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Open
I had a splinter in a horrible place,
Once, once,
I’m not going to tell anyone but you,
And them, and them, and them,
People say I say too much,
Give away way too much,
But I think that's much better than…
Chorus:
Being closed, never letting anyone get inside,
There are many wonderful places to hide,
If you open up your heart,
Otherwise your being cold,
And there is not a lot of love in the fridge,
I find the best way to climb every bridge,
Is to be open with your heart,
Most people think that I have never been hurt,
I have, I have,
But that doesn't mean that you should lock everyone out,
And throw away the key,
People say I say too much,
Give away way too much,
But I think that's much better than…
Chorus
I think we should all get along,
Stop your looks and expectations,
Every story is worth a song,
So please keep giving me yours, ooh,
Ooooooh So please open up your heart,
Chorus
So please open up your heart.
(Gabby Young & Other Animals)
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Author's note
I would like you to know that everything I have described in this
book comes from my memory. Every person has his own way of
looking at things, his own unique perspective, even though we
seemingly experience the same thing. What we remember is partly
related to what we have been through in life and to what we have
learned, and to our state of mind or the context of that particular
moment in time rather than that it is the absolute truth. I haven't
tried to put every single thing that has happened in my life into this
book. Sometimes, even outstandingly beautiful or important
memories did not find their way into my writing because they were
not relevant to the story. Sometimes an event is described in a
different time frame, if this contributed to the readability and to the
story as a whole. Therefore, this mainly autobiographical book is not
so much about how things actually happened or about others. It is
mainly about me, about how I have experienced and still experience
events and encounters in my life, about how I remember them and
about the choices I have made and continue to make in my daily life.
For the protection of the people involved, some of the names used in
this book are fictional.
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PART 1

NOTHING IS WHAT IT SEEMS
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Truth
… Only now do I see what's going on. How often had they
mentioned it? But did I realise then they were talking about that
particular relationship? Only now do I understand the joys and
sorrows in their lives. To promise eternal loyalty and to aspire to
something. Will I ever be able to trust anyone again? This
episode is engraved in my memory. It has changed my way of
thinking. Will anyone ever be good enough in my view....?
Mirtel, 13 years
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“What you don't want to experience you carry with you."
Isaac Shapiro

Daughter
I was thirteen and from head to toe I felt how phoney the world
appeared to be. My mother was on holiday. Sitting at the dining table
my father explained that my mum was on holiday with a man: ”But,
do they also sleep in the same room then?” I asked. “Of course, what
do you think?” my father replied. “Yes, but... are they also sleeping in
the same bed?” It seemed to take ages for my father to respond. “Of
course” he said, only to resume his silence again. I was speechless.
Impossible! All of a sudden I remembered the question my parents
put to us earlier that month, what would we think if they were to
separate.“Over my dead body!” I had exclaimed. “None of my
friends' parents have got it as good as you.” And now it turned out
that my mother was on holiday with another man.
How could my mother do this to my father?
My whole image of the happy family I considered us to be,
collapsed. My brother Martijn, who was two and a half years older,
had figured it out for himself and asked me whether I was blind.
Apparently it had been that obvious. I hadn't noticed a thing. For the
remaining days that my mother was on holiday I kept listening to
Doe Maar's ‘Je loopt je lul achterna’ (You're chasing your dick) the
whole day. The lyrics didn't quite match of course, but that song
helped me to express my anger. How I felt betrayed by my mother,
she had another man but at home she kept up appearances. I felt
betrayed by my father too; apparently he knew all along but seemed
resigned to the situation.
I would never trust anyone again.
My parents had actually wanted to have three children. But after
the trauma of two births they decided to stick with just the two of us.
I grew up in a nice and big detached house with a large garden, a big
14
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brother and parents who loved me and protected me.
There was a pleasant atmosphere at home, no one ever argued. We
often watched TV together in the evenings, and sometimes my father
teased my mother. That always made me laugh.
My mother worked during the day, my father was at home
because he was too ill to work. Before he became ill he worked
during the day as well as in the evenings. From when I was about
eleven he began to suffer asthma attacks so often that he couldn't
work anymore. He had to be rushed to hospital several times a year.
The first few times this happened I was really scared. Particularly
when I heard that the doctors had been just in time and that they
needed vast quantities of medicine to make him better again. My
mother often stayed at the hospital with my father for the first few
nights. She sat there breathing with him hoping that he would make it
through to the next morning. Miraculously, each time my father
recovered and after one or two months he could return home. At
school I sometimes used the situation to my advantage. I would say
that I hadn't had time to do my homework or that I couldn't
concentrate. This excuse always worked. Not that I wasn't afraid I
would lose my father, but from past experience I knew he would
always get better again. Since my father no longer had to work, we ate
together as a family more often. I really liked that.
Every summer we went on holiday to Italy, until my mother
considered it too risky to go abroad with my father and his ill-health.
At bedtime I used to sit on his lap and suckle on his earlobe, a trait
that my daughter later appeared to have inherited. I felt safe there,
sitting on my father's knees in my lovely soft terry pyjamas and
brightly coloured slipper socks. In the period before my father
became ill, he would drop me onto my bed, with spring bottom, from
about a metre. I loved the sensation of the bed bouncing me up and
down. He always thought up a bedtime story, which made me feel so
relaxed that I would soon fall asleep.
My mother was always busy. She did all the housekeeping and
cared for Martijn and me. On top of all this she had a part-time job.
If I had wet my bed at night, it was my mother who made sure I had
clean pyjamas and clean sheets as quickly as possible. I can't
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remember her ever complaining about this. Sometimes the four of us
played a board game at the big dining table – monopoly was my
favourite. That lovely, colourful board, the brightly coloured money
and pieces were tremendous. Later Martijn, my father and I would
occasionally play cards, I particularly liked to play toepen (a
traditional Dutch game with 32 cards); I wasn't always a very good
loser, but fortunately my parents didn't mind.
My parents allowed me to be who I was.
So if I was sad, they comforted me, if I was angry, they waited
until I had calmed down and if I wanted to speak my mind, they
encouraged me. The fact that I preferred climbing trees to playing
with dolls was not an issue and neither did they mind me having
short hair. It goes without saying that they weren't very happy when I
had taken the scissors to my own hair again, but in the end they
didn't seem to mind at all. I felt loved by my parents. I still have a
photo where I'm sitting on the table in my pyjamas with short hair at
the top and long hair in my neck. They really thought that was a
horrible hairstyle. That was the only time they threatened to cut my
hair while I was asleep. They never did.
I used to react rather fiercely when my parents did something I
didn't like. My father was particularly good at calming these outbursts
when I had stamped my way upstairs. Usually, after a while he would
call from the bottom of the stairs: “Hey, monster, come and see what
I've got for you.” Nine out of ten times he would be standing there
with a bar of chocolate or something else to make amends. My life
was good and was confined to our house, the neighbourhood where
we lived, my parents, my brother and my friends. I felt safe and
secure and I had everything my little heart desired.
My mother's childhood had been quite a contrast. She grew up
with a father who could get so angry that everyone in the house
trembled with fear. Once, her father even bashed a hole in her
bedroom door. Nobody knew why my grandfather became so angry.
He had lost his own mother when he was eight, perhaps that had
scarred him for life. It was as if my grandfather was always jealous of
other people's happiness. When he came home, my grandmother and
16
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the children would push their tea plates with flan quickly under the
sofa so he wouldn't see them, because if he did, all hell would break
loose. I only experienced an inkling of this venom when my
grandfather came to visit me in my very first little home. He walked
out the door commenting angrily that the today’s youth was very
pampered.
It must have been awful for my mother to grow up in this
atmosphere of fear and jealousy. My mother was the oldest of four
children and the only daughter. Just like many eldest children, my
mother also appeared to have a feeling of responsibility, of being the
wisest. Later in life she realised that she had spent her whole life
doing her best for others. She wanted to maintain the harmony and
therefore constantly effaced herself. She always thought of the other
person first before thinking of herself. She didn't take time to think
about what she really wanted. She constantly impressed upon me that
I was worthwhile and beautiful. I heard her, but didn't believe what
she said. Perhaps it was because I felt the discrepancy between what
she said to me and the way she thought about herself.
My father came from a family of farmers . He was the thirteenth
child out of seventeen. In those days it mainly was useful that the
children could help on the land and with the housekeeping. There
was no time to play games together. From time to time he would tell
the story about how he was so good at peeling potatoes because at
home on the farm they had to peel buckets full of potatoes every day.
For the rest, my father wasn't very dextrous which made him the odd
one out. For that reason, knowledge became even more important to
him. In my youth he spent most of his time reading, listening to
classical music and watching current affairs programmes. He was a
walking encyclopaedia, there was little he didn't know anything about.
The only things he really couldn’t figure out were computers and
music equipment. Not that he ever let on, of course. He pretended
he understood everything, and perhaps he genuinely thought he did.
And perhaps it was difficult for him to acknowledge that there were
things he really knew nothing about.
After I heard that my mother had gone on holiday with her
boyfriend I thought I should give my father some extra support. He
17
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was already ill and then all this happened! He must feel awful! I did
the shopping, took on the cooking as well as I could and I took care
of the laundry. Martijn was there too, but I thought I was the one
who should do all this. I felt responsible for my father's well-being,
and after all, I was the only woman in the house.
As soon as my mother returned, I confronted her with what I
had discovered. “Why?! Why are you doing this to dad?!” And I
disappeared again. Too angry to wait for an answer. During the
following week space emerged for me to listen. “It just happened”,
my mother explained initially. Later she told me that she had been
afraid of losing my father. This had made her susceptible to falling in
love with someone else. She wouldn't be left behind all alone. What's
more, my father had always said that he didn't care about monogamy,
he didn't believe in it. But then again, why was he so sad about the
affair? The more my mother and I talked, the more angry I became
with my father. Why had he helped out so little when we were
younger? Why did he work so much and why did he disappear to the
pub after work? After all this had sunk in, I started to have less and
less of an opinion on the situation.
After all, it was their marriage, who was I to judge?
My parents' relationship determined my approach to
relationships. It was nonsense to promise to be faithful for the rest of
your life, I knew that now. You can promise your love for the day
that is in the present, but you can never know what the future will
bring, even if it seems so deep and real now. I thought it was strange
that I had never noticed. Perhaps I hadn't been very observant. Was
it so obvious that the relationship between my parents had not been
good? Had I just not picked up the signals? It affected me. How
could the world be so different from what I had always imagined it to
be? My feelings of safety and security had vanished in one fell swoop.
The certainty that the four of us would always be a family was
suddenly gone. Life went on as before, but it felt very different.
From that point onwards, my mother went to see Johan every
weekend. She would leave late on Saturday evening with an overnight
bag, at about bedtime, not to return until Sunday evening just before
supper. Later, when I was sixteen or seventeen, my father briefly had
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a girlfriend too. Then, during the weekends, my mother was with her
boyfriend and my father with his girlfriend. Martijn was studying in
Amsterdam by then, so I was all by myself at the weekends. From
living and being together as a family our lives changed to living under
the same roof while everyone did their own thing. I was used to
doing my own thing, by now I had found out that the world was
bigger than our house and our neighbourhood. But as I grew older, I
missed those enjoyable moments. Yet I chose not to be at home.
There was clearly some conflict between my desire for security and
the freedom to come and go as I pleased. Nevertheless, I did know
that there was a safe haven at home to which I could always return.
Throughout the years that my mother and Johan were in a
relationship, he was more or less the invisible man. I knew he was
there, but I never saw him. If I wanted to talk to my mum at
weekends, I would dial Johan's number and hear his voice. We never
exchanged more than “Is my mother there?”, and “Yes, of course”. I
wasn't cross with him, I just didn't want to build up a bond with him
out of loyalty to my father. My father's girlfriend did come to our
house to fetch him. And from then on Johan sometimes came to the
door too. Usually to drop off shopping from Germany, delicacies he
knew that my father enjoyed.
So, during the week we were a ‘normal family’ and during the
weekends I was alone. I didn't talk about the situation to anyone. My
friends who regularly came to our house, knew and at first they
thought it was rather odd. But they got used to it and it didn't change
our friendship in any way. Some friends didn't tell their parents
because they were afraid of their response. You could feel that
somehow this wasn't normal, but after a while I didn't know any
better than that I grew up with parents that were in an open marriage.
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PART 2

DREAM
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My sweet Mirtel,
When you're sad or in pain, strange things can happen to a person.
Sometimes this pain and sadness makes you cause even more pain and
sadness to yourself or to others. That’s a very understandable reaction:
it's not what you want, it's not what anybody wants, not you, not me
or your mum. Fits of anger, indignation, incomprehension or a lack of
understanding, or again of anger or sadness, are normal and in actual
fact are not so bad. Sometimes they are even useful, because they clear
the air and bring a feeling of relief. And sometimes they actually do
make things lighter, smaller, more proportionate.
We shouldn't put problems into each other's heads. Humour,
laughter, jokes, small and silly things do have the power to cheer
people up, to make them more relaxed and happier. You have it in
you to really be fortune’s favourite. Waters will be rough and roads
will be bumpy. But I'm sure you'll manage to swim against the tide
and pick yourself up when you’ve tripped over.
Some matters require peace and quiet, consideration and
reasonableness. Of course you will get your own place, your own home.
If you can’t find it quickly enough, I'll help you look. But remember,
a house isn’t everything. Happiness, affection, a little love - these three
are all more important.
You'll manage.
Dad
p.t.o.
[Here are some nuts.
I'm sure you'll encounter a few tough nuts to crack in life.
Be careful not to be a tough nut yourself, though]
[Hold on to your ‘dreams’. A life without dreams is meaningless
and boring.]
23

Mirtel Gommans

“How odd that at such a moment you think you've got your whole life
ahead of you, whereas in hindsight, that particular moment turns out
to have been true life itself. Hope then still has such a long way to go;
it is not a matter of acceptance, everything breathes expectation.”
Maarten ‘t Hart

Grown-up
I wanted to live my own life. I was a grown-up and sensible
enough to cope on my own, I didn't need anybody. So there I was,
within a month after my eighteenth birthday, in my own little place, a
three-story house. I had done rather well, I said to myself. While my
peers didn't have more than just a small room, I had this entire house
to myself! Not as if I had lacked anything at my parents' place. On
the contrary, I could do whatever I wanted most of the time. I didn't
have to be home on time, they just needed to know whether or not I
would come home for dinner or for the night. The only thing I
wasn’t allowed to do was to bring home lots of friends. But I wanted
to be able to do everything I wanted. I no longer wanted to be
accountable to anybody. I didn’t want to have to ask for permission
to do something.
I knew that my chances of being offered a house would increase if
I went to see a social worker at the housing association, so I
gratefully took that opportunity. He was well impressed by the fact I
actually called in on my birthday. I must have a very good reason for
wanting to leave my parental home. What could I tell him? I didn't
have bad parents or any other valid reason for wanting to leave home
as soon as possible, apart from the fact that I just wanted it. I was
eighteen, precocious, headstrong and I just thought that I was grownup enough to be able to cope by myself and that I no longer needed
my parents. The social worker wanted to know the ins and outs of
everything. What family I came from, where my parents lived, what
they did for a living, and what I did. There was no end to his
questions. When I told him I was home alone during weekends
because my mum went to her boyfriend and my dad to his girlfriend,
he frowned. Was I really doing well? Within a week I got a phone call
24
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from someone telling me they found me a small house. In order to
settle the matter formally, the social worker came to visit my parents.
He wanted to see where I came from and if my parents would stand
surety for me if things should go wrong. After his visit, I was entitled
the key to my new home.
I was over the moon.
My parents didn't stop me from moving out of the house. They
did think, though, that if I was determined to make this move so
soon, I would also have to take the consequences. So I was only
allowed to take two old matrasses and a few things from my
bedroom: a small wooden table, a wooden bench and a chair.
Fortunately, the previous tenant had left the carpets. From my
savings I could just afford the deposit, a television and bedding. I
didn't have plates or cutlery, a fridge, a washing machine or a gas
cooker. Nor did I have a comfortable sofa, lamps or cupboards, so it
didn’t take me long to furnish the house. It wasn't much. I put the
television on the chair, used the small wooden table as a coffee table
and the wooden bench to sit on. The unusual corners in my new
accommodation made for a cosy home. The first evening I was there
I sat on the floor in the living room enjoying my own place. I ate my
sausage and chips from a plastic plate. No matter how shabby it may
have looked, it was my kingdom. I was ready for my real life to begin.
.
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PART 3

LITTLE GIRLS BECOME WOMEN

27

Mirtel Gommans

Nothing compares 2 U
Hey, listen, dad
We're sitting on the sofa together
My daughter and I
It doesn't happen that often any more
Children grow up after all
She listens, watches and enjoys
It is her favourite these days
Watch carefully in a minute
Something beautiful is coming up
She's right, a beautiful tear
Despite commerce and calculation
And softly I look at the picture
My invisible tears left dry
For her youth slipping away
Sadness at a distance
Unknowing and unknown
Ton (my dad)
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“When I was a child
I dreamed like a child of wonder
With my fingers in the dirt
I was part of the earth
Every living thing was part of me.”
Melissa Etheridge, My back door

Girl
When I was five, I didn't want to wear dresses and skirts. I
remember visiting acquaintances with my parents. They lived about a
kilometre away from us, on the other side of a large and busy
roundabout. While we were there, I decided to walk home without
telling my parents; out of anger, because they had made me wear a
dress knowing I didn't want to. Obviously, my parents panicked
when they discovered I had left and eventually they found me back
home, sulking on the doorstep. My message was clear. They never
made me wear a dress again.
I was a tomboy, I had more friends who were boys than girls, I
did judo and I had joined a boy’s football team for want of one for
girls. After the match, the boys dawdled taking their showers because
they felt awkward with me there. I didn't really feel very welcome.
As a matter of fact, I had rather been a boy. In a school picture
taken at primary school, when I was about 7, I am sitting in the front
row, squat down between the boys, one arm plastered. When I ask
someone to point me out, they never find me. "Who, that one?! Isn’t
that a boy?" is usually the reaction. I did look like a boy: short hair,
brown corduroys, checkered blouse and a sleeveless pullover along
with sturdy brown leather shoes. Even when swimming I would wear
only trunks. It wasn't until I was twelve that I started wearing a
bathing suit, and then only because total strangers would point out to
me that a top would be appropriate since it was obvious that my
breast buds had started to grow into boobs. I didn't even want
breasts and even so, what did it matter if anyone saw them? Why
could I not continue to wear just trunks? Boys could, why couldn't I?
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I hated it when people said something about it.
I noticed that more and more people thought I should behave
differently. Since I was five, I had been to stay with a farmer's family
every year. The farmer's son had helped my parents move their
hundreds and hundreds of books. My parents had kept contact with
this family ever since. I would stay with them while my parents went
on holiday together. I loved it there. The farmer had a big family,
three sons and three daughters. The farmhouse had three bedrooms;
one for the daughters, one for the sons and one for the parents.
There was no landing, you walked from one bedroom into the next
and each room offered just enough space for a double bed and a
wardrobe. At first, I shared rooms with the two daughters who still
lived at home in the bedroom at the very end, the eldest daughter had
already moved away. By the time I was twelve, only the youngest son
still lived at home and I had a double bed all to myself. I would wake
up in the early hours of morning to help the farmer milk the cows. If
a calf was born, I would be there to witness it, even if it was in the
middle of the night. During the day, I would just roam the fields with
the dogs, throw stones in the river or play endlessly on the swings. I
loved it! Sometimes I played with the neighbour's granddaughter.
Days just flew by. When I grew older, the farmer even taught me
how to drive the tractor. The first time I was allowed to drive it on
my own, I let the clutch come up too quickly causing it to stall and
the farmer almost fell off. "Careful!" the farmer yelled, yet he let me
try again. When I’d mastered it, I was as proud as a peacock.
But everything changed when I turned twelve.
The farmer's wife wanted me to help her with chores in the house.
All of a sudden I was called to account for being covered in mud. I
had grown too old for that now, you didn't do that anymore as a girl.
All of a sudden, I had to do all sorts of things I didn't like doing, such
as picking beans and preparing supper, while the farmer’s son never
had to help. I didn't think it was fair. I didn't like these chores! I'd
rather join the farmer, like the son did. This division of roles between
men and women wasn't something my parents had taught me. At
home, Martijn and I both had to do chores. We both had to tidy our
own rooms, take turns to drying the dishes, mow the lawn and weed
30
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between the flagstones. Martijn didn't have to do less just because he
was a boy. I used to play soccer just as much as I played with a
skipping rope. I wore trousers instead of dresses, had short hair and
sturdy boots and that had never been a problem to my parents. Why
was it that the outside world started to protest all of a sudden? I
didn't like that at all. It turned out to be the last year I went to stay
with the farmer's family.
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“Help! I need somebody
Help! Not just anybody
Help! You know I need someone
Help!”
Beatles, Help

