we were
together
but not connected to each other. Everything was just
routine.
  


 

  
What
  else did I have in my life? I had a satisfactory job with a good
  company. I was travelling abroad for training and sales meetings
  with
  our suppliers; I was traveling all over the country for marketing
  and
  technical support. There were many activities keeping me busy,
  sometimes making me drive long hours. At some point the company
  manager created a smaller company that would cover a part of our
  product lines. I was appointed manager of the new company. If we
  were
  only two employees, my assistant and I, we were assigned a huge
  office space in a penthouse. We occupied only the living room
  downstairs, while the other rooms were empty. It was elegant, but
  it
  rendered a feeling of loneliness and lack of belonging. I was
  feeling
  strange, partly because of being separated from my other
  colleagues
  and partly because of that empty space. 




  

    
I
tried organizing my time efficiently, divided between office work
and
visits to clients, so as not to have too much downtime. However,
work
was less than in the other company; I worked with only three of our
suppliers. One of them was an American manufacturer of lab
equipment
whom I really enjoyed working with. I had gained experience with
their product lines, which were sold successfully in our market,
and
I liked their friendliness and efficiency. They were always ready
to
help and solve problems; we had a very good communication.
  


 

  
Our
  office was just behind the international airport. Every time I
  looked
  out and saw planes taking off, I felt like my life would be
  better
  somewhere else, far away from the present monotony. I had
  financial
  comfort, but that was not everything. 





  
I
  needed a change in my life, a new beginning. There had to be a
  way to
  get out of the monotony I was living in. I felt that adventure
  was
  waiting for me somewhere and I just had to reach out to it.
  



 

  
At
  the beginning of 2013, I decided to make a change in my life. I
  had
  no idea what that change could be or where it was coming from.
  Yet I
  felt a breeze of hope and determination. It was just to keep an
  open
  eye for opportunities.
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I
  decided to join Facebook out of curiosity. Everybody was talking
  about Facebook and how they met friends and got news. Could
  social
  media help me get news from people I had not heard from in years?
  Like my former schoolmates? All those people I had known and
  interreacted with, they had to be somewhere. After the revolution
  in
  1989, that brought an end to the communist regime in Romania, a
  lot
  of people scattered out of the country. They went for a better
  life
  and opportunities in a settled world. At that time Romania was
  like a
  ship drifting in a storm we knew not how it started, or if the
  ship
  was sound enough, or where it was drifting to. We were young at
  that
  time and the world opened to us. Everybody could get a passport
  and
  visa to anywhere. The impact of newly gained freedom was immense.
  It
  was only later, after we joined the European Union, that the
  country
  started to stabilize and work towards development.


 

  
Now
  I followed the steps that Facebook prompted and created a
  profile.
  How much should I disclose? Anyone could read that information.
  Yet
  there was nothing wrong, that was my education, work history,
  favorite films, and songs. And so, the story began. A new world
  was
  there to be explored.


 

  
How
  to find friends on Facebook? Or maybe let friends find you? I
  needed
  names of persons. Slowly I came up with names of my former
  schoolmates. So many were not in the country any longer, but some
  were around only I never bounced into them. Many of the boys and
  girls I was in school with now had families, grown up children, a
  good career. 





  
A
  lot of girls looked extremely well for our age. “Our generation
  is
  beautiful, we are not getting old” – I thought with admiration –
  “Maybe because our ideals were sincere, our dreams big and our
  ambitions high”. Yes, everybody in that school wanted to prove
  their best, settled for nothing less than excellence. And it
  worked
  for most of us. As we met one another of Facebook, we managed to
  organize a meeting in person in our old school. Around 30 of us
  living in Romania or coming from abroad gathered at school, along
  with some of our teachers. It was a very emotional moment. We
  were
  looking at one another and saw the young boy or girl that we were
  back then. I thought we had changed physically but otherwise we
  were
  the same as on the day we said goodbye to our teachers and school
  and
  headed for university. 





  
After
  spending time at school, we headed for a nice restaurant nearby
  to
  celebrate more. The place was by one of the lakes, with a
  beautiful
  garden and classic setting. We spent the evening remembering so
  many
  moments we shared during the high school years, the happy and
  unhappy
  ones. Some brought their children, a replica of what we used to
  be
  back then.  It was a magic night, a dream come true and the
  answer to
  questions I had in mind all these years every time I remembered
  my
  school years. 