Schoolgirl
As a child, there was nothing I ever lacked. It wasn’t as if we were
excessively rich, but my dad had a good job, well, one and a half jobs
actually. He was deputy headmaster and he taught at two different
schools; one during the day and one in the evenings. My mum also
worked, so between the two of them they had a good income. We
lived in a detached house and during the summer holidays, we used
to go to Italy for four weeks. In my mind, I had everything I needed,
except for one thing: sweets! Most of my friends at school had a
sweets drawer at home. I used to look at it wide-eyed. A whole
drawer full of sweets! Wow, did that appeal to me. We didn't have
sweets at home, or crisps, or coke, or orange soda. None of the like.
The sweets we did have, were locked away. I would grow too fat, my
mum had said. Only weekends were a treat. My brother and I would
get a glass of fruit juice and a chocolate biscuit while we were
watching the telly. The first thing I did as soon as I got pocket money
was to buy sweets. At the local shop they used to sell those little,
coloured chewing gums for just one cent each. I bought a hundred
right away. Simply the bright colours of these little sweets made me
feel so happy.
I couldn't get enough of sweets and soon my pocket money didn't
last long enough. I decided I would go and steal sweets and in order
to do so, I sewed an inside pocket into my jeans jacket. I often
frequented this local shop to do some shopping for my mum or to
spend my pocket money. Anxiously and with a knot in my stomach I
made my way through the shop. I pretended I couldn't make up my
mind between the different bags of sweets. I bent down in front of
the shelves and took out several bags at the same time to study them
32
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closely. Meanwhile I was keeping an eye out to see if the shop
assistant wasn't watching me secretly from around the corner. When
putting the bags back, I let one bag of sweets disappear into my
inside pocket. I was scared out of my wits walking passed the counter
making a gesture that I wasn't buying anything. The second time I
bought something small, to distract them. I wasn't good at it, stealing.
Sweat was almost dripping down my face, that's how anxious I was.
The third time I apparently hadn't pushed the bag of sweets down far
enough into my inside pocket and whilst leaving the shop, the bag
slipped out from under my jacket. Just before it touched the ground I
managed to grab the it tightly and ran home as fast as I could. My
heart was pounding in my throat and I felt the adrenaline rush
through my body. What if I got caught and they called the police.
What on earth would my parents think of me? I just felt so terribly
guilty. No, I would not ever do this again, it just didn't feel right.
Not long after my sweets adventure I was given detention after
school. I had hit the headmaster's daughter. That may sound as if I
had earned a reputation for fighting, but I was really very sorry
myself. I can't even remember what had instigated it. The only thing I
do remember is that his daughter had challenged me. "You don't dare
hit me, come on then!" My blood boiled and something in my head
said: hit her, hit her, of course you dare to hit her, hit her! Hesitant
and powerless I hit her on the cheek with a flat hand.
I immediately regretted it, because I knew what it was like myself.
At the bus stop, two boys were often waiting for me. When I
passed, they would block my way, push me, laugh at me and slap me
on the head. They once hit me on the head with a plastic detergent
bottle. When Martijn still went to the same school, I would wait for
him so we could walk home together. With him, nothing happened, I
was safe. During my last two years at primary school Martijn had
moved on to secondary school which meant I had to walk home by
myself. In order to avoid the bus stop, I would sometimes sneak
through an old woman's garden. I could only do that when she wasn't
at home. For a long time I was very scared, scared for the sneering
and laughing or for another slap on the head.
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After I had slapped the girl in the face I didn't even get the chance
to apologise because I was immediately grabbed hold of by the
headmaster. He was my teacher at the time as well. “You will never
amount to much. You don’t have the drive. You want things to just
fall into your lap, without having to do anything for it!” Even today, I
can still recall the vicious tone in which he spoke those words to me.
Despite these unpleasantries, I had a great time at primary school.
I had many friends, both boys and girls. I didn't have to work hard,
not in any year. I thought the lessons were interesting and easy, and I
did my homework for the next week the evening straight after it was
assigned, just because I enjoyed doing it. I particularly liked doing
arithmetic. The teachers were friendly and the one I had when I was
about nine was just great. That year, I got the highest mark possible
for behaviour by making sure I sat up with my back straight and my
arms crossed as soon as I had finished a task. When lessons were
cancelled because a teacher was ill and no replacement could be
found, I would be bummed out. And if nobody was at home during
lunch break, I would even have lunch at school. As soon as the bell
rang, I would run home to make myself a sandwich and run back to
school again as quickly as possible to have lunch in the classroom
together with my teacher. I loved those moments.
After I had slapped this girl in the face, I immediately felt guilty.
Of course the headmaster was angry that I had hit someone. Maybe
even more so, because it was his daughter. Or maybe because it was
me. I didn't know. It couldn't be justified. I really shouldn't have hit
her, nor should I have been stealing. But I was hurt by those boys
pestering me and by the headmaster's remark. Was there something
wrong with me?
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“Like a virgin. Touched for the very first time
Like a virgin. When your heart beats
Next to mine.”
Madonna, Like a virgin

Virgin
Pim was nine years older than I was and had his own place. I was
fifteen and thought I was a very grown-up girl, though I did feel very
anxious at the prospect of having sex. When I answered ‘yes’ to his
question as to whether I wanted to stay the night, I knew that it was
going to be the night I would lose my virginity.
Nerves raged through my body.
He wasn't my first boyfriend. With others, I hadn't done much
more than some touching and fondling. Not long before I met Pim, I
had been in a nine-month relationship with Mick, who was four
years my senior. It subsequently appeared that he had found me
prudish because 'it' hadn't happened. I had indeed not taken any
initiative, already found it quite something that I let him put his hand
in my pants and touch my breasts. We would lie on the sofa in the
basement of my parents' house, in the dark, and he would skilfully
find his way underneath my clothes. I knew that Mick had already
had sex with his ex-girlfriend. With me, he didn't insist on it, we
never even spoke about it. So when I heard that he had found me
prudish, I thought that rather strange. I'm not sure whether I was
really in love with Mick. I particularly liked joining him for a ride on
his scooter and doing things together with a whole bunch of friends.
I didn't feel the butterflies in my stomach that I had felt with Giel the
year before. I knew, though, that Giel was out of my league. We had
kissed at the end of what had been an enjoyable carnival evening. I
just craved being touched and kissed by him because my legs would
turn into jelly and a flock of birds would fly through my belly. After a
few intense kissing sessions, though, he told me that I really was too
young for him. After Mick I had kissed with a few more guys. Like
on that night out when I saw this guy I thought was very handsome.
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At one point he lured me outside on a pretext and there he kissed
me. I knew this would be a one off because of my age and acne, but
did I feel great. I’d had enough of Bert after just a week, because I
didn’t like kissing with him and I didn't even want to think of having
to do that more often.
I hadn't lost my head over Pim, but I felt secure with him. He was
nice to me. I was fifteen and extremely curious about what I had
been hearing of and reading about for so long. Our parents had given
Martijn and me a sex education book. I read about having safe sex,
using contraceptives, the differences between boys and girls and all
sorts of positions. The book had helped me discover my body. It was
very moreish, especially after I had felt my first orgasm wave through
my body; an overwhelming feeling. The coitus pictures made me
both curious and scared, because I understood that the first time
could be painful. It wasn't even unusual to bleed a bit. Knowing all
this, Pim seemed the most appropriate guy to lose my virginity to, so
I didn’t hesitate for one moment when he asked me to stay the night.
But I did feel terribly awkward because I used panty liners to absorb
my vaginal discharge.
I was ashamed of that.
So I got half undressed, then exclaimed I was desperate to use the
bathroom. Nervously I ran to the bathroom, took a deep breath
trying to get the stress out of my system and removed the panty liner
from my undies. “I really want this”, went through me. “It is really
going to happen now, don't let him see you're really nervous”.
Seemingly relaxed I walked back to the bedroom where in the
meantime Pim had undressed himself and was lying naked on the
bed. Pim immediately penetrated me, which didn't make for much of
a comfortable start. It was over before I knew it and it wasn't at all as
special as I had imagined. I wondered what people were making such
a fuss about. On the other hand, I was happy I had done 'it' now as
well and during that same weekend we did it a few more times. Every
time it was the same scenario: to the bathroom, painful moment,
pleasant moment, over. I finished the relationship not long after that.
A nice guy who made me feel secure just wasn't enough.
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“Some people look for a beautiful place, others make a place
beautiful.”
Hazrat Inayat Khan

Friend
At primary school most of my friends were boys, only one of my
friends was a girl. Rosi did ballet, had long, curly hair with a tinge of
red and lovely freckles on her face. I once went with her to one of
her ballet lessons. I was standing there among thin girls with long
hair who all moved very gracefully. I was neither fat nor thin and I
had short hair. The harder I tried to follow the other girls'
movements, the less graceful I became. Rosi and I loved to play
together. One school holiday we had even spent every hour of every
day knitting together. Also, I absolutely loved her dog. It was a large
Bouvier called Elza, which is my second name. And we were the only
two in class who didn't do their first communion and so we didn't
have to take part in all the activities involved with this event. Rosi
came from a family of Jehovah's Witnesses and in my family, we were
all atheist.
It was good not to be the only one.
My friend Mike’s father came from Indonesia. It was particularly
exciting and fun when I had supper at his house. Their food was very
different to what I was used to and it was usually very spicy. When I
came over, they had already put the jar of sugar on the table so I
could have a spoonful if my mouth and throat were on fire, and
believe me, that happened a lot! One thing I thought was odd at
Mike's house, was that I was never allowed upstairs. Mike's bedroom
was forbidden territory, or perhaps I should say, the whole upstairs
was forbidden territory. We were allowed to play downstairs in the
living room or in the kitchen, but that wasn't nearly as cosy as playing
with the two of us in one of our bedrooms, like we did at my house.
So we often played at my house; we played with Lego, played school
and did all sorts of other games. After Mike had been to play I always
opened the window, because even though I liked Mike a lot, I
37

Mirtel Gommans

thought he smelled a bit. Now I know that was because of the food
they ate. We never spoke about it at the time, it was just something I
noticed.
Bob's father had a Citroën Dyane. Sometimes he took us for a
drive. That was great. The car tipped to one side in the bends and I
thought it might tip over altogether. We rolled all over each other,
and we laughed until we cried. Once Bob and I kissed briefly. Later I
accidently found a notebook in his room with loads of names of the
girls he had kissed. Behind my name he had scribbled that he didn't
want to kiss me again, and even though the feeling was mutual, it still
hurt a little.
I knew that I wasn't a ‘girly girl’ but had it been that dreadful?
Getting up early was something I shared with Luuk. We would be
awake at five thirty or six and impatiently wait until we could get on
our bikes to see each other. Once we were at Luuk's house, we would
spend hours playing Pac-Man or Pong (digital table tennis).
Sometimes I stayed for supper when they ate chips, something we
hardly ever ate at home. What I didn't like so much was that every
time Luuk's parents told me I would get fat from eating mayonnaise.
Luuk only liked curry ketchup with his chips and his parents
frequently hinted that I would be wise to follow his example.
Sometime later when they took me to the zoo with them, I didn't like
it when Luuk's father pretended that the car almost couldn't climb
the hill because of me.
I wasn't that fat, was I?
There were weeks when I played with Rosi all the time, then with
Luuk, Bob or Mike. It didn't matter to me. When all my friends from
primary school went to a different secondary school than me, these
friendships died in one go. It did grieve me a bit, but at the same time
I was excitedly looking forward to the new experiences I would have
at my new school. Besides that, I had got to know Ingrid. She
became my best friend. We just bumped into each other on the
street. I saw her walking with her long blond hair, blue-grey eyes and
big smile. Her appearance and charisma appealed to me immediately.
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Her twin brother was much more puny and in my view not
particularly attractive to look at and he had very different interests to
Ingrid. What struck me most was Ingrid's freedom and openness in
comparison to her brother's strict and serious view of life. For Ingrid
– life was about having fun, for her brother – life was about hard
work and earning a good wage. He openly disapproved of Ingrid's
behaviour.
Our backgrounds were totally different. Ingrid had a strict
upbringing so she wasn't allowed to do as much as I was, even
though she was two years older than I. Every week she had to go to
church and she had to be home early in the evenings. I wasn't even
baptised, let alone that I had to go to church. Martijn and I had been
given a children's bible when we were young so we would know what
Christianity entailed, but that was all. At Ingrid's house, visitors
usually had to wait in the kitchen, and if I was invited into the living
room I had to take off my shoes and sit on a towel. Ingrid didn't
really talk to her parents about all that I was allowed to do or how
things were done at my house, fearing that we wouldn't be allowed to
see each other anymore. In her parents' eyes I wasn't very well
brought up and nothing good would ever come of me. They had said
that. Fortunately, they didn't forbid us to see each other. Every now
and then we would sit in the cellar watching TV, while we enjoyed
the aroma of her father’s baking.
It was clear that they didn't consider me the best of friends for
their daughter.
When I went to secondary school, Ingrid and I met early every
morning at the traffic sign right in front of our house. We had a great
deal of fun. We would say “hello” to every passer-by after which we
would get the giggles when people glanced at us with a surprised look
on their faces. After half an hour we cycled off to school together
and met at the sign again in the afternoon. Sometimes we were there
for hours, until it was time for supper. We talked about anything and
everything, school, parents, our appearance and, of course, boys. We
used to take Bobbie and Muttley, my neighbours’ mutts, for walks.
We had great fun when we called out Mutt for Muttley. Who would
call their dog Mutt? We would get a fit of giggles about almost
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anything. Sometimes just looking at each other was enough to set us
off again. Adults didn't get this at all, but we had such fun, and
showed it too.
Despite the fact that we spent every spare minute together, we
never ran out of things to talk about. If we'd been together all
afternoon, we would phone each other as soon as we got home to
continue our chatter. But my father didn't think this was such a good
idea, so sometimes I was told to put the phone down and walk the
hundred metres or so back to Ingrid's house if I needed to talk to her
that desperately. Didn't he understand that that wasn't the point:
going round to see her wasn't nearly as much fun as chatting over the
phone?
Once I went to church with Ingrid, just for the sake of being
together. She was an altar girl, because that made the obligatory
church visit somewhat bearable, but when I came with she sat next to
me in a regular pew. After about half an hour I was very bored and
so I became giggly and rebellious. Ingrid was very embarrassed by
me. This was the first and last time that I accompanied her to church.
The fact that Ingrid and I differed so much in certain aspects was
blatantly obvious when our neighbours' son took his first
communion. The neighbours had asked Ingrid and me to help serve
food and drinks afterwards. Ingrid rushed around the whole
afternoon noticing immediately if someone needed a refill or a nibble.
I walked around all afternoon like a headless chicken and had no idea
as to what should be done. Being a waiter was clearly not my thing.
Later I discovered that I wasn't cut out for filling shelves either. For
years Ingrid had worked at the supermarket filling shelves in the
evenings and later as a cashier during weekends, I had had enough
after three evenings. So much boring and monotonous work for so
little money was not my cup of tea. I would rather not have any
money at all. This didn't affect our friendship in any way, there were
differences and that wasn't a problem.
When I was eighteen and I moved to my own little house, the
wonderful time together with Ingrid came to a natural end. We
weren't afraid to lose each other, yet it didn't feel the same living a
few kilometres instead of a few hundred metres apart.
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“Oh if I could pray and I try, dear,
You might come back home, home to me.”
Janis Joplin, Maybe

Ex-partner
My entire circle of friends talked about him. He had his own
apartment, didn't go to school and didn't have to work. From the
first moment I had laid my eyes on Ted, I was smitten. The only
thing I could think of was this handsome guy with shoulder-length
blond hair and blue eyes that seemed to look straight through me.
When he stood, his right shoulder hung a bit lower than his left one,
and sometimes he had one hand half in his jeans pocket or his thumb
in the waistband. He always wore this semi-smile as if he knew what
was going on inside me.
I saw him for the first time in my parents' garden and later on at a
party to which I had heard he was going as well. While nerves were
raging through my body, I felt disappointment. This guy could never
be my boyfriend, he was seven years my senior. I was, of course, way
too young for him and being Martijn's little sister, I wasn't viewed by
his friends as a potential girlfriend, or so I thought. Yet, the feeling
Ted gave me made me want to be close to him as often as possible.
He, however, started a relationship with an attractive woman who
was a few years older than I was. My heart ached when I saw the two
of them dancing, flirting and kissing together. I could tell he was head
over heels in love with her. And so I was very surprised when their
relationship was over after a couple of weeks. As Martijn's little sister
I used go to Ted's place quite often. One evening one thing led to
another and surprisingly enough we suddenly found ourselves in his
bed making love.
Almost a year after that, he broke off our relationship.
Ted hadn't missed me during his holidays and had been unfaithful,
he told me. He knew we weren’t meant to be together. I needed
someone who loved me more than he loved me, who thought the
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world of me and who wanted to have a big family with me. What did
he know? Who said I wanted children? I wanted Ted. It didn't matter
to me that he had cheated on me. I would forgive him, honestly! Ted
however was implacable and broke off the relationship. Completely
dazed, I went outside. I started to walk in the middle of the road
thinking the best thing that could happen to me right now, was to
die. The street remained empty, no car in sight. Later on, I found out
that Ted had already cheated on me at the start of our relationship
too. Deep down inside I had known, because when he mentioned it,
I could immediately tell with whom and on which day. I remember
calling him that particular day and thinking his voice sounded weird.
He was sunbathing with a female friend of ours, lying on a mattress
on the roof terrace. I hadn't wanted to be suspicious, I had wanted to
trust him.
My world collapsed.
I watched his every move when I saw him in the dance club we
used to frequent at weekends, naïvely thinking he did the same with
me. At home, during the first couple of months after our break-up, I
couldn't do anything but cry when listening to Pink Floyd's 'Wish you
were here' and the Rolling Stones' 'Angie'. Every day, I played these
two songs over and over again, for hours on end. My friend Ingrid
could even hear my music in the street from quite a distance when
she came to visit me. She had no idea how to help me and my
parents were just as lost. They had never understood what I saw in
Ted in the first place, nobody really had. But I was in love, head over
heels, from the first moment I saw him. Although our relationship
had often been a struggle, even from the very beginning, I remained
head over heels in love. I often couldn't fathom him - out of the blue
he could be very dismissive towards me, and an hour or so later be
extremely loving again. In my eyes he was handsome and attractive
and despite his behaviour, I felt he took me seriously. With Ted, I
could talk about what interested me. We had endless conversations
about anything and everything, about how he felt, about how I felt.
When there was just the two of us, he opened up as well and showed
his emotions which led me to believe I could help him, that I meant
something.
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These were the kind of conversations I deeply longed for.
What’s more, he told me I was beautiful, that I was allowed to be
who I was. I felt smart and sexy, something I hadn't really
experienced up until then. Of course, these were things my parents
had told me as well. For some reason though, these things hadn't
seemed true until he said them. My parents just said it because I was
their child. Only, if the person who you were in love with said things
like that, they were true. When he was nice to me, I felt on top of the
world, I felt twice as good. When he made a nasty remark, I instantly
felt sad and continuously searched for causes within myself. What did
I do wrong for him to be so nasty all of a sudden? Why did he
unexpectedly make me go home in the middle of the night, what did
I say? I couldn't put my finger on it and now it was over.
It had been over for more than a year now. Everybody around me
knew it was difficult for me and thought it was about time I got over
it. "Come on, Mirtel, he’s not worthy of you , you'll find another
boyfriend", people kept telling me. So I spoke about it less and less
and often walked around with a forced smile on my face. From the
moment I had my own place, Ted and I started seeing each other
again. I had missed him all that time and was still hopeful. Despite
the fact it was over, we still made love every once in a while. I made
the most out of every moment I could be with Ted. It gave me the
feeling that he loved me after all. When he was nice to me, I thought
that he would see he had made a mistake, that he realised he couldn't
live without me either.
It was as if I had a Ted addiction.
My mood was entirely determined by the way things were between
us. Restless and sad as I was when he was unpleasant, when he wasn't
there, or didn't show up for a while; the more euphoric I felt the
minute I saw him, when he was pleasant and we made love. The
good feeling never lasted long because after every pleasant moment
between us, irrevocably, rejection followed, making me even more
sad. Of course he loved me, he would tell me. He just kept a distance
because he was sure that he wasn't my ‘Mr Right’. "Who decides
that?", I asked him. "If I thought he was the right one for me and I
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loved him and he loved me, then what was the problem?" No, things
didn't work like that, Ted thought. So we were intimate, but there
was nothing between us. Sometimes we saw each other on a daily
basis and then nothing for weeks on end, all depending on his mood.
It drove me crazy. I drove myself crazy too because why was I still in
love with this guy who continuously rejected me?
The solution presented itself. One day, I turned back the duvet
and saw a dead mouse at the foot of my bed. The mouse had
probably choked under the duvet. I yelled at the top of my voice and
tried to get out of bed as quickly as I could. There was hardly room
to swing a cat up in the attic, so it was quite an effort to get out of
bed without touching the mouse. All shaky in my legs, I walked down
the attic stairs and rang the neighbours’ doorbell. "A dead mouse in
your bed, yuck, how gross! And you were lying next to it?" Yes, I
was. "Now, what do we do? Shall we flush it down the toilet?", my
neighbour asked. I thought that was a good idea. But who was going
to pick up that dirty animal? Not me, for sure. Fortunately, my
neighbour was more courageous. Don't ask me how she removed the
mouse, with her bare hands, a piece of cardboard or with dustpan
and brush. She threw the mouse in the toilet and pulled the chain to
flush. Down it went, at least, so we thought! Little did we know that
you can't flush away a dead mouse! That horrid animal was staring at
me from the bottom of the toilet bowl, dead. Upset and full of
adrenaline, I phoned Ted to tell him the whole story and ask him if
he would come round.
All Ted could do was laugh.
"No, I won't come round for that", he said. I, at the other end of
the phone line, felt bewildered. He wasn't coming round for that?
When had I ever asked him for help? Not once! Slowly I started to
get angry. He could very well think this was funny, but I didn't think
that at all. We were friends, weren't we? Friendship to me meant that
you came round to help if your friends asked you to. Especially if
they are in a panic, no matter how much nonsense you think it is.
Friendship meant give and take, didn't it? Taking the other person
seriously, treating them with respect. And what did he do? He just
laughed and let me down. I hung up in anger. Two years after Ted
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had broken the relationship, his reaction finally opened my eyes. Ted
didn't care about me, not really. I thought I was important to him,
but I wasn't. I had made things look better than they actually were. I
was depriving myself of the chance to fall in love with someone who
really meant well with me. What was I doing to myself?
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“And I've been a fool and I've been blind
I can never leave the past behind
I can see no way, I can see no way
I'm always dragging that horse around.”
Florence and The Machine, Shake it out

Mistress
I had seen his wife once. Despite her being slim, she looked a
tough and strong woman. There was something in her expression
that scared me. If only she knew what was going on. That was Jaap's
responsibility, in my view. I wasn't concerned with what he was doing
to his wife, with what I was doing to his wife or why he felt the need
to have sex with me when he had a beautiful woman at home. Ted
and I had broken up more than a year ago, but I was still in love with
him. We still slept together every once in a while. The intense sadness
and jealousy I felt when he spoke to others continued. Jaap was a
good distraction. At least, having a lover meant no fuss with love
sickness or expectations. Just being together every once in a while,
having a cuddle, and more than just a cuddle and that was it. Jaap had
been very clear. He loved his wife and would never leave her. When
we were intimate, we did everything, apart from actually having
intercourse. He thought that would go too far, then he would really
be cheating on his wife and he couldn't do that to her. I didn't know
his wife and that was enough reason for me not to feel guilty. Jaap
was a tough guy with a soft heart. Jaap's hair was nearly always dusty
and his trousers were almost worn out. I seldom saw him freshly
showered. That was because he was a builder and quickly came to see
me on his way home. The unannounced visits were mostly brief
encounters fitted around his other real life. It felt safe.
I wouldn't attach myself to Jaap, because I didn't have him in the
first place. Which meant I couldn't lose him either.
Contrary to all my expectations I soon did start to long for his
visits. I never knew when he would drop by. If he told me afterwards
that he had been at my door, I was in a bad mood. Jaap made me
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happy, made me feel good about myself, told me I was beautiful and
fine the way I was. At the same time, he was also critical. When I
wore makeup, it had to be applied in exactly the same way on both
sides of my face, and according to him, that wasn't always the case.
That would never happen to his wife, he told me. In the same way,
according to Jaap, all women had to wear skirts and high heels, just
like his wife. Clothes I didn't even have in my wardrobe. And it was
utterly unforgivable for a woman if she got undressed before having
taken off her socks. A bloody awful sight that would be an instant
turn-off for any man. I wasn't his wife, so of course I didn't have to
live up to all those expectations. But, of course, I did take off my
socks first, because... imagine! Jaap took care of the much wanted
distraction during the time I most longed for Ted. It felt wonderfully
uncomplicated. No expectations, no hope, just being together having
a bit of fun.
Occasionally, it would happen that Ted came to the door just after
Jaap had arrived. Or the other way around, that Jaap was at the door
when Ted was with me. At first I didn't find it difficult to stand Jaap
up, Ted came first. Via the attic window I let him know that it wasn't
convenient right now and closed the window without any pain or
sorrow. Unfortunately, I began to develop more and more feelings
for Jaap as well. The idea of the relationship not involving any
complications appeared not to be working. Now I didn't have one
man I longed for, but two. Two men who were intimate with me and
at the same time didn't want to be serious. What kind of a situation
had I tumbled into? My life consisted of hope and desire. If it wasn't
for Jaap, it was for Ted, and vice versa. Desire in which I had little or
no control over the situation. The men set the rules and I just had to
wait. I couldn't blame them for anything. They had both been honest
and they had both told me that they didn't want a serious
relationship. Both Jaap and Ted would understand if I fell in love
with someone else and would probably encourage me too. Then why
did I choose to be in this situation? What was in it for me? Of course,
I loved the moments when they were with me. I felt great, I felt loved
and beautiful during these moments. It was nice to live with the idea
that someone could possibly drop by. It made the day special,
desirable and that desire was a very sweet, intense emotion that was
rewarded the moment I saw either one of these men.
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But seriously, how beautiful was it really? These moments were
just brief moments of happiness. Because if the day had gone by
without having heard or seen anyone, I felt empty, unwanted, sad. I
couldn't rely on them. I couldn't phone them. At least, I couldn't
phone Jaap. I could phone Ted. The only thing was that afterwards I
wouldn't hear from him for an even longer period of time. Because as
soon as he got the feeling I couldn't do without him, he put more
distance between us. I was too much depending on him and he didn't
like that. So I called Ted as little as possible. And then there was Jaap.
Jaap was never mean or unfriendly towards me. But still, I would
always be the other woman. Of course this had been my own choice.
I was safe, I thought. In the meantime I felt want and desire. I
yearned for more, knowing that it was impossible.Again, this wasn’t
the type of relationship I had in mind. Again, I had deprived myself
of the chance to fall in love with somebody who really meant well
with me.
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“Everything that irritates us about others can lead us to a better
understanding of ourselves.”
Carl Jung

Housemate
When a friend came round to my new house for the first time, he
brought along a dog. "For you", he said. "For me?" I asked. "Yes,
you always wanted a dog, didn’t you? But your parents never allowed
it? Well, Winda needs a new owner and you need company." Winda
was a Dutch Shepherd, less than a year old. I had never raised a dog
before and didn't know anything about the different breeds and their
specific behaviour. The only experience I had had was with the
neighbours' dogs Bobby and Muttley. But he was right, I had always
wanted a dog of my own, and, no matter how happy I was in my own
little house, I had to admit it was empty and quiet, very quiet. I was
scared to death when I heard a noise in the evening or at night. This
dog would definitely make me feel safer. So, in high spirits, I got
going with Winda. Unfortunately, Winda turned out to be quite a
different dog than the neighbours' mutts.
I soon found out that I didn't really like her all that much.
Winda used to bark very wildly and loudly. Especially when other
dogs passed my house. I didn't succeed in correcting her behaviour.
On the leash she could also be pretty aggressive towards other dogs.
You could never be sure which other dog would turn a walk into a
stressful event. What could I do? Not long afterwards, I ran into
Ilona in a bar. I knew her vaguely because she went out with one of
my brother's friends. She was attractive with long, blond hair, a good
looking body and blue eyes. Her style of clothing was somewhat
neater than mine, as if it had a preppy touch to it. We got talking and
Ilona instantly fell in love with Winda. I suggested she could have
her. Ilona wanted this very much, but she still lived with her parents
and her mother wouldn't allow such a big dog. She asked me if I
would keep Winda for another month so that she would have the
time to think of a solution. As if it was the most logical thing in the
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world, I suggested she could come and live with me. She would get
Winda and together we would look for a dog for me. That way we
would both have a solution to our problem. I felt very grown-up.
Within one month I lived together with a dog and a friend, neither of
whom I knew all that well.
As agreed, we started looking for a dog for me. A colleague at the
disco where I worked offered me his dog. We went round to have a
look. We heard ferocious barking coming from a metal dog run in the
garden. A big, black, wild hairy monster looked at me with small,
dark eyes. "Namoe may look aggressive and wild when he's in his
run, but outside he is a really sweet dog", the owner said when he
noticed I was quite impressed. "Hang on, I'll let him out and you can
see for yourself." And it was true, as wild as Namoe had seemed, as
friendly he was when he came out of the run the moment the gate
opened, almost prancing. I fell in love with him and could take him
home right away. So there we went: with two dogs, their feeding
bowls and a leash on the bus home. From that first day onwards,
Namoe was my buddy. He would lie next to me on the sofa and keep
a close eye on me when we were out walking. Luckily, Winda and
Namoe got along really well too.
I really enjoyed sharing my house. We chatted until the small
hours, did the shopping together and just had loads of fun. What I
hadn't realised though when we started living together, was that my
housemate wanted to know where I was and when I would be back.
When I had unexpectedly stayed the night at Ted’s, Ilona was angry
and relieved at the same time when I got home. She had been very
worried and was of the opinion I could have at least said something
or phoned. It hadn't crossed my mind for one minute, and I didn't
want to either. I didn't want to be held accountable for what I did,
not by anybody; that had been one of the main reasons for me to
move away from my parents. I did understand though, that this was
difficult if you shared a house.
I promised her that next time I would let her know where I was.
Our house was never empty. One friend stayed with us for a few
months, another friend – of Ilona's this time – lived with us
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temporarily and other guests took turns. The home I had longed for
was a fact. Life was one big party, a chain of unforgettable events.
For instance, I got uncontrollable fits of laughter if somebody in the
house smoked a joint. Apparently the fumes alone were enough to
get me stoned. If Ilona was making love with her boyfriend in her
bedroom downstairs, I turned up the music so I wouldn't be forced
to join in her pleasures. When I came back home crying with tension
after a test at school, Ilona was there to comfort me. And we both
fell for the same actor, the one who played Jim Morrison in the film
about 'The Doors'.
One night I was awakened by Ilona and a guest. "Put your finger
up your nose for a sec", was the first thing the guest said. "Why?", I
asked. "Just do it, put your finger up your nose and look at it closely!"
So I did and I saw that it was all black. A candle in Ilona's bedroom
hadn't been properly put out which had caused the plastic candle
holder to melt. It was a miracle that Ilona was standing there.
Fortunately, our guest had woken up from a strange smell and had
got out of bed to investigate. He discovered that the smoke was
coming from Ilona's bedroom. Our whole house appeared to be
covered in a layer of black soot.
Another time, my dog Namoe had jumped out the first-floor
window at night. I can still see us walking up towards the window,
holding our breath when we didn't find Namoe in the living room
and saw the window wide open. Fortunately, Namoe stood outside
happily wagging his stumpy tail as if nothing had happened. And how
often had he not had diarrhoea right in front of Ilona's bedroom
door? I will never forget the stupefied and at the same time angry
look on her face. One time it even looked as if Namoe had spun a
propeller because the dirty, brown gunge was up to a metre high on
the wall.
After a year, I was longing for peace, and wanted to have the
house back to myself again.
I wanted to be able to know that if I had bought something extra
special it would still be there when I came home. Or that, if I had
turned off the radiator, it would really be off during the night. I
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wanted to be able to walk around the house naked, to not hear music
all day long, but experience quiet as well. Our life was a succession of
unexpected visitors, endless conversations, laughing fits, crying fits,
arguments, watching movies and being in love. Sometimes a guest
had unexpectedly cleaned the house or surprisingly filled up the
fridge as a thank you for our hospitality. As much as this was what I
had always wanted, I didn't want it any longer. The house didn't feel
like my home anymore. It had become a house where everyone felt at
home, everyone except me.
I thought it would only be fair if I were to leave myself. I would
have the house put in Ilona's name. Without telling anyone, I went
searching for another house and had soon found a nice apartment on
the other side of town. A spacious living room, a small but decent
kitchen and one bedroom with a door to the bathroom. At the
housing association I had an appointment with the same social
worker who had allocated this house to me. When he asked me why I
wanted to move, I told him the full story. The social worker didn't
quite react the way I had expected him to. "I think that you need to
put your affairs in order yourself. I am the one who made sure you
would be assigned this house at the time. If you are the one who
created this situation which you apparently no longer want, then you
are the one who has to change it. I'm not going to put this house in
your friend's name. If you want to live by yourself, this means that
you have to tell your friend she has to move out.
Oh dear... what was I going to do?!
Nope... this wasn’t what I wanted at all. I was stuck. When I got
back home, I started telling Ilona the whole story straight away. This
was clearly a complete surprise to her. "Can't we just tell everyone
they have to leave? Can't we just carry on together, like we started?
Just the two of us?" Ilona asked. No matter how logical that sounded,
even that didn't feel right to me anymore. No matter how friendly we
tried to remain towards each other, the situation did get a bit fierce
and sad.

Mirtel,
I'm sorry for lashing out at you, but that's usually my initial
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reaction, partly in panic. I do understand why you want to be on your
own, I'll make sure I'll find something else. If I still haven't found
anything by December (parents or whatever, I'll be fine). Once again,
it would be a real shame if this situation ruined our friendship, so I'd
rather put it behind us, or things will end up pear-shaped. Please
accept my apologies.
All right, take care.
Good night.
Ilona
PS I hope you do understand my reaction as well?
I want us to have a good time until December.

It was too painful. In the same way I had spontaneously invited
Ilona to come and share my home, I was now putting an end to it. It
was my doing, without mercy. Ilona left, disappointed in me,
disappointed in our friendship.
Of course I felt guilty towards Ilona, but I was happy and relieved
at the same time. For the first time I tried to cook myself healthy
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meals every day. I dined in peace, looking out the window. Now that
it was just the two of us, Namoe had become more and more
watchful and even vicious. If someone came around to visit, he
attacked. In the shop, he would bark the place down. He wanted to
be with me constantly. During the day, he'd find himself quietly at my
feet. At night, he'd be in the bedroom. I'm not sure whether or not
this was because he wanted to protect me or because his hips were
aching. The vet advised me to put him out of his misery.
I can still see him looking at me as the drugs reached his heart. He
didn't want to go. Every time his eyes almost closed and his paws slid
sideways, he would fiercely crawl back up and open his eyes widely.
With tears streaming down my face I looked at his head, his eyes.
Those small, round, pitch-black eyes which used to peek through his
hair and would always shine when he saw me. Eyes that were now
looking for me and kept staring at me, without any form of shine. I
thought I saw panic: "What are you doing?" I thought I saw
acceptance as well though, as if he realised I was doing this for his
good. And that's how, within the space of six months, I said goodbye
to all my housemates, including Namoe.
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“Pressure pushing down on me,
pressing down on you no man ask for.”
Queen, Under pressure

Examinee
After the summer holidays, I started my last year at secondary
school. I was doing the highest level, nominally six years and with
this diploma I could go to university or any form of further education
I wanted. I was the only one in my class who lived on her own and I
thought of school as a necessary evil. When the alarm clock went off
in the morning, I hit the button and just went back to sleep. My
friends had taken their exams and left school two years earlier so I
now had very few friends at school and even less reason to get out of
bed. I was still very heartbroken over the loss of Ted that I didn't put
any effort into making new friends. Besides, I thought the world was
weird. Wasn't it all just a farce? How could you tell how people really
felt? More often than not I went around with a smile on my face
when in all honesty I felt very depressed. There were times I didn't go
to school at all or only to the lessons I found somewhat interesting.
Some teachers could be so inspirational that it would be a pity not to
go. Since I was eighteen and lived on my own, school couldn't force
me to attend.
After a few months though, the deputy headmaster did call me to
account.
I openly explained to him how I felt. How from the outside
people probably couldn't tell that every day I felt depressed and sad
and how that was the reason why I couldn't get out of bed in the
mornings. How I tried every day and how I understood I was
probably throwing away my future like this. I also told him that I
thought most of the lessons were boring; that I couldn't concentrate
during the lessons because my mind was elsewhere. My mood swings
were like unguided missiles.

Feelings of loneliness and despair have taken over. Sometimes the
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solitude is glorious, yet alienation seems to be a consequence. Feeling
like a stranger when walking around or being somewhere. Not being
able to imagine that better times are coming, although the longing is
there... Going back to memories and feelings from the past, only to
relive these feelings that make you feel better or worse. The fear of loss
behind that wall of indifference and hardness. Losing trust in the
positive and living on the negative. Feelings that make me confused
and solitary. Feeling alone despite having people around me. Being
jealous of other people's happiness, being happy for them at the same
time, but not considering happiness will be in store for me. The brief
relief of writing this off my chest. Will be putting the writing aside in a
minute to get back to keeping up appearances.
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Appearances that may also stand for what you actually desire.
Live by the day and try to be happy.
Mirtel
Being physically present didn't necessarily mean you were actively
participating and that you were paying attention to what was going
on. Not in my case, anyway. To me, that was reason enough to think
there wasn't much point in going to school. As a matter of fact, I
thought school didn't really have anything to say about this anymore.
The deputy headmaster was understanding, but he did point out
to me that I would have to change my behaviour. School attendance
was absolutely necessary if I didn't want to lose my right to any retakes. So I promised I would attend school only to stay away again
for weeks on end. When it came to choosing what I would study
when I’d finished school, I knew quite quickly what I wanted to do.
From my own experience I knew that the outside doesn't necessarily
say anything about how people genuinely feel on the inside. This
made me curious about how the mind works. If I chose to follow an
in-service training course, I would even get paid a salary after seven
months; Ilona had told me this, because she was doing a similar
course. That sounded just great!
Telling my parents about my choice was rather difficult.
My mother thought it was quite a strange choice, but if it was
what I wanted, then it was what I wanted. My father didn't
understand at all. Why on earth was I going to take a course that I
could have easily taken with a diploma after four years at secondary
school instead of six, while with my qualifications I could be going to
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university? I could go and study psychology, just like Martijn, couldn't
I? Yes, I guess I could, but I really didn’t want to do that at all!
Martijn had indeed studied psychology for a year, but what he had
told me about it gave me little reason to be cheerful. It sounded way
too theoretical for the more practical person I was myself. What’s
more, a university degree was absolutely no guarantee for a job. I still
had to be admitted to the in-service training course though.
No matter what they thought, I had made up my mind!
I wrote a letter and was invited for an interview. Over one
hundred people had applied for a mere twenty places. I thought the
interview was a little odd and I didn't think it had gone well. ‘Why are
you so fond of the colour black?’ was one of the questions. Don't ask
me how we had got onto that subject, but seriously, the conversation
was about my preference for black. I replied that black wasn't always
black. That it all looked the same, but it wasn't really. That my whole
wardrobe was full of black clothes. In my eyes, there were twenty odd
different shades of black and besides that, I just loved black. The
question why I liked wearing black had never occurred to me. It felt
as if I was talking nonsense. Much to my surprise I was offered the
position. It didn't even matter whether or not I would pass my
exams, I was assured a place. So it was with a relaxed feeling that I
went to take the exams and I passed without having to re-sit once.
Not with the highest marks, but still, I had made it! At last, life
started to be a bit more colourful again. I just had to make it through
these first seven months of theoretical education and I'd be
financially independent as well. Then, life would really begin, for sure!
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“But I'm a creep, I'm a weirdo
What the hell am I doing here?
I don't belong here.”
Radiohead, Creep

Holiday worker
I had graduated from secondary school and my in-service training
course wouldn’t start for another three months. I went to the council
offices to apply for benefit payments to bridge these three months. I
came away empty-handed: "No, of course you aren't eligible for
benefit as a nineteen-year-old", the civil servant told me. I looked at
him in disbelief. How could that be? How was I supposed to meet
my monthly obligations? Everybody got benefit payments, why not
me? Did I not have a house and rent to pay as well as recurring
expenses? And wasn't it clear that I would carry on studying after
summer and get an income soon? It should be obvious to the council
that they wouldn't be stuck with me, surely the civil servant could see
that? And didn't I have the right to have a holiday between two
studies? Why should I be forced now to find some other way of
getting money while I'd go to college after the summer holiday? The
man was implacable. "You don't get a benefit and if you can't make
ends meet or can't find a job, you should go knocking on your
parents' door." My parents' door? Yeah right! I had wanted to have
my own place so desperately, I had been so happy when I had been
able to get the key to my house so soon enabling me to leave home.
I'm sure my parents would tell me I'd have to stand on my own two
feet. Darn, what a f*cking awful world this is! But I didn't want to
allow it to get on top of me. I'd make sure I would have enough
money to make ends meet during the next three months.
Even if it meant taking on a holiday job.
Only, what kind of a job? I had once filled shelves together with
Ingrid and thought that so boring that I had quit again after three
days. After that, I had tried several part-time jobs, none of which I
had particularly liked. I had been a door-to-door sales woman, calling
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at people's houses to sell calendars. In an out-of-the-way pub they
would tell me which area was mine and take me to it. The more
calendars I sold, the more money I earned. If I made more than a
certain amount of money, I would get a bonus. If I sold even more
calendars, I would get a double bonus. I was one of the few sellers
who managed to get at least the first bonus each week. At people's
doors I would relate the sales patter I had been taught: that the
calendars had been made by underprivileged children and that the
proceeds were for them. Over and over again, I told the story
convincingly making me a good sales woman. After a few months,
though, I started to question the story and it became clear to me that
I was taking people for a ride. No matter how well it paid, I decided
to quit.
This wasn't kosher. I no longer wanted to be part of this business.
Shortly after that, I had the opportunity to start working in a
disco. It wasn't the type of place I would frequent myself. I was a
new wave girl, loved walking around in black and preferred to dance
by myself, waving around my arms and legs. This disco played pop
music and was mainly frequented by tough guys and dolled-up girls
that danced neatly in pairs next to each other. I started in the
cloakroom looking after coats and as soon as I turned eighteen, I was
allowed to help behind the bar. I had landed this job through my
father, he knew the owner. I had to get there under my own steam,
but they provided a taxi to get me home again. As the evening
progressed the alcohol consumption increased dramatically and I
wasn’t very good at small talk. At the start of the evening I would
exchange the odd word with the clients, but I became much quieter
towards the end of the evening. I couldn't really stand the manners in
that bar. If I didn't react quickly enough, it appeared to be the most
natural thing in the world to throw a beer mat at my head. I was too
young to deal with this adequately, to draw the line to the customers,
to make it clear without behaving like an angry child.
The owner of the bar allowed me to stay, but did tell my dad that
I wasn't really suited for the catering industry because I wasn't social
enough. The good earnings were the only reason I stuck to the job
for almost a year. Towards the end, however, I found it so difficult,
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that I would be walking around all Saturday with a knot in my
stomach. How relieved I was when I took the decision to quit.
But now I had no choice. I needed the money to pay my bills.
At the supermarket around the corner they were looking for a
holiday temp. I could start immediately. The till looked interesting to
me. Unfortunately, I wasn't allowed to do that work. It would cost
too much time and energy to explain. So I had to fill shelves and slice
bread. I didn't mind the bread department so much. The smell of the
bread, how smoothly it went through the slicing machine, the art of
dividing the loaf into two equal halves when I had to bag half loaves.
I still didn’t enjoy filling the shelves, and lugging the boxes. "Don't
forget to do the facing", I can still hear my colleagues say. Facing
meant that all products with the nearest sell-by date had to be put at
the front of the shelves. It was the same story every day: lugging
boxes, taking the old products off the shelf, putting the new products
at the back of the shelf, replacing the old products at the front, and
on to the next set of products; sometimes it felt as if the clock
stopped ticking. By the end of a day in the supermarket I had lugged
myself into a pulp with tins, boxes and crates.
What's more, I still wasn't good at making small talk. I didn't
understand how others could do this. The permanent staff were all a
lot older than I was, so after having exchanged some courtesies, I
would soon run out of topics to talk about. To be honest, I wasn't
really interested in the customers either. Some of them even stopped
especially to talk to me, it was dreadful. After having talked about the
weather three or four times, I knew what it was like and what it
would be like for the rest of the week. I could hardly find the energy
to be genuinely happy about the sun that was going to come out. It
soon became abundantly clear to me that I would do anything to
ensure I did not end up working in a shop. I would finish my studies
so that I'd be able to get a job that suited me. However, this job did
the trick for now, it paid my rent.
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“Save me, Save me, Save me
I can't face this life alone
Save me, Save me, Save me
I'm naked and I'm far from home.”
Queen, Save me

Counsellor
After seven months of basic theory at the in-service training
course I received an employment contract for the duration of three
years. Although the income was modest, it was more than a student
grant and it would increase annually. During the training course, the
working weeks were interspersed once every while with a week at
school. This way the practical experience was linked to a theoretical
framework. If I made it through the training course, my employment
contract would turn into a permanent one after these three years. I
was assured of a permanent job.
I was fascinated by all the theories about humankind, the why of
our behaviour. When behaviour goes beyond the normal and
becomes a clinical picture. The fact that everyone exhibits some
characteristic or another of a psychiatric disorder, though this
certainly doesn’t mean everyone is a psychiatric case. That the culture
which you grew up in is a contributory factor. But so are your
parents, your friends, your boyfriends, the neighbourhood.
During the course I was thoroughly vetted.
Why did I do what I did? Under what circumstances had I grown
up? How had that influenced me? Was I allowed to be myself or did I
have to adjust to conform to some kind of norm? Was I, for instance,
allowed to be that tomboy? At the farmer's I wasn't, no; but at home
I was. That's where, as a child, I played with cars and Lego, read
books and maybe had one or two dolls. When I grew older, I felt that
people thought my boyish appearance was strange. I preferred to
have my hair cut short and to wear trousers. This didn't make me
very popular with the boys, so I decided to grow my hair. This had a
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positive effect on me. I felt more feminine too. Increasingly, I
became aware of the fact that my appearance played a major role; my
weight and the length of my hair seemed particularly important.
Had I grown up in a normal family? No, I hadn't actually. My
mother had two men. My father had a girlfriend for a while. When I
was fifteen I could go whenever and wherever I wanted and I was
allowed to decide for myself at what time I wanted to come home. I
was the only one in my class who was allowed to do so. Most of my
classmates weren't allowed to go out at all. And if they were, they had
to be back home at an hour when the fun was just getting started.
And when I was seventeen, I hardly ever came home anymore; not
even at school nights. To my classmates, this was unimaginable… I
took my school books along with me so that I could go to school
straight away the next morning. My parents only saw me briefly when
I came home to plunder the fridge. Not that they thought it was a
great idea, they just let it happen. I can't remember having real
arguments about it. Sometimes I didn't understand it myself. Almost
all of my friends were a lot older than I was, varying from two to
fourteen years my senior. For some reason I didn't really connect
with people my own age.
Of course I was aware of the fact that I had had a very liberal
upbringing.
Nevertheless, it was quite confronting to linger over it at great
length. Sometimes it was even painful to think back to my younger
years. Did my parents really love me? Were they not worried about
me? Should my parents not have imposed more rules? I didn't
particularly enjoy cycling alone at night, for instance. I would
sometimes stay overnight at someone's place because I was scared to
go back home alone. My parents told me nothing would happen. I
wasn't so sure of that myself though. A girl alone on a bicycle in the
middle of the night on a quiet road? Surely, there was a reason why
all other parents didn't allow their children to cycle alone at night and
made them come home early instead? Of course I was happy with my
liberty, but this felt a bit weird to me.
And what messages did I get from home? Well, mainly that
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knowledge was very important. Not knowing something was not
done. As if you were worth less as a human being or the other way
around, that your worthiness depended upon what you knew. It
wasn’t as if my dad explicitly said that, but I do remember one day he
had read my diary. He didn't understand why it made me so angry, as
if it was normal for parents to read their children's diary. And what
annoyed me most was that he didn't react to what I had written,
instead he commented on the spelling mistakes I had made! And also,
he thought I should read the paper every day, after all I was fifteen. If
there was a word I didn't know, he couldn't suppress his amazement.
I knew that my dad loved me, but often I felt stupid in his presence
because of the emphasis he put on knowledge. My brother was the
smart one and my dad discussed all manner of topics with him –
history, current affairs, what was happening in the rest of the world. I
wasn't really interested, to be honest. I dutifully studied what I had to
study for school and that was it. I was more interested in hanging out
with people, talking with others about what bothered us in life. How
a person behaved, felt, coped. That fitted in nicely with my inner
search and the psychological theories about humankind and
behaviour that were the main topics of my training course.
It was as if a new world opened up to me.
A world I couldn't really share with my parents or others, but it
was a world that suited me. There were only a few people I could talk
to about this. My dad in particular had difficulties talking about
himself. I didn't know whether he just never talked about himself or
whether it was because he didn't think it was appropriate to talk
about himself with his daughter. It just didn't make conversations
easy at times.
In the final year of the course I chose to work in adolescent
psychiatry. It was a difficult but informative year. It became apparent
that I was too close to the adolescent environment and that I had
difficulties making a distinction between normal adolescent
behaviour and behaviour as a consequence of mental illness. I didn’t
easily get worked up about the things that happened. That had to do
with my age and with my liberal upbringing. At home, there was no
rigid structure or regularity. I used to skive off quite a lot and was
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never called to account. My parents thought it was my own
responsibility. I had fierce discussions with my parents, didn't bow to
anything, used colourful markers to write on my shoes and torn
clothes and I smoked. I didn’t consider all this to be that abnormal,
however, within adolescent psychiatry, this type of behaviour was not
acceptable. I had to forbid everything that I had done myself, and I
was assessed on the way I did that. Sometimes I doubted whether a
patient’s behaviour really was to blame on his illness or not. I
recognised enough things that I had done or still did myself.
And I wasn't ill, was I?
It became clear I wasn't suitable to work in adolescent psychiatry.
I only just made it through this final year and the training course as a
whole. They had never been really satisfied with me in the first place.
They regularly told me they didn't really know who I was. That they
didn't get to know the 'real' Mirtel. What did they mean by that? I was
who I was, wasn't I? Had I not been open about where I came from,
how I was brought up, what my view on the world was? I didn't
understand. I so much wanted to do a good job and be part of it all.
Was there something wrong with me after all?
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“Can you remember who I was?
Can you still feel it?
Can you find my pain?
Can you heal it?”
Don McLean, Crossroads