  

    
So,
social media had something amazing in bringing us together. Now we
would be able to keep in touch and meet in smaller groups.
  



  

    
Coming
home that night, the feeling of loneliness took over. I needed
someone whom I could tell everything I felt and listen to what he
said, too. I needed to share emotions, plans for the future, all
that
is beautiful in life. I could not be content with doing nothing
except wait for time to pass. Was I already afraid of what old age
would mean?
  


 

  
One
  day I found a nice inviting message on Facebook, from a good
  looking
  fellow. I read the short message over and over and considered if
  I
  should reply or not.



  

    
Yet
it seems that the pleasure of getting attention is stronger than
the
fear of getting in trouble. After a few days I replied that
message.
Bret was from the UK, working as an engineer, sometimes traveling
overseas for work. We quickly exchanged email addresses and started
conversation. He was educated and romantic; we always discussed
interesting topics and got to know each other better. I enjoyed
reading his text; it was like a fresh breeze in an ocean of
boredom.
Sometimes he sent me YouTube links to listen to songs I had never
heard of before. I liked all this very much. At some point he
called
me on phone, and I was very excited to hear his voice. I felt
assured
he was a good person, with good intentions.
  



  

    
After
a few weeks of pleasant conversation, we came to the point when we
thought it was time to meet in person. I could travel to the UK
without problems, and I told him so. Bret said it was his duty as a
man to come and visit me first, which I took as a gentleman’s
decision.
  



  

    
Only,
at the moment, Bret had to travel to New Zealand for work. He was
going by ship and the journey would last around one month. I felt
disappointed, but then it was his work. He promised to keep in
touch
with me throughout the journey. I had warm feelings for Bret
already
and thought that this one month would help us to understand each
other better before meeting.
  


 

  
My
  new office was in the town of Otopeni, near Bucharest, behind the
  international airport. It was on the third floor, with a nice
  view.
  The space was generous, even too big for two people and a few
  office
  items; the new company I managed was a start-up, smaller than the
  former one I was working in. My assistant and me did our best to
  decorate the place, we brought some plants, and made the place
  friendly. There were few neighbors around, as most of the other
  apartments were not taken. 




  

    
The
place was silent except from the occasional noise of planes landing
or taking off. Even the workers building the last of the estate’s
houses were relatively silent: no shouting, no laughter, no banging
of construction materials on the pavement. Silence often gave me a
sense of loneliness. I missed my colleagues from the other company,
the chatter and laughter I was hearing from my desk.
  


 

  
In
  the morning, I would enjoy my coffee and plan for the day ahead.
  Now,
  I had Bret to think about, which brought a pleasant sensation. I
  couldn’t wait to read his messages and think of what to reply.
  Things were going smooth between us, and I was feeling happy and
  hopeful.


 

  
And
  then it happened. One day, Bret wrote me a message that their
  ship
  was off the coast of Somalia and had been attacked by pirates.
  The
  pirates robbed the crew of their belongings. However, Bret’s box
  of
  valuables was spared, being well hidden. Now, he wanted to send
  that
  box to me when they stopped in Malaysia, before reaching his
  final
  destination. He was afraid of more attacks in the area. At the
  beginning I didn’t realize what he was trying to do. It was only
  when he called me from Malaysia and told me that the shipping of
  the
  box would cost ten thousand pounds and I was supposed to pay for
  it,
  I realized he was trying to get money from me. I was so sad and
  disappointed about the situation. He was insisting and became
  aggressive in his speech. Who was he?



  

    
As
I started checking information about scammers online, I realized
Bret
was behaving like one of them. It left me speechless.
  


 

  
So
  that’s what some people are doing online: show fake feelings and
  tell intricate lies to obtain money from their victims. Bret
  seemed
  so nice and loving, that I could hardly imagine he was planning
  bad
  things in cold blood. It was true that I never saw him on video,
  only
  had pictures of him. I thought it was not essential to have a
  video
  call since we were going to meet each other face to face.



  

    
I
wondered how widespread this business was. The worst thing was that
it left me with a feeling of uncertainty and fear of approaching
anyone online. After a series of conversations meant to give
confidence and hope in the relationship, it was just an
illusion.
  


 

  
I
  decided to take a break from everything; what better spot for
  clearing my mind and relaxing was there if not the Danube Delta?
  It
  was late August; the weather was still warm. My daughter agreed
  to
  join me on a three-day trip; we drove to the town of Tulcea and
  left
  the car in a safe place, then continued the journey to Saint
  George
  by boat. There was no road reaching to Saint George, which was
  situated in the heart of the Danube Delta, close to the Black
  Sea.
  The boat trip was excellent, watching the river lined by green
  shrubs
  and trees, silence broken only by the sound of the engine, the
  shuffling of water and eventual bird song. I had a feeling of
  detachment from all stressful things.



 







  
After
  a couple of hours, we arrived at our destination, got down from
  the
  boat and walked a short distance to the guesthouse. The place was
  called Green Village, a name that fully matched the place’s
  description. It was a beautiful resort, with cottages made of
  wood,
  surrounded by greenery, winding alleys and a small river flowing
  through the place. The furniture inside was also solid wood,
  traditional style, most probably hand made. The place looked
  unique
  and inviting one to relax and feel good. 




  

    
We
settled down and rest a while, then we went out to explore the
food.
The food was mostly fish, as we were between the Danube River and
the
Black Sea. Everything was tasty and unique.
  


 

  
The
  next day, we hired a small motorboat with a guide, to take us on
  the
  canals. The guy happened to be an ornithologist, so he was able
  to
  point out various species of birds. My daughter and I found that
  so
  exciting, to see all those creatures with our own eyes.



  

    
As
the boat left the shore, we glided on the river and then entered
one
of the canals. The vegetation was dense and all green, against the
brownish water and blue sky. There was silence, interrupted only by
the squeak of a bird and the sound of our engine advancing at low
speed. The guide explained that wild birds were extremely shy
creatures, we have to keep quiet and try to get close enough to
take
good pictures of them. We managed to get a glimpse of some, at a
distance.
  


 

  
The
  canals were like labyrinth; it wasn’t easy to find the way out
  unless you knew the places well. To me, everywhere looked the
  same
  but our guide was familiar with the environment. Inside the
  narrow
  canals even the water seemed to be still, although it was surely
  flowing in some direction. The day was getting hot, as the sun
  was up
  and shining.




  
When
  we exited the last canal, reaching where the river water merged
  with
  the sea, suddenly there was wind blowing and waves were shaking
  the
  boat. After all the calm sailing, this was entirely different. As
  our
  boat began rocking, I was a little afraid. 




  

    
The
guide took us to a place where there was a pelican colony. There
were
many of the big birds, some flapping wings, moving around or just
sitting motionless.
  


 

  
Coming
  into the wilderness had a positive effect on my mind. I felt free
  of
  worries, uncertainty, and frustration. This was a beautiful and
  innocent world. And I was happy to be there with my daughter;
  after
  all, she was all that mattered to me.




  
The
  next day we walked to the beach by the sea; the sand was white
  and
  fine, the water less salty than usual and very calm. The place
  was
  not populated, so we had the wide stretch of beach to ourselves.
  





  
We
  spent some hours in the sun and started walking back before five
  in
  the afternoon, as we were told that mosquitoes would start biting
  after that time. 



 

  
The
  Green Village resort was situated near a fishing village. We went
  for
  a walk in the village, just to see what it was like. The village
  was
  peaceful, with a few shops selling basics, a beer bar where men
  were
  sitting and chatting over drinks, simple houses with fishing nets
  hanging on fences. Nothing seemed to have changed around here and
  life was following a simple course. People were probably used to
  this
  kind of life.




  
As
  the boat was taking us back to Tulcea to pick up the car and
  continue
  to Bucharest, I felt regret for having to leave that nice and
  quiet
  environment and hoped to have an opportunity to come again. At
  the
  same time, I knew I would never feel happy in a place without
  challenges. 



 

  
Back
  in Bucharest, I decided to look more critically on messages
  popping
  up on my social media pages. Those that started with “Hello
  beautiful, how are you?” were definitely not worth replying. I
  used
  to reply to some messages that made more sense but, when the
  conversation went in the wrong direction, I would just give up.
  It
  was hard to make a difference between good and bad guys.



 






  

    
It
was already October 2013 when, one day, I received a message that
sounded different from the rest. “I am Daniel, I would like to know
people from other continents. Can we have conversation?” Other
continents? So, he was not in Europe. His profile picture showed a
decent white man. After a few days, I decided to give it a try. “I
am Anita, from Europe. Where are you from?” His reply came the next
day. “Hello, thanks for replying. I am American but I live in
Ghana, West Africa.”
  