Sister
“Hi Mirtel. I've just helped Martijn get in the train. He's very
confused.” That was the conversation I had with one of Martijn's
friends over the phone. I fetched him from the station, he looked
unkempt. His hair hadn't been cut for ages and neither had he
washed it. And judging the stubble on his chin, he hadn't shaved for
days either. His clothes were dirty and torn and he carried a foul
smelling bag with little to no worthwhile content. It seemed as if he
had lost all his communication skills; he appeared not to understand
what I was saying and it was impossible to make conversation with
him. He just looked at me, dazed and confused.
He was totally lost, that much was clear.
Martijn was to stay with our parents. He didn't have a place of his
own and he wasn't in a state to live independently. He walked around
the house like a zombie. He didn't want to eat, drink or talk; he
stayed in his room like a hermit. Towards the evening he sort of
‘came back to earth’ and even then it was unclear what he got up to.
My parents didn't dare leave him alone out of fear something might
happen, that he might do something crazy. So once they asked me to
come and ‘babysit’ Martijn. Martijn who left home when he was
eighteen and the world was his oyster, who had waltzed his way
through secondary school. Who thought about the world and fought
for justice. Of whom everyone was convinced he would do well in
life. This Martijn had become a helpless boy with whom you couldn't
even make conversation, who thought the television could hear him
and gave him signals and who had absolutely no idea what a four
letter water bird could be in the puzzle we were doing. The only thing
he could do was to stare at me, seemingly amazed, while he rested his
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hand on my thigh. I seemed to have been transformed into the big
and older wonder sister who knew everything. Yet all this almost
pushed me out of kilter too.
As a little girl I had always looked up to my big brother.
He was two and a half years older than I was, so big and strong
and he knew so much. I thought he was really handsome with his
long brown hair and large, blue-grey eyes with those dark eyebrows
and long eyelashes. Once in a while, during the weekend we would
share a bath. My finest memories are of the time when we both knew
the secret about Sinterklaas. We made special objects in which we hid
presents with silly jokes for our parents. Of course we argued
occasionally, even a punch or kick were sometimes exchanged. But
Martijn was still my wonderful big brother. If I was cross with my
parents I would pour my heart out to Martijn, if I was afraid, he was
there to protect me and if there was something I didn't understand,
he could explain it to me. When I was not yet old enough to go out
on my own, my parents allowed me to go because he was there too.
The age difference that had seemed so big at primary school became
instinctively smaller, but I was still his little sister.
Martijn was shy, quiet and good, at least until the third year of
secondary school. After that he discovered going out, drugs and girls.
Girls who wanted to be friends with me, because they could get
closer to my brother that way. As a child I got on with everyone. As a
teenager I had almost nothing in common with my peers and my
brother's friends were much more interesting. Being the ‘younger
sister of’ I was accepted in his circle of friends. We spent whole
afternoons after school hanging out in town or in a bar. I thought
this was great. There were the love affairs within the circle of friends,
relationships and breakups followed in quick succession. I observed
it, but was never involved. It was unthought-of that one of Martijn's
friends would fall for me or I for one of them. This didn't bother me
in the least, I was happy to be the younger sister, and I was proud
that this handsome and clever boy that every girl fell in love with, was
my brother. When he and many of his friends moved to the other
side of the country to go to university, that was difficult for me.
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I missed us being together.
Less than 18 months after he went away to university, a friend put
Martijn on the train back home. This turned out to be the start of a
long, drawn-out and devastating illness. According to the doctors
Martijn was suffering from paranoid schizophrenia. This meant that
he thought, heard and saw things that weren't real. When I heard this
I was overwhelmed with feelings of ambivalence. Despite my training
as a psychiatric nurse, the alarm bells hadn't gone off when Martijn
came to visit. Sure, the bond between us had changed when he went
to study at the other end of the country. His visits became weirder
and weirder. I felt less and less at ease, while we had been hand in
glove for many years. During his last few visits he had even been
provoking and challenging. If I let it be known that he was doing
something I didn't like, he did it again. Once he embarrassed me by
suddenly dropping to the ground and walking on all fours next to me,
saying that it would be quite something if everyone walked like that.
Later, waiting for the bus he stretched out his arms as if he had wings
while he rotated his hips, because he liked to do that. I remember
that I didn't understand him and that I became irritated. “Behave
yourself”, I said. Where was the brother I always looked up to? More
often than not I was relieved after his visits when he got the train
back home. Only now did I realise that these strange acts were the
first signs of an altered state of mind.
Martijn had threatened to jump out of the window.
My father had been just in time to stop him. But this made his
first admission into a psychiatric institution a fact. During the intake
Martijn threw a chair at the window so he was locked up in an
isolation cell. Never had I seen such anxiety and confusion in
someone who was close to me. My sweet, big brother who had never
hurt a flee, lay bound by his hands and feet on a mattress in an empty
room. His body was covered with a thin paper blanket so he couldn't
hurt himself. Surely this was the worst thing that could happen to
you, I thought to myself, and it was, so he told me later. In the years
that followed he often recalled this as a traumatic experience that he
never wanted to happen again. He would rather be dead.
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Even though he was admitted in the institution where I worked, it
turned out that as his sister I had no right to any information. Martijn
was over eighteen and thus an adult. He had to indicate whether or
not I should be informed. However, he was in such a bad way that he
wasn’t able to do so. I felt totally powerless! I worked here, didn't I?
Couldn't they tell me anything? Surely they knew I wouldn't misuse
any information they would give me? I was only very concerned
about my brother! However hard I tried to gain information, the
nursing staff were strict. I was allowed a quick visit to Martijn, but
that was it. They said Martijn would tell me the ins and outs himself,
when he would be back on his feet.
Difficult years followed. It hurt to see Martijn like this.
My big brother, friend, support and refuge was gone. I had to
learn to live with the new Martijn: withdrawn, introverted and
constantly on guard, because he thought that people had it in for him
and wanted to harm him. He was convinced of this. Or he thought
that he had hurt people and that he had to pay penance for his own
behaviour. He suffered from his own negative thoughts, his isolation,
sadness and he bore all the world's problems on his shoulders. He
also felt guilty about his behaviour during his psychoses, like when he
had accidentally set fire to the basement in our parents' house or
when he had damaged a car in the street. Martijn so desperately
wanted to discover the cure for pain and sadness. He always wanted
to have serious discussions about guilt and penance.
Contact with Martijn was exhausting and confusing.
His world was so small that he hardly had anything to talk about.
Nothing happened in his life, except that occasionally he moved
house. Depending on his mental health, he either lived with our
parents or in some form of sheltered housing. For the last few years
he had his own flat. When Martijn was not admitted to the
psychiatric hospital he mainly filled his days just sitting at home or
cruising around town on his moped. The only constant aspect to his
life was discussing how to right the world. It was as if a cassette in his
head was in a continuous loop. Just when you thought he had
understood something and could put it into perspective, he started
69

Mirtel Gommans

again from the beginning, sometimes with a slightly different topic,
but always starting from the same basic premise.
When he slipped into a psychoses he was impossible to fathom.
Absent, confused, restless, alternating between being angry, giggly
and sad. I could make head nor tail of his chatter. His reaction was so
strange. Sometimes he flew off the handle, seemingly without reason.
I never got answers to my questions, he would giggle a little or
suddenly look angry. If there was something he didn't understand he
would stare back with his piercing blue-grey eyes. But, without really
connecting, utterly immune to outside influences. Occasionally I
didn't even feel safe. That was very strange. As if at any moment he
could flip and hammer the place to pieces, as if he would hit me. And
that while he had always been so gentle. That expression, his
unpredictable reactions - sometimes I was scared to death.
I didn't always fancy a discussion about good and evil and putting
the world to rights, or about constructing a new system so no one
anywhere in the world would ever be hurt again. These were sombre
discussions which didn't stand a chance of light relief. Life weighed
heavy on his shoulders and it was this weight that was ever present in
all these discussions.
Increasingly I felt I had to keep up a brave front for my parents'
sake.
One of their children was already ill, what if I became ill too?
What would that do to them? They had enough worries with Martijn,
I couldn't add to their burden. Nevertheless, slowly but surely, it
seemed as if I was less able to cope with everything that happened in
my life. I was only irritable when at my parents' place. The bickering
between them, I couldn't take it anymore. I had the impression that
they didn't understand how I felt. When I explained that I found my
life tough going as well sometimes and that it wasn't all a bed of roses
either, they responded that all would be well again soon. Of course,
that was what I was hoping for as well. Only I didn't know when. I
really didn't. At these moments when I didn't feel so great myself,
there was a click again with Martijn, like in our childhood, I had the
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impression he understood me. He knew what it was like when all
your efforts led to nothing. What it was like when everything drained
your energy and the world around you didn't understand you. Of
course, he didn't understand that his visits drained me and were
sometimes too much for me.
There were times when Martijn would come round every day for
weeks on end; it was very depressing.
It felt as if my brother was ‘dead’ and instead this strange boy also
called Martijn, who kept knocking at my door, had taken his place.
When I heard his moped in the distance I got stomach cramps. Then,
there he was on my doorstep, with his questioning eyes and clumsy
movements. “Hi!” I would have loved to have slammed the door in
his face, but I couldn't do that, could I now. One by one his old
friends abandoned him. My parents and I were his mainstay. He was
still my brother. The least I could do was to be there for him. I
wanted to be a good sister to him but I felt I failed him time and time
again. I missed the brother I had grown up with and hoped that one
day I would be able to accept Martijn as he had become. I felt grief.
They said that Martijn was schizophrenic, to me he felt dead.
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… It hurts so much! … I am frightened Martijn! I am and
always will be your sister, but that's not how it feels. You are a
strange chap with a frightening, angry look in your eyes who wants to
visit me! No, I can't cope, I don't trust you! With your short dark
hair and square black glasses, you are a stranger, but still my brother
in name. To me you feel like a stranger and certainly not like my
brother. Maybe that sounds harsh and is hurtful to you. I'm sorry if
that's the case, but it really does hurt me too. You see, my brother is
dead! You don't even look like him anymore. Who are you? Perhaps
you ask that yourself sometimes!
Mirtel
Martijn's illness was also visible in his flat.
I remember my mother saying how proud he was when he had
devised a solution for the chaos. He didn't want any big cupboards
anymore so he had bought loads of crates in which he wanted to
systematically store his stuff. To us it remained a chaos, there were
things everywhere. Over the clothes horse he had hung old washed
sheets with holes in them. All his clothes were in a corner together,
sorted to some extent. Among his things were dirty cups and the
kitchen hadn't been cleaned in months. After a few years, sometimes
there were moments when he seemed to be the old Martijn, for
example the time, seven years after his first committal, when he was
admitted to a psychiatric institution again for the umpteenth time:

Well, time for a letter from Martijn. Got up this morning at a
quarter past eight. The cigarette and the coffee tasted delicious. I
usually feel better if I go to the kitchen early in the morning. Only it's
a pity for me that no more coffee can be made after eight thirty because
those who have corvee have to do their chores. So I went downstairs to
get coffee from the machine. I can't find anyone to play jokers with me.
They (the patients) all play to different rules than mine. Up to now
I've played more than five different sets of jokers rules. So I have to
ask each player to which rules he plays.
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Never mind, I can't find anyone to play cards with today.
Aaaaaaa.

This afternoon I also went through the pages of the encyclopaedia
they have here; I read about India. I thought I would look up all the
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countries, and then especially those that have changed in the last fifty
years in terms of religion or economy. Perhaps I could borrow the
encyclopaedia that Ger gave dad, at least if he wouldn't mind. This
one dates from 1944. It’s not even 10 a.m. yet and I've already been
downstairs twice to get coffee and hot chocolate. I also leafed through
the Local Activity Guide, but even if there were any interesting
activities in there, it’s no use to me, because I have to stick to my own
programme anyway. Well, as you can see, I can easily fill a whole page
today. I'm going to see whether they've made coffee up here. Bye for
now and I hope you have a good week. See ya.
I stuck the letter in my diary and underneath I wrote:

This was a real surprise - a letter from Martijn!
For the first time since his psychosis Martijn can tolerate the
medication and it seems to be having the right effect. What a difference
this makes. Martijn's visits are fun, less tiring and I'm not so
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depressed afterwards. I can hold a conversation with him again, he
enjoys things and is feeling good. I almost cried tears of joy the first
time he came to visit again. A bit of the old Martijn was/is back!
Who could have dreamt, or dared to dream, that would happen.
What a pleasure it is to be able to write something positive about
Martijn!
The fact that Martijn had written a letter that I understood, was
quite something.
In his lucid periods Martijn made it clear that he often didn't
understand his behaviour himself, that he was afraid of what the
future held, that he was afraid of himself. He didn't understand his
own behaviour and reactions, the uncontrollable and unpleasant
negative thoughts and voices in his head that ruled his days, his
comings and goings. He never managed to release himself from all
this. Watching TV, listening to music, reading a book -, he simply
couldn’t function. And however much my brother dreamed of a
girlfriend, a driving licence and a home of his own, none of that was
possible. He oscillated between calm periods and psychoses.
It drained more and more of my energy and there were times
when I had doubts and was afraid.
Sometimes I wanted to scream “Noooo, I can't cope any longer!
Can't you see? Leave me alone, all of you!” Perhaps, in my own way,
I too was outside the real world, just like Martijn. Oh God, was this
the beginning of the same process? Did the burden exceed my
strength, could I go mad too? Was I becoming a schizophrenic too?
Schizophrenia was hereditary and manifested itself in Martijn during
puberty. It could just as easily manifest itself at the age of thirty,
certainly in women. Sometimes when I had an argument, I could get
very angry and unreasonable. As if I could lose control any moment
and become psychotic too. How would I know that it had started?
How had Martijn sensed that something was not quite right? Did he
think that he had changed or had he, just like us, not noticed
anything because the changes were so subtle? It was only later that
we were able to put the pieces of the puzzle together, would that be
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the case with me too? Was I already going crazy without realising it?
Because now and then I didn't know what to do either. Sometimes I
thought that everyone considered me a very strange and unfriendly
girl. Particularly when we were in the bar and everyone around me
was talking and laughing about the silliest things. It didn't interest me
at all, I didn't understand the humour, I was tired of all the nonsense
they were going on about. Did people really like that or were they just
acting?
Then I too felt a distance to the world, alone, like I didn't belong
anywhere, like Rémi.
The pain I felt when I had seen Martijn was often unbearable. I
thought it was so wretched for him. I could see that he was unhappy.
He often looked dreadful with this long, un-brushed hair, the tufts of
beard on his face that he had missed when shaving and the big bags
under his dull eyes. I continually felt his confusion, sadness, tension
and guilt. If I hadn't seen him for a while, I was able to let it go a little
bit easier and that helped me cope. Or when he was in one of his
better periods and we could chat like old times. That was very nice.
When I saw him more frequently, I constantly felt heavy-hearted and
dominated by sadness and helplessness.
It hurt to realise what was missing.
Sometimes I thought it would be easier if I didn't see him
anymore. I already felt guilty when I didn't answer the phone because
I thought it might be him and I didn't dare say that I didn't feel like
talking to him. It didn't matter what I did, it always hurt. But I had to
draw the line somewhere, despite that I knew that Martijn's days were
mainly filled with visits to our parents and to me. That is why I finally
decided that I could cope with no more than one of his visits per
week. I had made my decision but I still felt incredibly guilty. It was
so difficult to not let him in when he drove up on his moped.
Sometimes I had no choice but to refuse him, because I knew that he
would be there again tomorrow and the day after and the day after
that too. The confrontation with his life, the powerlessness and
tension during his visit and the overwhelming sadness I felt when he
left again, were all too much for me.
76

Fortune’s Favourite

“I knew from the start that my love wasn't good enough. That was
dreadful. But the worst, by far, was the fear that you loved me. So I
did what I had to do; offend you and hurt you. And I got you to reject
me.”

Freely translated from one of the Dutch works by Marianne
Fredriksson.

Partner
Alfons was sitting near the cloakroom and the toilets in the disco
that I used to frequent. On my way to the toilets I walked past him
and as I did so, he looked at me and threw me an explicit “hello”. I
ignored him. Who did he think he was? I knew he was in the same
class as one of my friends, but that didn't give him the right to be
familiar with me straight away, did it? On my way back, he greeted
me again. This time in such a firm tone of voice that I couldn't act as
if I hadn't heard him. While I continued on my way I dutifully said
“hi”. I wasn’t interested in meeting new people at that time, and
certainly not boys.
They only caused you pain.
“I play the guitar in a band”, he said from a distance. I remained
completely indifferent, as if I had to like him because he played in a
band! However, his persistence did cause me to drop my defensive
attitude a little and we got talking, slowly but surely I had intended to
make it a short conversation, but it turned into a longer one that
lasted all evening. And the evening turned into night. Nothing
happened, all we did was talk. He told me why he was still living at
his mum's, or rather, why he had moved back in with her again. Since
I was working on an assignment at school about socialisation, I asked
him if I could use his life story as an example.
So our first real date was listening to his life story. His life turned
out to be a life full of aggression and distress. Openly, Alfons told me
about the things he had gone through. I wasn't quite sure what to
think, he was quite friendly and not unattractive and the fact that he
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so openly spoke about his life, I found endearing. But his pointed
cowboy boots, high-waisted jeans, the shiny shirt and colourful
waistcoat were really appalling in my eyes. The combination! We
agreed to meet again and went out for a romantic evening stroll. I
stayed the night, but again, nothing happened. The next time we
watched a movie at my place and again ended up in bed. This time
round, we couldn't keep our hands to ourselves.
The next morning I felt awful.
This wasn't what I wanted! I wanted him to go home, to leave,
immediately! I made that clear to him and was extremely cold and
unfriendly towards him. A friend of ours had already invited us to
come round for dinner at his place and despite the fact that I was
really not up for it, I went anyway. That evening, I couldn't do
anything but be nasty towards Alfons. To everything he said, I
expressed criticism or responded in a silly way. The friend we had
dinner with called me to account and took Alfons home in the end. I
felt guilt and relief at the same time. Alfons wasn't supposed to think
that we were in a relationship just because we had slept together. I
couldn't do anything but be nasty. Alfons had every right to decide
that he had seen enough of me, but instead, I received a letter from
him. He wrote that he understood I kept him at a distance because I
was afraid of getting hurt. That he hoped I realised he was different
and that my behaviour could cause me to end up being very lonely. I
was touched by his letter. So we met again, and from one date we
moved onto the next, and finally we did end up having a relationship.
Very soon, we were living together.
By living together, we didn't only get to know each other really
well, we also discovered our differences. I liked being with other
people, he liked being with me. I was a slob, he liked a clean house. I
wasn’t interested in cooking, he enjoyed a hot meal. I loved dogs, he
didn't. I loved silence, he preferred music around him all day. We
found a way of dealing with most of our differences. However, it
appeared more difficult to find a way of dealing with our different
ideas about how much time we spent together. I had to divide my
time between Alfons, my job, my friends and my hobbies. Alfons
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preferred to do things together as much as possible. He thought I
didn't spend enough time with him and wasn't backward in making
that clear to me. At home, he had grown up with suicide threats
being a common reaction to things in life that didn't go according to
plan. So when the tension mounted and got too much for him,
Alfons threatened to commit suicide as well. But threatening wasn't
all. I came home one time and he actually had had more than a drop
too much to drink and had taken tablets. Fortunately, not enough. At
other times, he'd be lying in the foetal position underneath the roofbeams in the attic.
Sometimes really strange and inexplicable things happened.
Alfons would claim to have received a phone call saying that I had
been raped, had a car accident or got sick. Coming home, I would
find him completely out of his mind. We never received those phone
calls when I was at home. I didn't want to doubt his sincerity but it
did drain my energy and it made me angry. After the umpteenth
threat to commit suicide, I screamed back and told him he should go
and do it. That he should drive the car into a tree or whatever. I was
sick and tired of his victimisation. This was the start of the end. If I
had opened my heart only a little bit during the time we had been
together, the window of opportunity was now fully closed. After a
mere two years I finished the relationship. It didn't hurt to let go, it
was rather a feeling of relief and liberation.