  

    
I
did a quick search on Ghana; it was the former Gold Coast, former
British colony, situated in the Gulf of Guinea. I didn’t know what
to make of it.
  


“

  
And
  what are you doing in Ghana?” – was my next question.


“

  
I
  came here to work; I liked the environment and I stayed. What
  part of
  Europe are you from?” – came his answer.


“

  
I
  am from Romania, Eastern Europe” – I replied, not being sure how
  he will take it. 



“

  
That’s
  fine” – he answered – “I have never been in Eastern
  Europe.”


 

  
Now
  we were having daily conversations, trying to find out more about
  each and the places we came from. We enjoyed our conversations,
  always finding something interesting to talk about.


 

  
Once,
  Daniel asked me what I know about Africa. Good question: I had
  read
  about natural parks like Etosha, Serengeti or Kruger, about their
  amazing wild animals and stunning scenery in the National
  Geographic
  Magazine. Any time I was reading those articles and looking at
  the
  pictures, I wondered if I would ever have the chance to see them
  for
  real. I confessed to Daniel that I didn’t know much about the
  people of Africa, their traditions or everyday life. Africa
  rarely
  appeared in the news here in Europe.



  

    
Then,
I asked him what he knew about Europe. He confessed that he knew
what
his friends who lived in Europe told him. Anyway, most of his
friends
were in Western Europe. He didn’t know much about the place I came
from. We had a lot to discover about each other.
  


 

  
Then,
  one day, Daniel called me on phone. His voice was deep and
  pleasant,
  and his accent was somehow American but not entirely. He started
  with:


“

  
Hello,
  how are you my dear?”


“

  
Oh,
  I am fine. I am in the office. How about you?” – I felt excited
  at hearing Daniel’s voice.


“

  
I
  am still at home; it is early here” – he said. Ghana was two
  hours behind Romania.


“

  
I
  am happy to hear your voice” – I said warmly.


“

  
Me
  too. What are you doing today?” 



“

  
Only
  office work today. I sometimes travel to visit clients but not
  all
  the time” – I replied.


“

  
Your
  work must be interesting” – he said thoughtfully.


“

  
Yes,
  I like what I am doing” – I said enthusiastically.


“

  
It’s
  great to have a good job” – he said in the same tone as
  before.


“

  
What
  kind of business are you doing?” – I asked, to continue the
  conversation.


“

  
I
  am dealing with cars and other things. But the business is not
  constant. Here the economy is not going well, the government is
  corrupt, people are suffering.”


“

  
I
  think I know how it is. We had a lot of corruption in Romania
  but,
  since we joined the EU, we are fighting against it. Things are
  better
  now.”


“

  
You
  see” – he said in a soft voice – “your world is different,
  much better.”


 

  
The
  way he talked made me feel that he was not American but rather a
  local person. However, I decided to play along. Something about
  Daniel was intriguing and made me want to find out more about him
  and
  the world he came from.



  

    
Our
chats continued in a pleasant mood. It was already November, and
the
weather was cold in Romania. I was thinking that Daniel was happy
living in a hot climate. Yet, when I asked him about it, he said
that
the sun there was scorching, and he didn’t like the heat. He was
using air conditioning at home and in his car. It made me wonder
how
he would feel experiencing the real cold.
  


 

  
As
  our conversations became more intense and feelings seemed to warm
  our
  both hearts, we reached a moment when we decided having a video
  call.
  I can’t remember which of us suggested the video call, but I felt
  excited to see the man I had been talking to. We scheduled the
  call
  in the afternoon my time when I was at home. It would be a skype
  call. I first messaged him that I was ready. Then he called. When
  I
  picked the call and the screen showed his face, I had the
  greatest
  surprise. Daniel was an astonishingly good-looking black man,
  relatively young, with beautiful eyes and a jovial face. The
  first
  thing he said to me as I stared at the screen was:


“

  
See
  how my skin is black and yours is white? Do you like what you
  see?”
  – he was being direct, probably noticing the surprise in my
  eyes.


“

  
Your
  skin is beautiful, you look so good” – I managed to articulate,
  not taking my eyes off him. At this point he flashed a smile of
  perfect white teeth contrasting with his black face; my heart
  just
  melted.


“

  
So,
  the profile picture is not yours” – I commented.