This was it! After two years of being in a relationship, I'm back
on my own again now! No, it didn't work anymore! Boy, oh boy, does
it hurt. Continually worrying about whether or not there was still a
point. Constantly arguing about the same issues, over and over again.
Continual uncertainty about whether or not the relationship is still in
good shape! No, I can't take this any longer!!! Alfons, you're a lovely
person, but I simply couldn't cope any more with your negative outlook
on the world, on your own life. That fear, that insecurity I felt every
time you were so low, I just couldn't bear it any longer. The pressure
you put on me, to the point of manipulation, I just didn't want it
anymore.
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After a period of panic, our break-up did Alfons good as well. For
the first time in his life he lived all by himself, had to entertain
himself, which meant he actively had to enter into contact with
others and he had got things well organised. When I ran into him and
his friends a couple of months later one weekend, I saw an Alfons I
hadn't known: happy, energetic, decisive. This made me feel attracted
to him again and after a few good talks, we fell into each other's arms
again.
The reconciliation felt good, very good. We moved back in
together and bought a house. We were real dinkies (double income
no kids). Of course, the old arguments hadn't disappeared entirely.
He still thought that I didn’t spend enough time with him and I
noticed that his life became more limited again, that he didn’t have
enough to occupy him besides our relationship. We also had regular
arguments about sex. He found that I had to adjust myself to his
desires whereas I thought he should take me into consideration as
well. During these arguments, emotions could run high, to the point
of screaming and shouting.
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There even were a few times I would get so angry that I hit him.
That's how powerless I felt.
It was something we couldn't agree on. If we hadn't made love for
a couple of days, I noticed he would get bad-tempered from which I
would suffer. But besides that, we enjoyed a good life together.
Especially during the first couple of years. We laughed together,
talked together, did nice things together and had enjoyable evenings
with friends. Alfons no longer threatened to commit suicide,
although his gloomy nature remained. Especially around Christmas
and New Year when the days were short and dark.
Many years later Alfons would get the feeling he almost fainted.
Without any reason he would get light headed, turn pale and start
sweating while his heart was racing. And his eyesight went blurry for
a while. When this practically occurred on a daily basis, he had to go
through a whole lot of cardiac tests, all without result. The tests
revealed that Alfons suffered from a form of fainting from which
many other people suffer: vasodepressor syncope. Alfons didn't
actually faint though. He did, however, feel all the symptoms that
precede fainting, which caused him to feel as if he was going to die.
By sitting with his legs up in the air, he would get back to normal.
Doctors in the hospital warned Alfons that he might suffer
symptoms of anxiety. That wouldn't happen to him, he thought. But
the attacks became more frequent, they happened while going out, at
work, while we were in town, at friends, anywhere. And what had
been predicted, happened: Alfons started suffering from panic attacks
as well. Every day, several times per day, Alfons thought he was
going to die, that his heart would give up. These attacks were so
intense that he was frightened to leave the house. They came evening,
night, morning, any time, all day long there was fear. Antidepressants
sometimes seemed to help relieve it, but after a while, the side effects
were worse than the complaint, which caused Alfons to stop taking
the medication. Feelings of depression, vasodepressor syncope, panic
attacks: just getting through the day became a major operation for
Alfons. Working was no longer an option, he was home ill and got
declared ‘unfit to work’. I remember one time I found him bent over
on his knees with his head down on the bathroom floor. I asked him
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what was wrong and he told me he had to fight to remain conscious.
I wanted to comfort him, put my hand on his shoulder.
But he wouldn't let me touch him.
After a while he did come downstairs with me, only to go back up
again five minutes later, to go to bed. What am I caught up in, went
through my head. What am I supposed to do? What can I do? Can I
actually handle this? At the same time I felt very egoistic. I sat there
wondering what this did to me. Did I not see how scary, frightening
and confusing all this had to be for Alfons? There was a feeling of
fear as well. Fear for what was going to happen next and that I
wouldn't have the energy to cope. My dad was ill, Martijn was ill and
Alfons was ill. I surely couldn't get hit by something myself, I had to
be strong. Alfons called me an ice princess; perhaps that was the right
term. It wasn't that I didn't love him, but I was prepared for the
worst at all times. I couldn’t really commit myself. I didn't share my
feelings with other people. If things went wrong, then at least I
wouldn't have that pain. My heart was blocked by ice. Well-defined
and protected. Nothing would happen to me.
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“You are confined only by the walls you build yourself.”
S.R. Covey

Dog owner
After Namoe died, I really wanted to have another dog. Rodi
became my pet. His enthusiasm when I took him home from the dog
shelter, turned into madness when I left him home alone. It was as if
he was afraid of being abandoned again. The minute I walked out the
door, he would yowl the place down and gnaw it to pieces. Stairs,
stair carpet, wooden window frames, nothing was safe. It was with an
ache in my heart and a huge feeling of guilt that a couple of months
later I decided to take him back to the shelter. What he had feared
was happening, I abandoned him. Not long after that, I tried it once
more with another dog from the shelter. The only thing was that I
hadn't told Alfons about it. We lived together in a tiny little house.
Alfons wasn't at all happy with this surprise and gave me two
options: either he or the dog would have to leave.
And that was dog number two back to the shelter. We agreed that
we wouldn't have another dog until we lived in a larger house with a
garden. Of course I didn't forget about that agreement. So, as soon as
we moved into our new family home, I started looking for a dog. I
went round to see Bouvier pups and was sold. But again I hadn't
really thought about Alfons' feelings. For the second time I
confronted him with a dog in the house without asking his opinion.
Alfons didn't feel for dogs at all and least of all for Bouviers so
Basco’s care was entirely my concern. I was over the moon and set
about this with great enthusiasm. It didn't take long before Basco was
big and strong, too strong for me. No matter what I did, I lacked
authority. When I let him run free, it often meant that I would be
walking home alone with just the leash. The training I attended to try
and change this, had little to no effect. By the time Basco was two
years old, he started to get more and more aggressive to passers-by
on bicycles and mopeds. And he too had started to bite the window
frames in the utility room. Again: this was the limit. I put an advert in
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the paper that Basco could be picked up free of charge and left him
with a new dog owner.
Then we moved into our own house and I started to get restless
again.
Would a small dog be the solution? There was an advert in the
paper for a Jack Russell to be picked up free of charge. I thought they
were witty. So there was dog number four: Jacky the Jack Russell.
Jacky growled when you came near his bowl and literally attacked
when you actually touched it. Despite the fact that we kept practising,
his behaviour didn't change. During walks, his hunting instinct
caused him to run off like a hare. When he began to regularly attack
Alfons, that was the limit – again. Fortunately, the previous owner
regretted that he had let Jacky go and we could give him back.
It was clear, I was a bad dog owner. Maybe I had been unlucky,
but I had fallen short myself just as well. Maybe it would have turned
out differently if I had known more about dogs. What did I know
about bringing up animals, about different breeds, about dog
behaviour... nothing at all. No wonder I didn't succeed.
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“What else, what else is there to do ?
Oh and I know how you feel,
I know you feel that you're through.”
Janis Joplin, Little girl blue

Counsellor
I had only just signed my employment contract for the in-service
training course when Martijn was admitted to the same psychiatric
hospital as where I was going to work. It was tough. I soon learned
that I couldn't be a counsellor to my own brother. I had missed the
signs, hadn't recognised them, I was too emotionally involved to be
able to really help my own brother. My brother, who was so close to
my heart. And Alfons, who could be so gloomy at times that he had
to take antidepressants, I couldn't help him either.
I felt powerless in these situations, angry as well, and sad.
Why was I learning about all this? Why was I learning so much
and could I do so little? When it came to my own family, that was. It
raised doubts in my mind. Should I carry on with this training
course? Was this what I really wanted? Being there for anybody but
my loved ones? Why did I want to do this? I had mixed feelings. And
what if I stopped, what would I have then? I wouldn't be qualified as
a counsellor and I had no back up. What profession was I really cut
out for? I didn't know. So I decided I would at least do this course
and get my diploma, then I could take things from there.
After I had successfully finished the in-service training course, I
came across a vacancy in the addiction care admissions department. I
applied and my application was followed by a tough interview.
Expectations were high and they thought me quite young. As a
counsellor I should be able to reflect on myself, to understand why I
did the things I did and know what addiction implied. I didn't know
what it meant to be addicted. This topic was never discussed during
my training. However, I was confident I would learn and as to
reflecting on myself, I was capable of doing that. That's what I had
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done during the past three years, I optimistically thought not realising
I would actually get a true baptism of fire.
I got the job. In the same way as confronting group discussions
were held with clients, we held them among the colleagues too.
During these sessions a specific situation was discussed and
everyone's comings and goings were unravelled. The story you told
was always linked back to your own upbringing, to who you were and
why you behaved the way you did. You got to know where your
colleagues' roots were, how they had been raised, with which values,
standards and convictions.
Again I was told I hadn't had a normal upbringing, rather 'free'
according to the standards of many.
My father knew that Martijn smoked the odd joint at home, down
in the basement or in his bedroom. I didn't, it made me sick. My
parents didn't like it, but they didn't forbid it either. "Where is the
potato knife?" I would hear my dad yell round the house when my
brother had taken it once again to chop his stuff. It also appeared
that I – at a very young age – had seen movies such as Turkish
Delight and Spetters in which sexual acts were not obscured. And I
was also allowed to go out and stay out late at a very young age, and
from the age of seventeen onwards, I stayed with friends more often
than I was at home. There were many things like that which caused
for astonishment. Because of my upbringing, I was less alarmed by
certain things clients told me than my colleagues were. I still acted
less normative than most of them did. These group conversations
were intense and confronting and we got to know each other really
well.
During the annual team building day I was truly put to the test. A
colleague had to create a sociogram. She was to stand in the middle
of the room and situate all colleagues of the team around her. She put
some colleagues in a place where they were facing her, really close,
others were somewhat further away from her. To me she said I had
to go and stand at the very back of the room in a corner with my
back towards her. With this she indicated that I was a hard one to
figure out, that she didn't know what I was capable of doing, whether
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she could rely on me, whether I was knowledgeable enough and so
on and so on. I hadn't expected she would position me very close to
her. And what she said was right, I thought. I didn't know anything
about addictions, and intense group sessions were new to me, so it
wasn't all that peculiar that she didn't know me well and therefore
didn't know what she could expect of me. But wasn't I new to this
team?
It was primarily her tone of voice in which she addressed me that
cut straight through me.
There was nothing right about me. Another colleague came
between us. She asked whether my colleague had already mentioned
this to me on a previous occasion or whether this was totally new to
me. Because if it was, she didn't think it fair. And although it felt
good that another colleague was sticking up for me, it didn't make the
nasty feeling go away.
After this intense team building day, some of the addiction care
colleagues and I went for a drink and a snack. We sat outside the
café. Some of them admitted that they occasionally smoked a joint in
their free time, so the conversation turned to exchanging experiences,
experiments and drug use. We never talked about this at work. There,
our job was to help clients give up whatever it was they were addicted
to. Here, we openly spoke about our own experiences. It also led to a
discussion about whether or not having user experience was of added
value in our profession. Some colleagues thought that our job was
mainly to know how to quit rather than to have the actual experience
ourselves. Others disagreed. To what extent could you provide good
care based solely upon theoretical knowledge, without knowing
yourself what these intoxicants do to you, how you intensely desire
them but still want to quit? Knowing how difficult it is to give up
smoking did give an idea of how difficult it must be for our clients
with addictions. Many of us recognised that. But we couldn't just try
everything, could we?
One colleague went to get some pre-rolled joints and soon a large
part of the team were smoking them. There we were, outside this
café, in the middle of town not very far from the rehab centre. At
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that moment none of us realised that ex-clients could have seen us.
At first we started giggling and thought it was hilarious. Especially
when some colleagues thought they saw the street move or had the
feeling that the chair legs weren't even. However, one colleague soon
felt so bad, that she had a panic attack and wanted to go home
instantly. Within half an hour the whole atmosphere had made a
complete turnabout and we were all on our way home. The next day
the director called us all to account. I put on a brave face, but inside I
was so insecure. I so desperately wanted to do the right thing in
everyone’s eyes but for one reason or another, the harder I tried, the
less I succeeded.
Would I ever be a good counsellor?
The fact that we – as a team – almost always worked in pairs
enabled me to develop a closer bond with some of my colleagues.
Through conversations with them I increasingly began to realise
where the shoe pinched in my own situation. Being the daughter of a
chronically ill man, sister of a psychiatric patient, partner of a
depressed person; thinking about my relationships with Ted and Jaap.
I learnt that my father's illness, my relationship with Ted as well as
the breakup had hardened me. That the threat of the most loved
person in my life passing away had caused me to slowly close the
door to my emotions. When Ted had then cheated on me and put me
aside, I had closed the door altogether and locked it. Never again did
I want to feel such pain.
I found out that, if I kept my distance, didn't let people get too
close to me, I wouldn't feel the pain so much.
Add to that that I had Martijn and Alfons who were both ill. I
could manage it all. I didn't want to pay too much attention to these
issues, but I did feel powerless. I found that it sometimes helped to
write everything off my chest. Here is a fragment from my diary:

As a counsellor, in my role as a counsellor, when people ask me for
help, I know that most likely I can actually be of help. But the reason
they are asking my help is purely based on the fact that they are where
I am, the counsellor-client relationship is already there. I mix my
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knowledge about disorders, methods, attitudes and skills with my
own person to try and make contact based on equality, hoping that I
hear the client's quest for help so I am able to consider, together with
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the client, what to do or how to deal with it.
But what can I actually do for:
1.People who I think could do with help, but:
- they don't ask for it themselves
- the problem isn't severe enough for them to be entitled to help
2.People who need help are people who are close to me?
Family/friends.
2. With family and friends the emotional part plays up. I can read
books about what my attitude should be like towards an illness or
disorder, but somehow it just doesn't work like that when emotions
are involved.
What's more, the other person doesn't expect me to be in my
counsellor's role, in which case I'd not be of any help but I'd be a
counsellor which undermines the equality in the personal relationship.
Of course I can tell my family or friends what I think (based on the
professional knowledge I’ve gained) but they won't accept it because
I'm a relative or too close a friend, they'll have to find out for
themselves.
How powerless can one feel?!
It felt good to start counselling others anyway. I recognised the
problems of life, the pain and helplessness people were feeling. My
own experiences allowed me to empathise and listen. I looked at my
own problems in the same way I looked at those of others – from a
distance. Of course, what was happening around me was tragic. And
that is what I told others as well. I even cried sometimes. But there
was always this undercurrent of distance, things weren't allowed to
get too close, to bring me down, life went on. These were things that
happened; every man has his cross to bear. But knowing and
explaining what would be good for others, didn't mean I could let go
of things myself.

90

Fortune’s Favourite

“It’s in your head
It’s all in your head
Don’t worry they won’t get you.”
Gabby young & Other Animals

Student
When someone asked me how I was doing, I always said “Fine,
thanks”, even when it was a lie. I lived my life, did the things I had to
do, got up early, went for a brisk walk with our dog, mainly took on
night shifts because of the better wage, went to my day job where I
was doing an internship as part of my new college course, went to
college in between and tried to make some free time for Alfons and
my friends.
I had to be doing fine.
I had yet to finalise my thesis, complete my internship, be there
for Martijn, visit my dad regularly, bring in enough money for Alfons
and me to live off, talk to Alfons about his fears and feelings and
look after our dog Zeppa properly. I had given up all form of sports,
I didn’t have time for that anymore. I could count my visits to friends
during the past year on one hand. Towards the end of my first year at
college, my colleagues sent me home because I looked so tired. “You
make sure you recharge your batteries first” they advised me. This
was one week before my holiday. During this holiday I rested. One
more year like this and I'd be finished, I should be able to keep it up.
Although I must admit, it was tough. I was taking some unpaid leave
which allowed me to work three days a week. At the same time I was
working at my internship for another three days a week and I had to
study. In order to combine all this, I had a fixed roster for my
internship and every other week I was on night shift for a long
weekend and worked day shifts the other weekends. This meant that
every second Thursday I worked at my internship during the day,
went to college in the evening and then went on to do my night shift.
On Monday morning I would finish my night shift and go to college
in the afternoon. Monday evening I would go to bed early to work at
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my internship again on Tuesday. When I wasn’t working, doing my
internship or attending college, I was finalising my thesis. What's
more, I tried to study when I was on night shift. That took more time
though, because I was less alert. I had less and less time for the nicer
things in life, but I knew what I was doing it for.
As the months passed, I more and more often had the feeling that
something was chasing me.
Something was about to happen, I was sure about that. Maybe my
father would pass away, or maybe Martijn would do something crazy
. Or perhaps Alfons’ illness would take a turn for the worse. If
something happened while I was still studying, would I still be able to
pass my exams? Or have enough energy to be there for my loved
ones? I couldn't let that happen. So I worked even harder to hand in
my thesis early so I could complete my bachelor’s. Should anything
happen to anybody, then I would have the time for them, I would be
able to cope. That degree was going to be mine, at any cost. During
college, I had learned that I was not as stupid as I had often felt. And
that feeling had to be secured by getting my degree, otherwise I
would fail after all. What's more, this degree would give me more
opportunities on the job market. I didn't want to spend the rest of
my life working at psychiatric institutions.
They were pleased with me at my internship. Perhaps I could even
start working there when I had finally got my degree. Wouldn't that
be great? I'd be able to work close to home and make decisions on
my own while being part of a nice team of colleagues who had fun
together and, at the same time, worked hard. It seemed like quite a
challenge. What I had hoped for happened. A vacancy came up. A
tough selection procedure followed and the final two on the short list
were me and a colleague who had already worked for this team on a
temporary basis. I was lucky. They selected me. I had the prospect of
a job with a good salary even before I actually had my degree. See, I
wasn't stupid; otherwise I would never have got this opportunity. The
job was mine on the condition that I get my bachelor’s degree.
I was tired when I got up and I was tired when I went to bed, but
I knew for sure I was going to succeed.
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My nights were restless. I dreamed about my thesis, about what
could go wrong. It made me grumpy and I couldn't take much from
anybody. I became increasingly agitated. I started to work even
harder on my thesis. It had to be finished! Towards the end of my
traineeship, most of my days were filled with only one or two clients.
Instead of me feeling this created more space, it felt as if the days
were filled chock-a-block. I preferred the days without clients, when I
would just look out the window or work a bit on my thesis in my
office and the day went by. The thought alone of what I still had to
do, took my energy. Come on, girl, I thought. When you start your
new job in a couple of weeks' time, you will have to see nine clients a
day. One or two, that is nothing, really. What am I moaning about!
So I carried on, because I did have to make it through my internship.
Not that I had doubts, I was going to make it, definitely. They were
very content with me, as I later found out from my appraisal.

Dear Sirs,
During her internship, Mirtel partly worked for the adolescents
team and partly for the front door unit.
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I, the undersigned, was her internship supervisor. Additional support
from the adolescents team was given by A. Pustjens, a psychiatric
nursing colleague.
From the very start, Mirtel proved to be an inquisitive, independent
intern. She had a clear idea of what she wanted to achieve and took
initiative to find her way. After a short period of introduction and
guidance, she soon started to work independently. She was aware of
what she was capable of handling and called for assistance if needed.
She did a thorough job preparing the internship guidance meetings
during which she demonstrated good insight for planning and keeping
overview. With regard to clients, Mirtel worked with great care,
integrity and involvement. She had her own vision and opinion, which
she expressed in a clear and unequivocal manner when asked for. She
may even have done that in a somewhat tempered manner coming from
a feeling of modesty considering her position as intern.
Ultimately, her reporting was thorough and complete. The more
experience she gained, the less attention this aspect needed and she
learned to interpret her own impressions and vision with regard to the
client system.
As a colleague, Mirtel was friendly, accessible and helpful. She is able
and willing to work hard.
In that respect I do hope that Mirtel will continue to mind her limits.
Concluding, I would like to state that Mirtel functioned well and that
she will be an asset to any future work environment.
Without a doubt, she deserves the 8 I’m giving her for her internship.
The supervisor who wrote my appraisal had been more observant
than I had been myself.
I had to watch my limits and boundaries. The joy of successfully
completing my internship and being a step closer to getting my
degree, made me euphoric.. Now I only had to complete my thesis
and get through the final interview. I had worked so hard during the
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past few months that I only had to dot the i's and cross the t’s. I
submitted a request for an early final interview. My thesis was about
involving family members in the treatment of schizophrenia. Martijn
was suffering from schizophrenia so everything I read, came awfully
close. The characteristics of the illness, the characteristics of family
interactions. I saw how the family could have been approached
differently, because we had hardly been involved in Martijn's
treatment. Family outpatient clinics didn't exist in those days. I saw
how my parents could have responded differently to Martijn. Explicit
emotions such as open hostility, criticism or excess commitment
were rather difficult to handle if you suffered from schizophrenia. It
was confronting and it made me feel helpless, because there weren't
many things I could change. At the same time, I knew exactly what it
could be like for a clients' family and I could enliven the theory with
more than enough practical examples. My own experiences were one
of the reasons that I made it through the final interview with flying
colours.
I was overwhelmed by a feeling of relief. I had made it! I’d done it,
I’d passed my exams and got my degree! Nobody could take this
away from me, not even if the world collapsed. Two weeks later I
would start my new job. Yes, two whole weeks to rest and catch my
breath; because was I tired, yes, very, very tired.
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PART 4

LET IT BE
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Veil Of Deception
“Looking back upon the early years
There was room for tears
But she chose to push them away
And so she paid the price
Misery was her only friend.”
Death Angel
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“Sometimes you have to pass through darkness to see the light.”
Jennifer Starlight

Patient
The fortnight's break I had before I started my new job did me
the world of good, but I still felt tired. I had loads of plans for things
I wanted to do in those two weeks, such as reading up about the new
job, taking long walks with Zeppa and having some quality time
relaxing with Alfons, and at last I had time to visit all the friends I'd
lost contact with during the past two years. But somehow, nothing
came of all this, I sat on the sofa and that was it, I had no energy for
anything. I convinced myself this would pass. I felt some relief, some
of the tension had disappeared, there was nothing to rush me
anymore. I'd finished my thesis, the final assessment meeting went
well, so now I was ready to get started on something new.
Rather than feeling better, as each day passed, I felt a bit worse.
Getting out of bed became more and more difficult each morning.
Walking Zeppa drained me so that I got nothing else done for the
rest of the day, I postponed going to see my friends. Slowly I began
to be concerned. How was I going to cope when I went back to
work? I would have to get up at six each day to take Zeppa out, and
my new job would certainly require a lot of energy.
The evening before my first day in my new job a friend came
round to wish me good luck. I hinted to her that I still felt very tired
and that I wondered whether I would make it. “You?”, she exclaimed
with questioning disbelief. “You'll certainly manage, you always
manage, you are the strongest of us all. If you can't manage, then no
one can!” If she only knew, I thought to myself. I can't cope any
more, I'm not strong at all, I'm so terribly tired! Tears welled up in
my eyes. I just wanted to cry, but preferably not in company.
Sometimes I cried at home, alone in a corner in the attic, my whole
body shook and I felt incredibly sorry for myself, until I thought it
had gone on long enough and I spoke sternly to myself:
99