“

  
No,
  I put a white man’s picture because I thought nobody from another
  part of the world would talk to a black man” – he said, confident
  of his statement.


“

  
Your
  skin is not a problem for me. I am glad to know you the way you
  are”
  – I said reassuringly. At the moment, I didn’t grasp the meaning
  of what Daniel said but later I would learn that they were all
  very
  color conscious.


“

  
So,
  how do you feel about me now?” – he said, with emotion in his
  voice.


“

  
Oh,
  I feel happy seeing you. Now that I know your secret, I feel I
  can
  trust you” – I said smiling, not taking my eyes off the
  screen.


“

  
And
  my name is not Daniel, it is Gabriel” – he added.


“

  
It’s
  good to know your real name, Gabriel” – I said, amazed at what I
  was hearing.


“

  
Would
  you come down to Ghana, that we can meet in person?” – he quickly
  asked. This clearly was the day of surprises. This man didn’t
  waste
  time.


“

  
Are
  you inviting me to Ghana?” – I asked bewildered – “I have to
  think about it. How is Ghana? Is it a safe country?”


“

  
It’s
  a very peaceful country” – he said – “and people are nice to
  foreigners. Besides, I will take care of you if you come.”


“

  
Are
  you from Ghana?”


“

  
Yes,
  I am from Ghana. I have been living here all the time.”


“

  
I
  have never been to Africa; this would be my first time. But you
  got
  me interested.”


“

  
Then,
  think about it and we will talk again.”


 

  
The
  conversation ended with smiles and kisses blown on both sides.
  This
  was a completely new turn of the story. I got to know Gabriel and
  I
  received an invitation to come and see him, all in a few minutes.
  Much as I liked him, at the beginning I didn’t think it was a
  good
  idea to go to Ghana. The place was far away, on a continent I
  knew
  next to nothing about. Going there meant I would completely rely
  on
  Gabriel during the journey. I didn’t know him well. Yet,
  something
  told me this was one in a lifetime chance to change my life. His
  sweet sincerity had completely won my heart.



 






  

    
During
the next few days, I found there was a Ghanaian consulate in
Bucharest; I called and found out it was easy to get a visa. Then,
I
had to take the yellow fever vaccine and get the vaccination card;
this was mandatory for sub-Saharan countries. I remembered there
was
a private clinic specialized in tropical diseases. I called them
and
found out that the vaccine was available. The flight to Accra,
Ghana’s capital city, was having transit in Amsterdam. I found out
the price and flight schedule from a traveling agency.
  


 

  
Having
  made all these inquiries, I was still in doubt whether to go or
  not.
  Only, I happened to tell my daughter that I met an interesting
  man
  online and I saw him on video; this person was in Ghana, and he
  invited me to come and visit him. We didn’t talk much about it.
  She
  simply said that if I decide to go to Ghana, she must go with me.
  Seeing how firm she was about this matter, my decision came
  automatically. We went to the consulate for the visa, then to the
  clinic for the vaccine and finally to the travel agency to buy
  the
  tickets.



 






  

    
Some
days later, when he heard about my decision to come to Ghana,
Gabriel
was excited, but somehow reserved in his reaction. He probably
thought I wasn’t telling the truth. He couldn’t believe that
someone from Europe could easily decide to come to Africa. He
wanted
details of our traveling schedule, to pick us from the airport.
This
was a good thing and I felt more confident having him pick us from
the airport. Our flight was arriving in Accra in the
evening.
  



  

    
At
this point, I didn’t think about any danger. I just let things
happen.
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Our
  traveling to Ghana was due on Christmas Day. This was because I
  had a
  vacation from my work during holidays season. We were to stay for
  two
  weeks in Ghana. My daughter Izzy was not so pleased about the
  date,
  but there was nothing to do about it.


 

  
At
  4 am, Otopeni international airport was fairly empty. Izzy asked
  me
  “And who is traveling on Christmas Day?” Well, there was a
  numerous group of Chinese going with us on the 6 am flight to
  Amsterdam. A few other foreigners and Romanians were all waiting
  to
  be checked in. We had six hours transit in Amsterdam before
  taking
  the next flight to Accra; there was time to visit the city a
  little
  bit.


 

  
As
  we boarded the plane, I was thinking about Gabriel. We talked
  until
  the last moment last night, both of us getting emotional about
  our
  encounter. He asked me several times if I was sure to come. I
  confirmed that my daughter and I were both coming to Ghana. I
  told
  him she wanted to meet him, too. He was thrilled and said he
  would
  take good care of us.