Mirtel Gommans

Come on, wipe away those tears, that's enough now.
So I nodded affirmatively that everything would be alright.The
next day I got up early for my first day in my new job, full of good
intentions. While I was out walking Zeppa I had that lump in my
throat again, that feeling of not getting enough air to breathe and
gasping for breath. I'd had this problem often in recent months.
What's more, I felt nauseous, coffee didn't agree with me and I didn't
enjoy my cigarettes as much. At first I excitedly did one pregnancy
test after another. Each time the result was negative, the greater my
disappointment. As if the test wanted to tell me: come on, you know
you're not pregnant, just accept that you're suffering from excess
stress and that you're cracking up. But I just carried on as usual and
left for work that morning. From now on, this is where I work, I
remember thinking as I arrived. I went up the stairs to the
department where I was expected.
Only no one was expecting me. No one remembered I was
coming.
This not only meant no welcome, it also meant no desk to sit at
and no familiarisation programme. And while I was standing there,
no one felt it their duty to come and help me. “Oh, you should knock
on so-and-so's door, but she hasn't arrived yet.” As the minutes past
I felt more and more lost and any energy I had left, just drained out
of my body. I wandered round the building aimlessly while that lump
reappeared in my throat and I literally had increasing difficulty
breathing. I broke out in a cold sweat and had an overwhelming
feeling that I had to flee this place, this building. I couldn't stay a
minute longer. I need air, fresh air! Without saying goodbye to
anyone I ran out of the building, tears streaming down my face. I
drove home as fast as I could, slammed the door shut behind me and
burst out in tears. Deep gasps overcame me and I could do nothing
but cry and cry and cry. My world collapsed. Up till now I had always
had my work to hold onto, that was my anchor to continue. “Don't
complain”, I said to myself often enough. “Don't moan, Mirtel, there
are worse things in life, just get on with it.”
Now something was really amiss, I had failed.
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I had failed my new employer, myself, everyone. I was the one
who could cope with everything on my own, couldn't I? I had my life
all sorted, didn't I? Mirtel insecure? No, not me, surely! I was the one
who always passed exams with flying colours... as if that meant I was
a good counsellor... and what would they think of me for running out
of the building like that? I suddenly remembered I should report in
sick and explain why I'd left. I used my last ounce of energy to phone
work and tell them I was ill, I said I had no idea when I would be
back, because I'd never felt like this before. I could do nothing at all.
We took a short holiday so I could recover. I recall a photo taken
at the time with me on the beach in Schiermonnikoog. I was standing
all alone in the middle of the great expanse of sand, my shoulders
bent, head facing downwards. This picture shows exactly how I felt:
totally lonely, alienated and gloomy. I dragged myself through the
holiday and was irritated by everything and everybody I encountered
there. Each glance from a stranger made me feel as if I'd done or said
something wrong and I wondered what I should do to make the
other feel better. I didn't enjoy being there at all in our camper on
this island. It was even more confrontational because of my situation.
Why wasn't I happy, we were on holiday after all? By the time we
were home again it was clear to me that this would not pass quickly.
I felt burned out. Unbelievable, even I had succumbed.
That sounds arrogant, but it really felt like that. Me, burned out?
No, impossible, that happened to other people, but not to me! All the
tears I never actually cried over the past twenty years seemed to
release themselves all at the same time now I was off sick at home. I
literally felt broken. The wall of indifference and toughness and the
attitude that I could cope with everything should have protected me
from this pain. A voice in me continually repeated that I, in this life
where everyone around me was ill, should be the strongest. I simply
couldn't believe what was happening to me. I dragged myself from
my bed to the sofa and from the sofa to my bed. My days were filled
with sitting and eating which meant that in the space of just a few
months I gained lots of weight. Even having a shower was no mean
feat, so I did that less often. I wandered around the house all day in
my pyjamas.
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It seemed as if something had short circuited in my brain.
I had to think out loud about everything I did so I knew which bit
I'd done and what I had to do next. I couldn't imagine how I'd ever
done more than one thing at once. How had I ever managed to make
coffee and a sandwich at the same time while filling Zeppa's water
bowl and getting her food and listening to Alfons when he asked
something? Doing one thing at a time required all of my attention
and energy, let alone that I should attempt to do two or three things
at once. I even had to concentrate hard on making coffee. In my
head I went through every minute detail and I even had to repeat that
before I could actually do it. Make coffee. MAKE COFFEE. What
do I need? The coffee maker? THE COFFEE MAKER. Where is it?
In the kitchen? THE KITCHEN. To the kitchen. And then? Get
water out of the tap? WATER OUT THE TAP. There, the tap. What
do I put the water in? The jug? THE JUG. Okay, where is the jug. In
the coffee maker. GET THE JUG. Oh yes, get the jug first. And
then? Turn on the tap? TURN ON THE TAP. Where’s the jug now?
THE JUG. In your hand. MY HAND. What next? Hold the jug
under the tap? HOLD THE JUG UNDER THE TAP. How many
cups do I want anyway? HOW MANY CUPS? I should turn off the
tap first. TURN OFF THE TAP. How many cups do I want? Two
cups? TWO CUPS. Then look carefully, how much water do you
need? LOOK CAREFULLY. Two cups of coffee. TWO CUPS OF
COFFEE. Where is the number then? NUMBER? There it is.
OKAY, THERE IT IS. So look carefully now. LOOK
CAREFULLY. Have I got too much water now? TOO MUCH?!
What next? Tip some water out. WATER OUT. Not too much, or
you won't have enough. NOT TOO MUCH. Tip it out carefully.
Okay, water for two cups. WATER FOR TWO CUPS. What next?
Water in the coffee maker? WATER IN COFFEE MAKER. Pour
the water from the jug into the back of the coffee maker. BACK OF
THE COFFEE MAKER. Open the lid. OPEN LID. Pour in water.
POUR IN WATER. Okay, what next. NEXT? The Coffee. Where is
the coffee? COFFEE? In the cupboard. CUPBOARD. Open the
cupboard. OPEN THE CUPBOARD. Where's the coffee then?
COFFEE THERE. Oh yes, there. Get the coffee. Open the tin.
OPEN THE TIN. What next? How many scoops of coffee do I
need? HOW MANY SCOOPS? Enough for two cups. That is one
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scoop per cup, so two scoops. TWO SCOOPS. Where does the
coffee go? A filter. FILTER. Where are the filters? FILTERS? In the
cupboard. Next to the coffee. IN THE CUPBOARD NEXT TO
THE COFFEE. Open the cupboard. OPEN. Get box of filters.
BOX OF FILTERS. Open the lid. OPEN LID. Get filter. GET
FILTER. Close the lid again. CLOSE LID. Put the box back in the
cupboard. BACK IN THE CUPBOARD. Where does the filter go?
In the filter holder. FILTER HOLDER. Pull filter holder out from
the coffee maker. FILTER HOLDER OUT. Paper filter in. FILTER
IN. Now put in the coffee. COFFEE. Two scoops, with the scoop.
TWO SCOOPS, SCOOP. One scoop, two scoops. ONE, TWO.
Now, put the scoop back in the coffee tin. PUT SCOOP BACK.
Push filter holder back. FILTER HOLDER BACK. Okay, check
everything. CHECK. Coffee? YES. Water? YES. Filter? YES. Two
cups? YES. Everything closed? YES. Plug in the socket? YES. Switch
on then. SWITCH ON. Push the button down, then the light lights
up. OK, SWITCH ON. Light is on. LIGHT IS ON. Now wait until
the coffee maker beeps. OKAY. WAIT. Sit down and wait. SIT.
And that's how I got through the day, the whole day, there was no
other way.
My head was overflowing; it couldn't take any more so everything
I wanted to do, however simple, was an enormous task. Occasionally,
on very good days, I went to visit friends on my own. I did this
because I hoped I would enjoy it. It was as if I was living in another
world so I didn't know what to talk about. And I didn't find their
conversations at all interesting. I couldn't follow what was being said
either, because everything I did, heard or saw, ran through my head
in the same way it did when I was making coffee. It was as if my life
was happening in slow motion while real life was in fast forward
mode. To me it felt as if my friends were chatting continually. By the
time someone got to the fourth sentence, I still hadn't taken in the
first one. It was as if there was a bubble in my head. I was there, but
then again, I wasn’t. I kept hearing the sentences that were just said
over and over again in my head, or weird thoughts ran wild in my
head. Were these really my friends? What did they think of me? What
are they going on about? Was that supposed to be funny? Must be,
because everyone is laughing. I don't understand, it must be me.
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They probably think I'm very weird now.
I felt unhappier by the minute. I knew these were my friends but it
didn't feel like it. I didn't feel any sense of belonging, with no one and
I couldn't follow any conversation at all. Within half an hour I always
wanted to leave again which only made me feel even more lonely,
more gloomy, more exhausted, and more despondent and even
somewhat alienated. As if it wasn't me who was there sitting, walking
and living and that this wasn't the real world, as if I didn't belong
here. I couldn't imagine how I would ever have the energy, that I
would ever feel I belonged or that I would enjoy things. I did have
memories of better times. And when I recalled those, it was as if I
was staring at myself from a distance. As if I was watching a film of a
cheerful, energetic, decisive and sporty girl, whom I recognised, but
not as being me.
Work offered me an appointment with an in-house psychologist
who I could talk to. I was sceptical, because what could an in-house
psychologist teach me? As if I myself, through my training and
interests hadn't already read all the books about psychology and
human behaviour. Despite my resistance I went anyway, because I
did think I needed help. It wasn't easy. The psychologist talked a lot
about himself, briefly asked me what the matter was, interrupted me
and began telling a story about an onion. About peeling away the
outer layers so that the inner core would become visible. What a load
of nonsense, I thought to myself while I was sitting there. And, oh
yes, I was to make a list of what I wanted to achieve, what my goals
were and how I thought I could achieve them. I didn't have the
energy for all that!
I didn't want to think about where I wanted to be in a years' time.
My whole life I'd been thinking about that far too much and look
where that had got me now. I didn't want to work with my intellect,
that had let me down seriously right now and hadn't taken me any
further. And that stupid story about the onion, couldn't he think of
anything better? This man wasn't going to help me. Fortunately, it
wasn’t a problem at work when I indicated that there wasn't a click
between us. The company had an agreement with an external
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psychologist. This woman combined gestalt therapy with bodyoriented psychotherapy. What struck me immediately during the
intake was her remark that it had to work for the both of us; that was
a prerequisite for continuing the treatment. At the end of the meeting
we would make a decision. And she didn't start by telling me a great
deal about herself, but she asked me why I was there, what I hoped
to achieve and why I had chosen her.
I explained that my thoughts were my pitfall, that I had got stuck
with and within myself, that I had a thousand and one questions such
as: Why was I so ashamed of my inabilities, of the things I couldn't
do, of my insecurity? Why was I so afraid to be hurt, so afraid that
people wouldn't like me? Why did I always think I was a failure, that I
was stupid and dumb, not kind but selfish? Why was I so afraid of
being aggrieved? Why did I constantly feel that I should have done
things differently, that I was inadequate, that I wanted to be there for
someone else and that I always got it wrong? This took so much of
my energy, far too much energy, I couldn't carry on any longer.
Which is why I was off work and here, because I hoped she could
help me. And I hoped that she could help me get back to work as
quickly as possible because I'd been at home long enough now. I
didn't want to be a patient. I wanted to be better soon and I wanted
to get back to work! When I'd finished letting off steam she briefly
explained her own background, what had brought her to where she
was today and how she worked. Rather than talking at length with me
or guaranteeing me a speedy recovery, she asked if I would be
prepared to do an exercise. This would enable me more to decide
whether this was the right place for me or not. She asked me to stand
as firmly as possible, so steadily that she wouldn't be able to push me
over. When I was standing, she asked whether I really was standing
firmly. Yes, I was!
With one finger she pushed me off balance.
That had never happened to me. I was standing firmly, wasn't I? I
knew immediately, this was what I needed. However, as a counsellor,
it was very strange to be in therapy myself. It took me a while to get
used to this role, the role of being the patient. At the start of every
appointment I always asked how her week had been. And every time
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I asked that question, she smiled, but she did answer. She made it
clear, that even though she was the counsellor, it didn't make her
more important than I was. She gave me the feeling that I was
worthwhile, as a person, and that everything I thought and felt and
said was worthwhile too. Simply experiencing this was special to me.
I had had quite a different experience in the psychiatric clinic. Some
counsellors in the clinic seemed to feel they were superior to the
patients, as if being psychologically unwell was only for the weaker
people in our society. As if you didn't count any more, could no
longer be taken seriously. It wouldn't happen to them. Because of
Martijn and Alfons I knew that the line between ‘mad’ and ‘not mad’
was wafer-thin and could be easily traversed. At least this meant that
I took the patients seriously and wanted to show them that I didn't
feel aloof.
All the same, I had never thought that this would happen to me.
During the first appointments the therapist mainly repeated the
things I had said. Sentences or words that demonstrated that I was
constantly belittling myself. I had forbidden many of my thoughts
and feelings, statements such as ‘Stupid, don’t you think?’, ‘I’m such a
cow’, ‘Me, the dummy’, ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it?’, ‘There I go again’, ‘I’m
just not a very clever person’, ‘Cry baby’ were very common. By
hearing my own words, I became aware of the fact that I made these
kinds of statements all day long. I realised that it wasn't really the
world around me that thought I wasn't okay, but that it was me who
didn't think I was okay. And if I was honest with myself, I considered
myself really weak at the moment. Mirtel, the one who was always so
strong and helped others, needed help herself.
When I openly told people I was off work and in therapy they
looked shocked, and they really didn't seem to understand when I
explained how I really felt. I had kept up a facade for long enough.
Openly and honestly I talked about myself and showed my
vulnerability; before long they started to feel awkward and appeared
to lose interest or I was cut short with an excuse that they didn’t have
enough time.
Reactions such as: “What a nuisance, but uhm, I don't have time
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right now” or: “So you're much better now, aren't you?” were not at
all rare. I don't know whether people just weren't interested, even the
ones I knew who cared about me reacted like that. It was probably so
tiring to listen to my dark outlook on life at that moment and perhaps
people could only understand how I felt if they had been through a
similar experience themselves. Maybe some people thought they were
being supportive by saying that everything would be all right in a
while. What they didn't realise was that they didn't acknowledge what
I felt at that time. Friends and acquaintances probably felt the same
estrangement towards me as I felt towards them. I was no longer the
strong friend who was always so positive and supportive towards
others; now I was the one sitting gloomily and absent-mindedly on
their sofa, the patient in therapy, without a sense of humour, no tales
to tell. The harder I had shouted in the beginning that my recovery
must start soon, the deeper my valley seemed to be.
It appeared I couldn't control or direct my recovery at all.
During therapy I regularly lay on a mattress and the therapist
would move her hands above my body. I would burst out in tears
when she just held her hands above parts of my body that felt as cold
as stone. This was terrible at first, because I didn't want to cry. I felt
like a little child. To me, sad emotions were a sign of weakness.
Perhaps I would allow myself to cry occasionally, but then I'd pull
myself together again and return to the order of the day. I also
thought I shouldn't burden people at work with my private affairs,
so, in my book, calling in sick was strictly not done. I had taught
myself to carry on regardless and I never realised what consequences
this had, what that did to me. I even upheld this principle at the
beginning of my illness. When the physical symptoms eased and I felt
much better for a while, I immediately wondered about the necessity
of being off sick. As if being away from work was only justified if I
continually felt miserable. Even the company doctor saw that I
needed some acknowledgement for being off sick. Why did I so
badly need someone else to approve of my being off sick? Rationally,
I knew that this was nonsense, but why did it feel that way? Right
from the start, the therapist had said that my recovery would only
begin when I no longer forcedly expected it. I found this very hard to
imagine.
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After a while simply crying gave me a feeling of relief.
I think, the most remarkable thing was that the therapist appeared
to do very little and yet she released a whole flood of emotion in me.
For instance, she said something along the lines of: “Let it be, don't
judge it, don't fight it, let it just be there.” She was right. As soon as I
stopped fighting my being ill and the intensity of my pent-up feelings
and emotions, I felt more space around me. At last, the blanket that
had felt so heavy, started to become lighter. During the last couple of
years I might have understood why my colleagues thought I was a bit
‘strange’, now I actually felt it too. I had never let anyone come really
close to me. I seemed open, but in actual fact, I was not. I talked
about what actually happened in my life, but not about what it did to
me. That was hidden so deeply within myself that I didn't even feel it
anymore. By allowing myself to feel everything that I had pushed
away, I slowly became more open and the heavy places gradually
began to disappear from my body. This was the road to recovery.
Little by little, energy returned to my body and I could take Zeppa
for walks again. Slowly I managed to get things done without having
to follow each action separately in my head. My body even indicated
if I found something to be unpleasant. That lump returned to my
throat and I broke out in a sweat. This was not a pleasant feeling and
apparently it wanted to make something clear to me. I learned to
listen to my body and allow that choking feeling in my throat to be
there. I noticed that it came when I found something unpleasant,
when I felt hurt or had the impression I wasn't being taken seriously.
And so I learned more and more about myself. And what's more
important: I could feel again!
Together with the bodily experiences, some painful memories
were retrieved. For example, when the primary school headmaster
said that I would never amount to much. I asked myself whether this
teacher had ever considered how he had influenced my life with this
remark. And whether he realised how much power and impact he
had from his position. How his comments could get stuck in a child's
mind, that they could make or break a child.
A one second remark that had never been forgotten.
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For years I had asked myself: Was it true I didn’t want to make an
effort? Did I really just want things to fall into my lap? I certainly had
a good life and I had occasionally done something that I shouldn't
have, but wasn't I okay?
Naturally, the situation with my parents also arose. Sure, I had
been upset, who wanted to have parents who were elsewhere at the
weekend, who didn't appear to be happy with their marriage the way
it was, who never cuddled anymore and who could separate at any
moment? Only it transpired that when I had decided that it was their
marriage, I didn't allow myself to have an opinion on the matter. I
hadn't allowed myself to feel what it did to me. At the therapist's, a
simple thing such as her hand above my chest and the sentence ‘let it
be’ enabled me to be a child again for a while. A child that was angry
with its parents because it wanted to be seen. An angry child that
really didn't like the fact that both parents had a relationship with
someone else, because it made me different from the rest, and
because it was the reason that at fifteen I was often home alone.
Alone in a house where I was afraid at night and went to bed early
because I was distressed and where I was glad when a new day
dawned. I was also sad because I wasn't certain whether my parents
loved me, because why did they let me cycle home in the middle of
the night, nobody did that, right? They were so preoccupied with
their own lives, did they know what was going on in me? Why was
knowledge and a college or university education so important? And
my father's surprise when I didn't know the meaning of a word that
he really thought I should have known. It was all so painful.
As if my worth depended on what I knew and did instead of on
who I was.
Surely there was more to life, wasn't I just as worthy without all
that knowledge and without a college degree? And I was also angry
about the period just after I had moved out and lived on my own. It
was in the middle of summer and because I thought it a bit odd to sit
on the pavement outside my own house, I went to my parents place
to enjoy the garden a little more often. My parents made it clear,
albeit in a friendly manner, that I had made a conscious choice to
move out and that I wasn't supposed to consider their garden as my
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own. I could come to visit, of course. They had converted my
bedroom into an office for my mother immediately. A logical move,
perhaps, I only lived two kilometres away and I was the one who
wanted to move out so quickly, but did they still love me?
And then there was Ted. That he had been the one who betrayed
me! The one person in my life to whom I could bare my soul, I
shared everything with him. And that others thought that I had been
mourning him long enough now, and that I should be glad I was shot
of him. The criticism I received during my training, that I didn't
know who I was. My colleague who put me in the farthest corner of
the room. And on top of all that, there was Martijn and his illness
and that of Alfons. No one could cope with all that, could they?
A flood of pent-up anger, sadness and the accompanying
convictions gushed out.

I want to find myself again, the one that I lost somewhere along the
line. I feel I've been let down, that hurts. But now I know that's
because I let myself down. I've lost myself and that's why I hurt so
much. I once built a wall, instead of protecting me, it isolated me. I
shut myself away behind a wall of ice.
That ice is melting now, I'm crying myself crazy, I'm sweltering
away. Let it happen. Free me! Even if it hurts. I know I have the
strength to get through this, I know that I want to find myself again.
I'm not alone, I have myself, my eternal friend and refuge. As soon as
I can feel these words for the full 100%, I won't be alone anymore
because I have myself. I know that I have to start accepting myself for
this. I am who I am, I can love myself with all my negative and
positive points. As soon as I can truly love myself, I will feel safe,
satisfied: acceptance!
I know I still have a long way to go. I know that it's alright to
need people, not for what I lack in myself, but as a mirror for what
I'm lacking. If I need someone, I shouldn't go looking for that which I
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would like to be, because I am as I am: worthwhile, a lovely, caring
woman. I love myself, I accept myself. Only then can I accept you all
around me as you are yourselves. When I am in pain, I want to know
where that pain is coming from. It is a mirror, what have I not yet
dealt with? My lesson is self-acceptance, to be glad I'm alive, to enjoy
the moment and to enjoy myself in particular! I'll get there, let the
iceberg melt, the time is ripe, I can do it!

There, safe in the therapist's room, I learned that I could think,
feel and say what I wanted. It didn't matter whether I would or
wouldn't express these feelings and thoughts to my parents or
whoever else. I learned it was me that never allowed myself to
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experience, think and feel these negative things. I had bottled it all up
and when it came out, what I feared didn't happen. I wasn't judged,
laughed at or mocked. And neither did I go mad or got stuck in my
emotions and thoughts. The acceptance that there was what there
was, was often enough. Just by letting it be, it had less impact, it
seemed to go through me, like a gust of wind. It no longer clung to
me, it didn't get any bigger.
By allowing everything to be as it was, I opened up and I was
becoming more in touch with myself.
Actually, it all boiled down to the same thing. Memories, events
and remarks recalled unpleasant feelings and thoughts in me. I felt
bad and worried about what had happened and deep inside I thought
I should never have said or done that to the other person.
I also felt bad because I actually thought I shouldn't feel so bad
about what had happened. It was as it was, so don't moan and just
get on with your life. And exactly because I didn't allow myself to feel
bad about what had happened, I felt extra bad. I felt rotten because I
wouldn't allow myself to feel rotten. The simple sentence ‘let it be
what it is and don't judge it’ cleared the air again and again.
The therapist did the standing exercise with me regularly, just like
on that first day.
I was standing firmer and firmer. I learned that I was good the
way I was and that everything was much more open if it could just
be, if everything was just as it was.