 

  
We
  landed in Amsterdam around 8 am local time. Izzy had not been in
  Amsterdam before and this was an occasion to get a glimpse of the
  city. We went to the train station outside Schiphol airport and,
  within 20 minutes, we were at the Central Station which was in
  the
  center of Amsterdam. The sky was clear and deep blue, the
  temperature
  not too bad for a December day. The city, decorated for
  Christmas,
  was waking up. We were near the Christmas market and the little
  shops
  where one could buy souvenirs, sweets or hot wine were coming
  alive.
  By nine o’clock the streets were animated; we circled the central
  area, looking at the quiet canals with boats parked here and
  there,
  the picturesque building rising out the water, the neat streets
  where
  a lot of bicycles were chained to rails.


 

  
When
  the cold was too much, we took a break at a café on one of the
  streets. My daughter was impressed that the bartender was
  greeting
  everybody passing his shop with “Good Morning!”, “Merry
  Christmas!”


“

  
That
  is advertising” – she remarked – “You can’t help noticing
  the guy and his shop and maybe you think you want to step
  in.”


“

  
Ok,
  let’s go if he convinced you” – I said, smiling.



  

    
The
guy was happy and grateful that we came in and seated us in a place
with a good view of the street. The warmth of the place was welcome
after walking in the cold. We had some Dutch breakfast and very
good
coffee. How would things be in Africa?
  


 

  
With
  fresh energy we took another tour of the vicinity. I showed my
  daughter the Red Quarter where prostitutes stood on display at
  the
  big windows and continued on the narrow streets. As we continued
  on
  the narrow streets, we entered a shop run by Arabs, to buy a plug
  adapter. Ghana was a former British colony and for sure they had
  British plugs which were different from the European ones. When I
  told the guy what I wanted, he asked:


“

  
Where
  are you going?”


“

  
We
  are going to Ghana” – I replied. I expected some reaction from
  him, which came in the form of a warning.


“

  
There
  are some bad people there, you know.”


“

  
Well,
  maybe not all of them are bad” – I replied, mostly to reassure
  myself. 



 

  
I
  would get used to people being scared when I mentioned Ghana or
  Nigeria; in the absence of any particular information about these
  countries, there rumors and occasional news about scamming,
  robbery
  or terrorism. If interest for Al Qaida was decreasing following
  news
  of their famous leader having been killed by the Americans, Boko
  Haram was involved in terrorist activities in Northeastern
  Nigeria
  and made the news.



  

    
Gabriel
had said that Ghana was a peaceful country and the internet
confirmed
that things were good down there. Gabriel said that white people
live
in Ghana. Some were retired Americans or British who wished to
spend
life in a better climate, and some were working the harbors of Tema
and Takoradi.
  



 






  

    
It
was time to go back to the airport. By 12, the places were really
animated; people were walking, talking, laughing, enjoying the
sunny
day. The Central Station of Amsterdam was now full of people going
to
different places. Christmas day did not mean staying at home and
eating pork dishes like in our country. These people enjoyed their
free time visiting relatives of friends, doing everything at their
leisure. Now we had the answer as to who was traveling on Christmas
Day.
  


 

  
Schiphol
  airport was livelier than when we left, too. By now shops and
  food
  joints were open and busy, Christmas carols played here and there
  among the colorful decorations. We headed towards our gate. As we
  advanced on the seemingly endless corridors, we met more black
  people. That meant we were heading in the right direction. Who
  was
  traveling on Christmas Day? It looked like the plane to Accra was
  a
  fully booked one. The black passengers were merry, looked like
  they
  knew one another, everyone was greeting everyone else. Now,
  whites
  like us were a minority. Ok, we will soon have to get used to
  it.


 

  
The
  security check of that colorful gathering was a show. Some people
  had
  so many items in their pockets, starting with mobile phones not
  less
  than two or three, coins, bracelets, other accessories. Ladies
  carried big bags which were so full that they didn’t close any
  longer, so jackets, combs, shoes or other objects popped out at
  times
  only to be squeezed back in. These people sure carried serious
  luggage.


 

  
If
  security check was a trying process for the most loaded ones,
  putting
  all those bags in the plane’s overhead compartments was another
  struggle both for passengers and flight attendants. Nobody wanted
  to
  admit that the space in those compartments was limited.
  Eventually,
  some bags ended up under the seats.