Can you allow your feelings to really be there?
Even if it is painful?
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PART 5

TRUST AND LET IT GO
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Dear Mirtel,
No matter how you sometimes may have your doubts:
Things will cross your path when the
time is right and they always
come with a purpose!
Have faith; the people around
you have faith in you too!
Monique
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“When I find myself in times of trouble, Mother Mary comes to me
Speaking words of wisdom, let it be.
And in my hour of darkness, She is standing right in front of me
Speaking words of wisdom, let it be.”
Beatles, Let it be

Mother
My mother's decision to have children had never been a
conscious one. It was just something that happened in life. You fell
in love, you got engaged when things were serious, and then you got
married and had children. Despite the fact that I wasn’t keen on kids
at the time, I did know I wanted to have my own eventually. I didn't
dislike them, but I wasn't fond of them instantly either. At maternity
visits, for instance, I never felt the urge to hold or cuddle the baby.
But I had screened Alfons for a possible father role from day one. By
the time I was in my mid-twenties, I felt a desire for children for the
first time.
A few years later I was certain about it, I wanted to become a
mother.
I knew that pregnancy and giving birth were quite something. I
also knew that my mother's deliveries had been tough ones. Martijn
had got stuck in the birth canal and had to be freed by a Caesarean
section; I had to be fetched with a suction cup. My mother told me
that the doctor had almost dropped me on the floor when I popped
out. If these were the preludes for the way I was going to give birth
myself, I'd be in for a hell of a time. I reassured myself, a woman was
made for giving birth, so I assumed it would all turn out okay in the
end.
I stopped taking the pill, but my menstrual cycle didn't resume.
Although I started to feel anxious after six months, we decided to
wait a bit longer before entering the medical mill of fertility drugs and
the likes. In the tenth month I felt tired and nauseous. I had done
umpteen pregnancy tests in the previous months and the
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disappointing results kept me from running to the store immediately
this time. A couple of days later I took the gamble and indeed, I was
pregnant. It was a text book pregnancy. Apart from morning sickness
I felt fine. My belly was growing well and I gained a good few kilos.
The latter worried me at times, what was to become of my fine
figure?
It seemed as if my body no longer belonged to me.
It just went its own way and did all sorts of things I wasn’t used
to. For instance, all of a sudden I didn't like coffee any more, whereas
I would normally enjoy the taste and aroma of fresh coffee.
Emptying the dishwasher almost made me vomit, that's how
repulsive that typical humid smell was to me. And at night, I would
suddenly get cramps which made me wake up almost screaming.
These little ailments would normally have thrown me off balance, but
now I felt it would be all right, that they were just temporary
discomforts that were in fact quite bearable. Of course I gained
weight, a lot even, but I felt good.
The night of Monday to Tuesday I couldn't sleep because of a
persistent vague pain in my lower back. On Tuesday morning from
six o'clock onwards I was getting such terrible abdominal cramps,
that I was certain labour had started. Surely these couldn't be just
Braxton-Hicks contractions. The midwife didn't arrive until midday. I
was only one centimetre dilated. All this agony for just one
centimetre, I couldn't believe it! After a couple of hours of
unbearable pains, I only had 4 centimetres and another hour later
nothing had changed. An enormous panic took hold of me. The
contractions were so heavy that my little son's head was already
pointed, something which, according to the midwife, would normally
only occur during the last cervical contractions. With heavy
abdominal and lower back pains I was eventually admitted to the
hospital. There, I was handed over to a gynaecologist and was given
pain medication, at last. When that no longer helped, I got an
epidural. Some rest, at last. I even dozed away until the doctor
decided at around two o'clock at night that I was dilated enough.
After an hour of needless pushing, it appeared that our baby hadn't
descended far enough, not even for a vacuum-assisted vaginal
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delivery. The gynaecologist decided to go for a Caesarean. While the
operation team was getting ready for the operation, my pushing
contractions just kept coming. After three quarters of an hour, I was
finally given anaesthesia for the operation.
I was totally exhausted from the day full of pain behind me and I
burst into tears.
On Wednesday morning at 5.30 am our son Toon was born. I
was taken to the ICU because the recovery room hadn't opened yet.
In the opposite bed somebody was dying. Death rattle and regular
respirator sounds dominated the room. I held Toon in my arms and
he just lay there, carefree and totally relaxed. Despite the
uncomforting sounds coming from the other side of the room, I felt
serenity. Birth, death, it came as it came. Nothing could have given a
better picture of the circle of life than the scene here at the ICU, life
and death, hand in hand in one room.
I later read that some women experience a Caesarean section as
an experience of failure of their body.
Without medical assistance I would have probably died while in
labour with Toon. So, why failure? Although the delivery itself did
appear to have got stuck in my body as a posttraumatic reflex. During
my pregnancy with our second child, Mila, one glimpse of a birth on
television was enough to make me burst into tears. And the thought
alone of me giving birth sent me into an instant panic. My doctor had
said that if I wanted, I could choose to have another Caesarean
section. I remember Alfons once looking at me saying: "I can't quite
fathom that you still don't know which decision you want to take."
But I was in doubt. I didn't think of the Caesarean section with Toon
as a problem. It had been so obvious that it wasn't going to work that
I had been grateful for this solution. However, this time, with Mila, it
felt different. Would it not be possible for me to have a natural
childbirth? Every woman could do so, so why couldn't I? If I listened
carefully to myself, I already knew the answer. The fear I felt was
patently obvious. As soon as I could let go of the idea that it was a
bad thing to decide to have a Caesarean section upfront, I knew what
I wanted.
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From that moment on, I felt my body relax.
I had a maternal feeling with both Toon and Mila straight away.
An indescribably beautiful feeling. What wonderful, vulnerable and
precious little beings they were! Every fibre in my body immediately
confirmed that I would protect my children with everything I had in
me, a primal emotion that couldn't be suppressed. Despite that, with
my firstborn, being a mother was a habit that had to be learned.
When Toon and I had been home for about a week I remember
walking out the front door leaving Toon upstairs in his cot.
Fortunately, I was still standing at the door. Imagine I'd already got to
the supermarket, what kind of a mother would that make me? From
now on, I had to think first about when, how, with what, until when.
And then it could even be so that plans didn’t work out or I was late
because Toon was ill, had just pooed himself or was fast asleep.
At the same time, I had the craziest thoughts and feelings. I
would be standing at the top of the stairs and would see myself
dropping Toon all the way down. When he cried at night, I had
visions of me accidentally choking him with my body or with the
blanket on our bed. And he wasn't even in our bed, exactly because I
was so afraid of this. Maybe all these things were a signal from my
body to make me aware of my responsibility or to keep me alert.
Whatever it was, I clearly felt that I was no longer responsible for
myself alone, but for Toon as well. Later with Mila I had the same
thoughts and visions. So apparently it was just part and parcel of
being a mother.
I thought it something quite miraculous, motherhood, being a
parent. Especially the fact that you could just become one. For
almost everything in life you had to be educated, whereas being a
father or a mother, roles in which mistakes were prone to happen, in
which you could hurt another soul to the bone, was something you
just had to be able to cope with, that I had to cope with. Of course,
there were parenting advice organisations and I did find support
from the local child health centre and if things would really go wrong,
I could always go to the government child welfare office. But who
saw what was really happening behind closed doors? I so wanted to
be sure I was doing the right thing. I also knew that I made mistakes
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and would make them in the future as well. That I was too impatient,
that I didn't understand what my child wanted, that I didn't always
know how to deal with something. I didn't always have an immediate
solution and maybe I just took things more seriously than necessary.
I want to show my children all sides of life, the strong and
laughing mother as well as the sad and vulnerable mother who
doesn't always have all the answers and who makes mistakes,
sometimes she even makes the same mistake over and over again.
Because that is also what life is about. In the same way as I make my
mistakes, they will make theirs. Most things will take care of
themselves with children, as they did with me.
I do notice that my children find it weird to see my vulnerability.
When they see me cry. Apparently that doesn't fit the picture
they have of me. My daughter once said: “Mum, your voice sounds
so strange then.” Of course, I don't want to give my children the
impression that I need them to lean on, that they have to take care of
me. Children need to feel safe, secure and carefree. On the other
hand every person has a path of his own, so do my children. I can't
protect my children from sadness, pain, insecurity or mistakes on
their own road. And I will never know which remarks or incidents
will shape my children most. What will possibly bother them and
what will bring them good memories. In the same way my
grandparents didn't know what they gave their children and my
parents couldn’t know how their lives impacted me.

Can you accept all situations the way they are?
Even when they work out differently than you had planned?
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“ When the now is the foundation
and primary focus of your life,
then your life unfolds with ease.”
Eckhart Tolle

Friend
As a child I lived by the day.
When all my friends went to different secondary schools than I
did, all these friendships were over in one fell swoop. We just didn't
arrange to meet up now that we no longer saw each other during the
day. I can't remember being very upset about this. I was particularly
curious about the new things I would experience at my new school. I
did keep seeing my best friend Ingrid was two years older than me
and lived just one street away; we carried on seeing each other day in
day out for years.
While at secondary school I became friends with Angel.
It was at a party at her home on a farm. It turned out that
Angel's real name was Neha, but she detested that name, so she
called herself Angel. We thought it rather odd that her mother
insisted on calling her Neha, her name was Angel now, wasn't it? Not
long after this party Angel ran away from home because her mother
had hit her on the head with a pan. She had fled to our house and
absolutely didn't want to go back. In order to get the other side of the
story straight my parents went to have a chat with Angel's parents.
Our parents had never seen or spoken to each other before. When
they returned it appeared that Angel's parents agreed, Angel stayed
with us. For a whole month she slept on a mattress on the floor in
my room. This meant we had plenty of time to really get to know
each other. Her body was so full of tension that she was continually
coughing, rocking and swinging her legs. When Angel was sitting
next to me, I lost concentration on what I was doing immediately. At
the same time I realised how fortunate I was. Of course there were
incidents at my home every now and then, but it was a safe haven.
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Just imagine what it would be like to constantly fight with your
mother. To always hear that you're not good enough. Because we
couldn't take Angel in permanently, after a month she found a
different family to care for her where she could stay for more than a
year until she was old enough to move into lodgings.
That month formed the basis of our friendship. For many years
to come Angel remained grateful that she was able to stay with us in a
period of her life when she was experiencing difficulties. I don't
know whether it was because of the way our friendship started, but
when I was with her, I was always in ‘help mode’. When we were
together, I made sure I was strong, but that meant I didn't give her
the space to be there for me too. Later I realised that with this
protective attitude I failed to appreciate her. She didn't even get the
opportunity to be there for me. When Angel moved to another town
we saw less and less of each other.
I also shared whole periods of joys and sorrows with Ilona.
Because we shared a house when we were young adults, we told
each other everything. We chatted into the small hours about how we
felt, what we had been through, what we wanted to do with our lives
and what we yearned for. Roel was often there too. Like Angel, he
too had had a turbulent childhood. It amazed me that he wasn't
embarrassed and that he put himself in a vulnerable position. We
really were buddies. There was some sexual attraction between Ilona
and Roel, but they were never really a couple. My friendship with
Ilona came to a temporary halt when I threw everyone out of my
house. Fortunately Roel didn't take sides and we continued to see
each other. Later I resumed contact with Ilona. In the end, Roel and
Ilona stopped seeing each other. I knew they found it hard not to be
together, after all, over the years they had shared many a laugh and
tear, and they would always see each other again when they were
both single. For many years they thought that maybe they might get
together at one point in their lives, they even had an agreement. If
they didn't have a relationship at the age of forty, they would have
children together. When Roel had a serious relationship, Ilona felt
betrayed and broke off all contact with Roel. In the early days after
their break up I found this rather complicated. What did I do at
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parties; did I have to prepare them that they would see each other?
Should I decide when one or the other could come? How detailed
should my answers to their questions be, because they always asked
me about the other. I decided I wasn't going to play director, and if
they bumped into each other, so be it. They both remained very
precious friends to me. So I learned that friendships came and went,
nothing was permanent.
Time and time again I realised that the best thing to do was to
enjoy the moment for what it was.
The realisation that something can suddenly be over is strongest
when someone dies unexpectedly. Friendships too could suddenly be
over, change intensity or develop rapidly. There was always a degree
of uncertainty, you never knew in advance whether it would click
with someone or how long a friendship would last.
For example, I met Eline during my in-service training course.
My first impression was that we differed in everything. Eline, blond
with neat preppy clothes and me, dark with alternative and
sometimes scruffy clothes, yet there was an immediate click. We had
a lot in common. We had both had a good childhood, there was
enough money and there was much emphasis on knowledge and
status. We both had a brother who was much more intelligent than
we were. We found each other in that feeling of not being clever, in
our fight for our own self-esteem because we didn't meet up to our
parents' expectations. This recognition felt nice and our friendship
was particularly comforting because I was always cheerful when she
was around. Eline made me laugh, and to this day, she still does.
Even when she had a car accident after which she couldn’t work
anymore and suffered a series of strange physical complaints which
twice almost killed her. I admire her strength, her determination and
her laugh. Eline told me that initially, she had been surprised by the
tenacity of our friendship despite the fact that she hardly ever came
to my place. Surely friendship did not depend on who visits who? If
she couldn't come to my home, I could go to hers, couldn't I?
It was much more important to feel that the friendship was
good.
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Mariëtte crossed my path because she became unexpectedly
pregnant from Alfons's brother. She and my brother-in-law lived
together which meant that we saw each other every week. We talked
freely about our men and we both felt that these conversations were
not intended to “bad mouth” our respective partners. These
moments together gave us the opportunity to talk freely without any
negative consequences. It was wonderful to share my own
experiences with someone who knew exactly what I meant. We were
able to support each other and at the same time clarify our own roles
in our relationships. We would sit in the café while enjoying a
cappuccino and we were open and honest with each other. We were
each other’s mirror. Mariëtte was uncertain about her capabilities,
about what she wanted, what made her happy, so she had the
tendency to stay put. I was also uncertain about my capabilities, about
what I wanted and what made me happy. But I had the tendency to
tackle this full on. For Mariëtte, fear of the unknown hindered her,
for me, I wanted to influence the upcoming changes and was
sometimes too hasty in saying goodbye to things. When Mariëtte
entered into a different relationship, we saw each other much less
often.
For many years I spontaneously dropped in on Dianne.
For a cup of coffee or to walk the dogs together. When we met
by accidentally at a camp site in France, it put our friendship in a
whole new light. It turned out that we had a really good click. We
gave each other space and thought it was great fun to eat together in
the evenings and to natter into the small hours. We talked about
almost everything, from serious to nonsense and the evenings flew
by. Every evening Alfons and I lugged the cool box, beakers, chairs
and the DVD player for the children. In the middle of the night we
carted everything back to our tent, including the children who had
fallen asleep. After a few days, Dianne and André moved on and we
returned home. My contact with Dianne became even closer when
we went horse riding together. We drove to the stables together,
helped each other take care of the horses and saddle them up, had a
drink together afterwards, to return home late in the evening. I
always looked forward to these evenings, not so much because of the
riding, but mostly because of the cosy atmosphere. I also admired
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Dianne, how she handled the horses, so calm and self-assured. Every
now and then we expressed our gratitude to each other for such
enjoyable moments together. Dianne said she hoped that these would
never end. I didn't answer, the moment itself was too beautiful. I
knew that everything was transient, that all good things come to an
end. Not our friendship, but probably going to the stables together.
Twice we went to France together for a riding holiday in the beautiful
French Vosges region. After that I stopped riding.
I think the most notable aspect of my friendships over the years
is the fluctuation in their intensity.
I learned that the duration and frequency of contact in a
friendship is not always an indicator for the quality. Having shared
experiences creates a bond, knowing about things in each other's
past, being able to say “do you remember when ...”. Yet, sharing
experiences is not always enough to continue feeling that bond. I
have learned to accept that I cannot know in advance how long an
encounter or friendship will last. Sometimes I would like to be sitting
on that horse together with Dianne in France, be at school with
Eline, in my parents' bedroom with Angel, with Mariëtte in the cafe
drinking cappuccino or on the sofa with Ilona and Roel. Thinking
about these times however, causes me to lose touch with the here
and now. It's a fact of life – friendships change. There's no point in
being afraid of what is to come or of holding on to what you have
now. More and more often I am able to open up completely to the
moment and I enjoy the most beautiful relationships with others.

Can you enjoy the here and now?
Even if you know it won't last for ever?
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“All work done with love is healing work.”
Eric Michael Leventhal

Dog owner
Since our previous experiences with dog ownership had ended in
failure, Alfons and I now wanted to seriously look into which type of
dog would suit us best, which wasn't all that easy. Our preferences
weren’t that similar. I wanted a big dog, he wanted a small or
medium-sized one. I liked shaggy and stern half long-haired dogs, he
preferred one with a short and shiny coat. However, most important
to us was the dog's character. Fortunately, we did share the same
opinion on that. We also wanted children, so our starting point was a
medium-sized, child-friendly dog. After some searching, we agreed
that a Labrador or Border collie would suit us best. We weren't
consciously looking. One would cross our path when the time was
ripe. One morning we got a phone call asking if we were interested in
a Border collie-Labrador crossbreed. We looked at each other in
amazement.
Surely, this was meant to be.
That very same day we went to visit. The minute we saw her – a
small, black, slender pup with a blaze on her chest – we were sold.
Zeppa was a cheerful and sweet little animal. During the first few
days, the thought of a dog in the house almost made me choke, my
throat was blocked. Things really had to go differently this time, I'd
see to that. It was a lot of work; housetraining her, teaching her to be
alone at night, teaching her to obey us. Sometimes I had to put her
back on her bottom more than a dozen times after I had given the sit
command. But I had learnt my lesson. I would train this dog
properly. And so I did.
Zeppa obeyed superbly and she really grew to be my mate.
Especially when I had decided during my burnout that I would no
longer feel guilty about the mistakes I had made with the previous
dogs. This enabled me to fully feel my love for her. Years passed by
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almost unnoticed. She turned eleven, twelve and thirteen, blooming
with health. However, after she had just turned thirteen, she started
peeing in the house and her hind legs couldn’t support her properly. I
cuddled Zeppa a lot, she had a lovely soft and beautiful coat, almost
like rabbit fur. I knew life was about embracing and letting go, but it
came unpleasantly close now. She was injected muscle enhancers to
stop her legs from giving way. She responded in a very strange way.
Never ever had I seen Zeppa panting in her basket as much as she
was doing now. And that was after no form of exercise whatsoever.
It was as if, out of the blue, her heart was running away with her. She
could have this medication three times. I didn't dare take the risk.
Another option was pain medication for the arthrosis. I was as happy
as Larry when I saw Zeppa frolicking again like she used to do.
She did have trouble sitting down because of her stiff hips,
except when she had to wait in her basket until we had finished our
meals. Then she would sit there impatiently – all muscles tense, ready
for action – waiting for the sign that she could get up to have her
own meal. Zeppa's eyes were filled with energy again, she was happy
and had stopped peeing in the house. We ended up having a
delightful time with her during which she fully enjoyed the long walks
in the woods, being cuddled and especially eating. She did get more
and more little ailments but, taking her age into account, they could
have been a lot worse. For instance, she did her dog-do right on the
pavement the minute you had walked out the door. She even pooped
on the pavement on our way out into the woods and again at the end
of our walk on our way back home. I made sure I had plenty of poop
bags with me and I didn't even care about what other people thought
of that. What’s more, at one point we couldn't let her walk off the
leash, especially not in the dark. She would walk right passed me and
would even jump when I stroked her.
That was really quite bizarre to experience.
Especially for such a good, loyal dog like Zeppa who had always
reacted even to the most subtle commands. Once, we even had to go
and get her from the dog shelter because during a walk she had
walked away in a totally different direction. Despite all that, she could
be frolicking happily next to me almost up until her last day and she
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did look gorgeous considering she was such an old lady. Within a
radius of one meter, she would be like my shadow during the whole
walk, cheerfully looking up towards me or looking back to see if I
was still following. Every now and then she would put on a sprint,
run away and then come back to me again. These were such intense
moments of joy.
A week before she turned fourteen, out of the blue, she became
terribly ill. Within two days, she transformed from a lively old dog
into one lying on her death bed. We had just been away for a
weekend without her and had picked her up. That morning, she had
pooped in the living room at her temporary address. It hadn't looked
good, it had blood in it. In the afternoon she pooped indoors again,
and the following day the whole floor in the living room was full of
bloody diarrhoea. The vet gave her pain medication and fluid
intravenously since she was dehydrated already after one day of being
ill. Zeppa no longer had the energy to eat, walk or wag her tail. That
night I heard her yowl and when I went to have a look, she was lying
in her basket with her head in such an unnatural position that it
looked as if it had turned 180 degrees. I had to switch on all the lights
and use my hands to see and feel how I could get her head back in
position. I was afraid I would break her neck, that's how strange a
position it was in. Hoping for the best I managed to turn it. The
yowling immediately stopped. She started panting instead, as if her
heart was running away with her.
I sat next to her with pain in my heart and told her it was alright.
Carefully, I stroked her for the last time. I would have loved to
have stayed with her, but the stink of the diarrhoea with blood that
didn't stop coming out of her, was unbearable. My being there didn't
seem to make her feel at ease either, rather more restless. That was
probably not so strange with all the emotions I was experiencing at
that moment. She wouldn't make it through the night, I was sure
about that. It briefly crossed my mind that maybe we should have let
her put to sleep the day before. This wasn't what I had desired for
her. I knew these thoughts would get me nowhere. Zeppa lay here
dying. It was time to say goodbye. Fourteen years we had spent
together, fourteen years in which so much had happened. During
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walks with her I had found peace and quiet. When I saw her happy
face, my heart had often spontaneously jumped for joy. And now
that I saw her suffering I was overwhelmed with sadness. "It's alright
now, Zeppa..." When I went back to bed, I looked at her one last
time to see how she was lying in her basket. When I woke up, I knew
it was over.

Can you give yourself to the full?
Even if it means that saying goodbye is more painful?
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“I'm starting with the man in the mirror
I'm asking him to change his ways
And no message could have been any clearer
If you wanna make the world a better place
Take a look at yourself
and then make a change.”
Michael Jackson, Man in the mirror

Volunteer
I got a phone call from a charity for muscle diseases asking if I'd
be interested in the position of district coordinator. As it turned out,
the charity financed scientific research and raised public awareness
for muscle diseases, and also worked to improve the quality of life for
patients and their families. A good cause. Because of my father's and
brother's illnesses it may have been more obvious if I had
volunteered for The Lung Foundation or the Mental Health Fund.
However, after my burnout, I had promised myself to be open
to whatever crossed my path.
And so I answered a straightforward 'yes'. I didn't really have any
experience as a volunteer, not officially anyway. Although as a child, I
had been a Zwarte Piet1 during the Sinterklaas festivities for several
1 Zwarte Piet (English: Black Peter) is the companion of Sinterklaas
(English: Saint Nicholas) in Dutch folklore. Those portraying Zwarte Piet
typically use blackface make-up with bright red lipstick and wear colourful
Renaissance clothing, including curly wigs and earrings to complete their
disguise. Zwarte Piet’s tasks are mostly to amuse children, and to distribute
sweets and presents.
1 Sinterklaas (English: Saint Nicholas) is a mythical figure with legendary,
historical and folkloric origins. The feast of Sinterklaas is celebrated
annually with the giving of gifts, particularly to children, on or before 5
December, the night before Saint Nicholas Day. Sinterklaas is an elderly,
stately man with white hair and a long, full beard. He’s dressed as a bishop
and wears a long red cope and mitre, rides a white horse named Amerigo.
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years (great fun!), I had assisted keeping the score at judo
competitions and these days I helped friends whenever I could with
my time, experience, knowledge, tools and sometimes even money.
Nothing you would include in your CV, mind you. I made an
appointment with the regional coordinator who gave me two crates
full of collecting boxes, overview sheets on which I had to note down
how much money each volunteer had collected, a stamped permit
from the mayor and a list of names of volunteering collectors. It was
my duty to phone them, distribute the collecting boxes, pick them up
again, count the money and bank it. When I had done all that, I could
send the regional coordinator the revenue overview and put
everything away in the attic until the next year. What an experience it
was when I did this for the first time! There weren't any big problems
really, the only thing was that I couldn't have imagined the diversity
in collectors' wishes. And for starters, the list of phone numbers
wasn't correct anyway.
People said 'yes' but what they actually meant to say was 'no'.
It was difficult to get hold of some people and sometimes I had
to phone ten times before I finally got through. Planning a date and
time to take the collecting boxes to the collectors or pick them up
again could be even more difficult at times. Some people wanted me
to drop it off at their place, others wanted to pick it up at my place
and this repeated itself at the end of the collection week. Some
people wanted to count the money together, others didn't. All in all,
this job took up quite a lot of time and caused many headaches
because of all these special requirements. What's more, there were so
many collectors who appeared to have pulled out that the revenues
were really low. A Princess Beatrix Muscle Foundation call team
would recruit collectors in my district, but they hardly succeeded. So
He usually arrives in the Netherlands by steam boat about three weeks in
advance of this feast, during which time many Sinterklaas festivities are
held. Sinterklaas takes his big book to these in which he can read about
what the children have been up to in the past year. He’s accompanied by
Zwarte Pieten (English: Black Peters), helpers.
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during the first few years, I enlisted Alfons to help me collect.
Collecting from door to door didn't appear to be a particularly
nice job, at least not in my district. Collectors got called names at the
door or were otherwise treated in an unfriendly manner. Often
people didn't give any money and sometimes they didn't even answer
the door if they had seen the collector coming up their way.
Apparently people sometimes found it difficult to say directly that
they weren't giving. As a consequence, many new collectors dropped
out after their first year. Honestly speaking, I would have liked to
have done so myself, but when it was all over, I felt so happy and
relieved that I couldn't be bothered telling the charity that I no longer
wanted to do it. Next thing, I forgot all about it until the regional
manager left a message on my voicemail again asking to return her
call. Which always took me that little bit longer than it would
normally take me. I displayed the very same behaviour as the
collectors, although their reluctance seemed to be a bit stronger; they
never called back. I’d always been honest about how laborious things
went. After seven years I’d done my bit and I resigned. I knew how
difficult it was to recruit collectors or volunteers in general. It was no
reason for me to carry on. I had done enough.