 

  
It
  was past 2 pm Amsterdam time when we finally took off. The
  commotion
  of boarding had come to an end; now passengers were preparing to
  enjoy the inflight entertainment or take a nap. Some were still
  talking jovially, exchanging impressions as they went back home,
  laughing. They weren’t just passengers on the same flight, they
  were a merry community. It was my first contact with the African
  spirit of brotherhood. 



 

  
It
  was a seven-hour flight to Accra. At times, my heart was racing
  thinking of the encounter with Gabriel. Will he like me when
  seeing
  me in person? Are we going to get along fine? I knew so little
  about
  him, and I was putting my life in his hands. Remembering our
  conversations, I felt confident that he will take care of me and
  my
  daughter.



  

    
With
all the commotion, conversations, meals and inflight entertainment,
the seven hours were over before we knew it. As we started our
descent towards Kotoka airport in Accra, it was already night. I
looked out the window and saw millions of little lights; the lights
did not define roads like in most cities I had visited they were
just
scattered. It was like a reflection of the stars in the sky, which
gave a magic sensation. When we got lower, I saw that the lights
belonged to houses and roads.
  


 

  
And
  now, on to the big adventure. The passport control room was a
  relatively small place, now full of people. The air was hot and
  humid, and I started sweating while waiting on the queue. Now I
  understood why some Africans traveling with us had changed
  clothes
  during the flight, now appearing in T-shirts and summer dresses.
  Paper check went fine, we picked our luggage and were finally
  out. 




  

    
Outside
was dark and hot; a mass of people was tightly packed beyond the
separation line, so it was hard to recognize anyone.
  


 

  
Then,
  Gabriel just appeared wearing a white African attire lined with
  orange material having an intricate pattern. As I laid my eyes on
  him, I had a flash of all our dialogues and skype conversations.
  I
  just couldn’t help jumping into his arms and giving him a peck on
  his cheek. He was a little taken back and I realized that maybe
  what
  I did was not according to his tradition. But he didn’t hesitate
  to
  welcome us:


“

  
Welcome,
  baby!” – he said smiling’ flashing his amazing white teeth.
  Looking at him, I realized that he was more handsome than he
  appeared
  on video. I also had a feeling of familiarity, like I had known
  him
  for a long time.


“

  
I
  finally made it, I can’t believe!” – I replied with
  excitement.


“

  
This
  is how it was meant to be” – he said philosophically.


“

  
I
  guess so” – I replied, admitting this to be true.


 

  
Gabriel
  had come with a bunch of guys whom he introduced to us as family
  members and friends. Izzy and I embraced everyone, as they
  welcomed
  us into their world. He explained that they came together to give
  us
  a warm welcome, according to their tradition. I was in Africa,
  where
  traditions were strong.




  
All
  this was a dream come true. A man I had been talking to online
  was
  here in front of my eyes. This was not a happy ending but rather
  the
  beginning of a happy period. 




  

    
I
felt comfortable among these people; they were polite and caring
and
immediately made us relax our minds.
  


 

  
Soon,
  his friends left while we went with Gabriel to the taxi taking us
  to
  the hotel I had booked online. Gabriel had my daughter seated on
  the
  front seat, while we two sat in the back seats. I soon found out
  that
  this arrangement was for a reason; he couldn’t wait to hold me in
  his arms during the drive. I was fascinated by his behavior, I
  never
  thought he would express his feelings like this.



  

    
Izzy
and I were a little scared of this driving in the night, as most of
the streets were dark; there were lamp posts here and there, just
like I saw from the plane. After many turns left and right, we
finally made it to the hotel. The hot and humid air was too much
for
me; I felt like being in the sauna with my clothes on. Niagara
hotel
didn’t look like in the pictures I saw on the internet. It was
modest, with old furniture, a bathroom that needed renovation,
towels
that were not so white and doors locking with classical keys and
not
cards. All this was different from Europe, and we had to cope with
it.
  


 

  
When
  we settled into our room, Gabriel came with us and sat on an old
  armchair in one corner. We started talking, happy for the
  encounter,
  but we realized that we needed to shower and change into summer
  dresses. He went downstairs to wait for us. Izzy was a little
  afraid
  after all the driving in the dark and said she hoped he had no
  bad
  intentions. I told her I didn’t see any reason why he would harm
  us.
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