Do you have the courage to be honest?
Even if it means that others may not like you or approve of you?
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“It’s a new dawn
it's a new day
it’s a new life
For me
And I'm feeling good.”
Muse, Feeling good

Sister
From my diary

‘ Is it strange that in my mind I sometimes see you writing your
last words, getting on the bus, hear you say ‘hi’ to perfect strangers and
that I see you making your final jump? The thought of what must
have been going through your mind when you decided to jump from
that block of flats is driving me crazy. After you died we found a pile
of notebooks – there must have been at least twenty of them – in your
flat scribbled full with your confused sentences and bits of text, but we
also found this clear suicide note which has been a great comfort to me:
“I have no fear for what
I might do tomorrow
or maybe the day after.
One day we will all be in
Paradise / Heaven/ Walhalla
without a guilty conscience.
I have made mistakes,
but I never meant to be bad.”
In the first week after you died a thousand and one feelings and
thoughts raced through me. But not why you did it. All the sadness,
pain and despair that I feel now that you are gone are probably
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nothing compared to what you must have felt and thought. So I don't
want to mourn your death too intensely and I'm trying to comfort
myself with the thought that you are not suffering any longer. I hope
you are now released from that endless anxiety and pain and that you
have found the peace and relief that you wanted and that you certainly
deserved.
An evening by myself, at home. Toon is asleep and Alfons is at
rehearsal. After reading the book ‘Chakra psychology’ I had to think
about you again. I have the photo album on my knees and I'm staring
at your passport photo. That photo, the one you had made when you
were eighteen and still happy... the one we used when you were missing
for six months and it turned out you were in Rotterdam... the one we
used for your prayer card.
Memories… sadness at the thought of how it could have been but
never was.
And yet, the way things were going during the last year... it
seemed as if you were improving. I probably remember it more
beautiful than it actually was. Schizophrenia is an exhausting illness.
The hole is still there. The fact that your life was often sad and full of
sorrow already seems to be fading into the background, it's becoming
blurred. I really miss you, my sweet brother!
“Noooooooooo!” I scream to my mother as she tells me over
the phone that Martijn is dead. A few metres away, Alfons freezes. I
collapse while I shout out that Martijn is dead. I am going crazy, my
mind is raging. What now? What should I do? I must go to my
parents, now! What about Toon? The neighbours! Yes, the
neighbours, quickly!
I knew it, I knew it. I knew it! I knew that it would happen
sooner or later. I had been trying to prepare myself for this for years.
This had been my fear when the phone rang unexpectedly. And right
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now, when I thought that things were improving. Just when I had
learned that there's no point in trying to prepare yourself for such an
eventuality. That it was nonsense to want to feel the pain before it
happened in the hope that it would hurt less when it really did. Now
had he actually done it. In a daze I direct Alfons to the neighbours to
ask them to babysit Toon. My keys, where are my keys, I have to put
my shoes on, my handbag. "I'll drive", I yell to Alfons who looks
totally paralysed himself. Watch the road, watch the traffic. Don't
cause an accident. Martijn dead, Noooo!
My parents are sitting at the table, defeated.
Two officers had come to break the news. It had taken the
police the whole evening to find out who we are and where we live.
They had found Martijn a couple of hours earlier, a few kilometres
from his own home, on the ground by a block of flats. He had taken
the bus to get there, and had even had to change en route. He had
even rung some people's doorbell to say goodbye. Say goodbye?
How? To whom? No, they couldn't give us any more details. I
wanted to know everything! Was it really true? Was Martijn really
dead? What did he look like? Had he been relieved when he had
made this decision? It must have been a conscious choice, because
otherwise he wouldn't have said goodbye to strangers, would he? Or
had he been even more confused than I had realised lately? The
officers wanted to hang on to his diary for the time being.
The rest of his belongings were in a small plastic bag on the
table.
The only proof that it really was Martijn. No goodbyes. I
suddenly realised I had never got round to wishing him a happy New
Year. It was now January the eighth. He had been in my thoughts
every day, if only for a moment, and I had intended to phone him,
but I was so busy. What a foul excuse. My phone regularly notified
me of calls from an anonymous number. These could have been
from Martijn. He had blocked his caller id because otherwise some
strange things could happen. Whenever I didn't answer because I was
too busy or just didn't feel like answering, I said to myself I should
call him back soon...
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There were two wallets in the bag, a pouch of tobacco, a lighter,
bank cards, keys and a remote control for the alarm installation. The
alarm. The ever present fear that someone would break in, that he
was being followed, that a conspiracy had been forged against him.
And they came into the house, he said; once they had tied knots in
his phone cord, other times they had used the toilet. No, they never
took anything, but they had it in for him, he was certain of that. It
never became apparent who ‘they’ were. He often said that he
sometimes found it difficult to distinguish fact from fiction. This was
fact, of that he was certain. I wasn't so sure, I really didn't know. I so
wanted to believe what he said, but it seemed so unreal. It drove him
crazy, I knew that. Was he freed now? As soon as I awoke the
following morning I immediately felt that cramp in my stomach.
Again the denial, it was unbelievable that Martijn was gone.
Fortunately, I fell asleep again.
In my dreams I saw Martijn jump from that block of flats, time
and time again.
My head ached, it felt numb and woolly, my stomach churned
painfully. It felt like it wasn't real. This couldn't be true? I was glad
that the night had passed and I heard life around me instead of that
miserable silence. I had to do something, there were so many things
that had to be arranged. Unbelievable, that he had done it after all.
When we got home, Toon cried so loudly, as if he felt that
something was wrong. He fell asleep again, safely in Alfons' arms. It
was Toon who made me realise that the world didn't stop here, that I
had to go on. Irrespective of how I felt, Toon had to be cared for. He
would demand our attention as if nothing had changed. The shops
opened as usual, people went to work. Work – that seemed like
something from another world.
It was only our little corner that had changed, the rest of the
world carried on as usual.
We decided to keep the cremation to just a close circle. The
announcement in the paper would be printed the following day.
There was so much to be arranged. The prayer card with a text, who
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would we invite, and who not? The cars, the music, flowers, coffee
afterwards, the speeches. So many difficult decisions in such a short
space of time, while we hardly realised exactly what had happened. A
comment the undertaker made did not make it any easier. “Surely he
could have done it closer to home”, he said when he heard that my
brother had jumped from a block of flats several kilometres from his
own home. My father sat huddled in his chair in the corner of the
room, with a bright light above him, a pen and a scrap of paper in his
hands. He seemed to be entranced in a twilight state, his only
purpose in life being to write the best possible text for the obituary
and the prayer card. With trembling hands and a shaky voice he
eventually asked whether the text was good enough. Of course it was
fine. My heart broke at the mere sight of this scene. My father was
undecided as to whether he would say anything at the cremation. In
any case, my mother would try to and I would too. That was the least
I could do for him, but what should I say?
So, there he was.
At the front of the room, in the middle, the coffin with a flower
arrangement in yellow. We had chosen it from a colour brochure. It
had to be yellow, I thought. Yellow was Martijn's favourite colour, at
least it was when he was a boy. It struck me that I really didn't know
him very well because I couldn't say for sure which colour he liked
most. We heard ‘Let it be’ by The Beatles from the speakers. Let it
be… it was difficult to comprehend that he really lay there. Perhaps
he was hovering around somewhere and observing this spectacle with
interest from above. It was clear to me that the coffin only contained
his body that had served him in this world. His mutilated body, that
was. “No”, the undertaker had said, "You really don't want to see
him now”. But how could we say our goodbyes if we could not even
witness his death? We had to assume that he was no longer with us,
that Martijn really had jumped and that his body was lying in that
coffin.
That I couldn't touch him, couldn't see his body, that made the
farewell even more unreal.
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I have often thought, maybe I should have gone to see him after
all, even if he had been covered with a sheet... I could have just seen
his feet, or his hands. Yes, his hands... I can recall those vividly:
slender, long fingers, a beautiful, long nail bed. They exuded
vulnerability, gentleness. His hands alone showed how he was, a
handsome, gentle, vulnerable boy for whom the world lay open.
We hardly filled two rows of chairs with our select group of
about ten people. The rest wouldn't hear about this until the
following day. A cold, sterile environment. Ten rows of chairs with
an aisle down the middle, a small altar with the coffin. My mother
broke the ice. She addressed Martijn directly, with a clear, yet
emotional voice. Full of life, my mother. Steadfast in her belief that
this life is just a stop on the road to a higher consciousness. That you
had to learn to live with everything that crossed your path and that
everything happens for a reason. She had upheld this philosophy
throughout the long years of Martijn's illness. It had kept her going
and would keep her going now. And then it was my turn. After that
first fitful night I had sat at the table the following morning and put
my feelings to paper. I decided to read them at the cremation. They
contained nice words, memories of my big brother, his struggle, his
pain and my impotence. I had never said that to Martijn, now I had
to, whatever others would think. Beautiful, painful, straight from my
heart. Despite my intention to speak just as restrained as my mother
had, I broke the moment I stood there. It hurt so much. I wanted to
hold on to the belief that he was now in a better place. No more
pain, no more fear and no more being misunderstood... but liberation
instead. There was the coffin.
I realised that I would never see Martijn again.
When we were clearing out his flat I would have preferred to just
throw everything away, simply because I couldn't bear the pain of
seeing all those things. His belongings, neatly stacked in crates,
looked lost. I even threw away a beautiful black towelling bathrobe,
exactly my taste. It was too painful. We discarded all his clothes. We
didn't even take them to the charity shop because we could not bear
the thought of seeing anyone walking around with his clothes. That
was absolutely unthinkable. I knew enough people who would have
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been happy with them, but now I wanted to follow my feelings and
not concern myself with people's problems.
At first, I was afraid I would forget things.
The thought of forgetting how he laughed or looked, or what his
hands looked like brought tears to my eyes. Shortly after his death,
Alfons found a video tape of Martijn in his flat. Initially, he watched
it secretly, on his own in the attic. When I saw the recording, I had to
cry. So close and yet unreachable forever. Martijn had filmed himself
when he was setting up the camera so he could catch burglars. He
waved at himself, probably to check whether the system was installed
correctly. He still had something funny. His serious expression
combined with the familiar clumsiness with which he sometimes did
things. Waving to himself… Martijn through and through.
We hardly have any photos from the last few years, just a few
snaps. It was so obvious that he was ill. One month he would be thin
with sunken cheeks, the next, bloated from the medication. He
always had big black rings around his eyes, from lack of sleep or too
much sleep. That pained look was always there, which was the reason
that we had used the photo of Martijn when he was eighteen for the
prayer card.
Since Martijn's death, I don't like heights. I feel the pull of the
railing and the space beneath me and I see myself falling. I try to
avoid cable cars and high buildings and fortunately, no one I know
lives in a penthouse. I don't refuse to go, but I don't feel at ease. By
now, I have come to accept that I feel this way, I make the link with
his death and am relieved when I'm back on level ground. And if I do
have to be at such a height, I realise again and again, how terrible life
must have been for him that he saw no other option but to decide to
this dreadful deed.
Sometimes, the sadness unexpectedly engulfs me.
It comes out of nowhere, just like the moment of this memory:
Martijn was sitting leaned against me, weeping, and telling me he can
no longer cope. He was so grieved by his illness and about his life
that he no longer saw a future. I cried with him, how could I comfort
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him or say that he didn't see it clearly? I had to admit, I too had my
doubts that his future was still bright. He asked if I would hold him.
That was strange, because we didn't do that at home. There we sat, in
the grass, in the grounds of the psychiatric centre to which he had
been admitted, pressed against each other. My arms tightly around
Martijn's chest, Martijn close to me like a child seeking security.
“This feels good”, he whispered.
Physically Martijn stepped out of my life, yet he is here every
day. I carry him with me in my heart, and sometimes I even feel that
he is there, protecting me, that he is still my big brother, in another
universe. I often look at his picture, sometimes a fleeting glance,
sometimes consciously focussing on him. I still miss him, but I
understand why he chose death. It was a weird experience for me
when I turned thirty-three and thus became older than he ever was in
this life, almost surreal. It didn't seem plausible, because I'll always be
Martijn's little sister and my big brother will always be thirty-two.

Can you fully accept other people's choices?
Even if they aren't your choices?
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“If you are willing to abandon the urge of wanting to understand, all
that you had hoped to understand will manifest itself to you."
Gangaji

Returner
Almost two years after I had reported sick, I started reintegrating
with the aim of returning to work full-time. It had taken that long
because during my burnout I became pregnant with Toon. It was one
thing knowing that you could let things be – as I had learnt in therapy
– it was quite another to actually feel this in all my interactions during
the day. In my own little world at home with friends and Alfons, it
went pretty well. I didn’t make a fuss so quickly about things, and at
least I knew I no longer had to be perfect in everything. So, armed
with this knowledge and experience, I started working at an
appointed place.
I didn't really want to go there.
Not to the job and not to the building either. The position I
would have started in before I became ill had long been filled. I had
to reintegrate in my previous job and things would be taken from
there. During my burnout, the thought of my old work place alone
had practically made me choke. My body had refused, hadn't been
able to work there. Under no circumstance would I ever enter that
building again, that building in which I had slowly snuffed out like a
candle. Where I hadn't felt appreciated and had gained the
impression that there was no pleasing anybody, no matter how hard I
worked. I knew now, two years later, that this had much more to do
with myself than it had with my employer and colleagues.
During my sick leave, our reintegration discussions had taken
place at a different location but now I could no longer avoid the
confrontation and I had to go back to the lion's den. At least I had
managed to arrange that I could start in a different team. That meant
the same building but different duties, different colleagues and no
more night shifts. I thought that was a good compromise. I had also
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asked for supervision, so that I had somebody with whom I could
discuss my reintegration.
Less than a week after I had started, Martijn committed suicide.
I remember thinking that my colleagues must have thought
they'd never see my face again. However, after the first shock had
worn off and despite my grief, I felt surprisingly stable. It felt as if I
had already cried all my tears of distress over Martijn during my
burnout. During that period I had learnt to feel my emotions and pay
attention to them. I had felt how much I suffered from what
Martijn's life had become and how much I wanted things to be
different for him. I had cried over my own shortcomings and the
helplessness I felt because there was nothing I could do for him as a
sister or as a social worker. I had cried over matters that had turned
out differently than how I had wanted. I had learnt that even then,
life just went on. Because that's what I used to think: I have to carry
on, so don't feel. Whereas it was precisely this fighting against
emotions that took up so much of my energy. I now knew that
carrying on wasn't the same as neglecting your emotions. That wasn't
to say that I didn’t grieve deeply for Martijn and for the horrendous
last step he had taken refuge in. Only it didn't mean that I couldn't
continue to live my life; so, the week after the cremation I just went
back to work.
What I did find rather difficult was that very few colleagues
actually asked me how I was doing, whereas they knew that Martijn
had committed suicide.
Some colleagues just walked right past me.
Or they did ask me how I was doing but hinted at the same time
that they didn't really have the time, nor the energy, to listen to my
real answer. Or I got the kind of rhetorical questions that already
included the answer as to how they thought I should feel. Like my
manager who said to me in passing-by that I was doing fine again. It
wasn't a question, rather a statement. Did he actually want to hear
how I was doing or did he just feel he should mention it but didn’t
quite know how to do this? Others would start chitchatting away
over nothing in such a firm tone of voice that I couldn't even get a
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word in edgeways myself. Via-via I learnt that people just didn't know
how to react, that they didn't know if I would appreciate their
questioning, afraid it would be too confronting, afraid of my reaction.
And if I look at myself in all honesty, I probably would have reacted
the same way in the past. I would have felt just as uncomfortable and
wondered if it was appropriate to ask. It didn’t occur to me that, by
doing so, I took the decision away from the other person. Looking
back now, I would have liked it if people had just asked me how I
was doing, without avoiding the subject. The loss of Martijn wasn't
over and done with after the cremation. Life without him had only
just started. As the weeks and months passed by, the more it became
clear to me: Martijn would not be coming back, for sure. Never ever
again would I hear his voice, his laughter. The emptiness was
painfully tangible and right under my skin. That's why it felt
comforting if colleagues inquired. Not only just immediately after it
had happened but many weeks later as well.
All in all, it wasn't easy to be back after all that time.
Soon I started to feel my throat literally clogging up again. I
decided to phone my supervisor. The conversations I had with him
gave me the final push I so needed. It was wonderful having
somebody teaching me to see reality from a different perspective. I
learnt that if I was irritated by the other person, it would probably say
more about me than about the other. Why should somebody ask me
how I was doing? Even if somebody had passed away. Why should a
colleague show interest in me, take time for me, be nice to me?
Suddenly, all securities no longer were securities.
How realistic were my own reflections on what happened in my
life and at work? To what extent were my interpretations of situations
about which I felt bad, correct? On further consideration, some
situations were even hilarious because wasn't it almost a narcissistic
way of approaching the world if I linked everything that happened,
people's behaviour or statements of others to myself? As if I was the
centre of the universe and the rest of the world didn't have anything
better to do than think about me all day. In the same way it almost
occurred as a matter of course that when Alfons was having an offday, sooner rather than later I too started to feel bad myself. I was
142

Fortune’s Favourite

certainly the cause of his bad mood. For what other reason would he
act the way he did? What had I done wrong? How could I put it right
again? It didn't even occur to me that maybe it wasn't about me after
all. I also thought that I should be using my free time usefully, as
some kind of distorted idea of 'carpe diem'. The picture of my dad in
his chair snoozing the morning away and sometimes even the
afternoon, reading in the evening, visiting the pub until the early
hours...it was my nightmare! I slowly had to learn that doing nothing
was just as useful and productive as long as you did it because you
wanted to. I realised that my self-esteem didn't depend on what I was
capable of doing or what I did or how others possibly thought or
behaved. The harder I had fought to not be like my dad, the more I
had become like him. Others would think me more important and
more valuable if I had a university title or even if I was just busy. Not
until I was doing things in the most perfect of ways, had completed a
university education of high esteem in the eyes of society, would I be
worthwhile. That actually said a lot more about how I saw myself.
I learnt that I was still stuck in a rigid pattern of what I thought
the world should be like.
Letting go of that image and truly accepting that others are
different to me, that the world may be working differently than I
thought it was, created space. I increasingly learnt to let go of my
convictions and not judge things only through my own negative
spectacles and to take a different perspective. For instance, my
supervisor suggested I should consider the reactions of one of the
managers who always made me feel nervous, as an expression of his
love for me. This immediately made me smile, which meant that our
conversations became relaxed and enjoyable. These were simple little
tricks that made a world of difference to me. Because to what extent
was this interpretation not just as valid as the one that he didn’t take
me seriously?

Do you have the courage to examine your convictions and view matters
from a different perspective?
Even if this changes the image of yourself or others?
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“Seek first to understand,
then to be understood.”
S.R. Covey

Friend
The gossip spread quickly around our little circle of friends
“Have you seen Anita, Pieter's new girlfriend? She must be at least
ten years older than Pieter but she doesn't look it, she could be our
age! Just divorced, two kids and she’s recently moved to that block of
flats near the town centre.” I soon met her. And indeed, she did look
young with her slim figure and bouncy, blond and curly shoulderlength hair. She was fourteen years older than I was, and we got on
like a house on fire from the first moment. I soon began to stay the
night at Anita's flat. She told me about her marriage, her ex, how
people thought bad of her because she, a mother, had walked out in
the middle of the night leaving her children of four and six with their
father. I had no option, she explained, otherwise I would never have
left, it was the only way to get out of this marriage. A romance had
given her the strength to leave and a friend had offered her
somewhere to stay. She had had to pull herself away from her
youngest child that clung to her when she realised her mum wanted
to leave. Now, a few months later, things had begun to settle down.
She had her own place, visitation rights to see the children and a new
boyfriend.
I noticed quickly that it really was ‘not done’ for a mother to
leave a marriage.
When I told other people about Anita, I received disapproving
looks and critical questions. A mother who leaves her children
behind? What kind of person would do that? But what if that was the
only escape, your only chance for an alternative life, because you can't
see any other way, because you don't have the courage? Because the
looks from your children and your husband take all your courage
away, so you decide to stay, even though you know deep down that
it's suffocating you? And that leaving, in the middle of the night is
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your only way out? No, people were unrelenting, a mother doesn't
abandon her children. What era are we living in? If a father walked
out, nobody blinked an eyelid, but a mother who left and voluntarily
chose to only see her children at weekends, she wasn't a real mother,
was she? I thought that was rather short-sighted. Anita felt that many
people thought that way and often said nothing about her situation.
It didn't do anything to reduce her feeling of guilt. For Anita, this had
been the only way.
Anita's children came every weekend. When I had passed my
driving test and bought a car, she sometimes asked me to fetch her
children from her ex's house. I was rather nervous the first time. I
would see something of her life in the period before we met; all we
had talked about for nights on end. I felt such a distance to her old
life, so far removed. I was almost twenty, I was still concerned with
my education, my first love affairs, not with getting married, caring
for children and working. Just like Anita, her ex was good looking
and young; he had brown shoulder-length hair, was slim and not
particularly tall. He was a lady's man, behaviour that Anita disowned
now. “Be careful, before you know it he'll have wrapped you round
his little finger.” I wouldn't dream of it, he was my friend's ex and
certainly not my type. The only time you noticed the age difference
between Anita and I was during the weekends when her children
were over. Suddenly she was the mother of two and had adopted a
totally different routine. Order and structure, reading books, playing
games, cooking, watching children's TV. I remember that one
December, together with another friend we delivered the Sinterklaas
presents dressed as Zwarte Piet. The children knew us well, but they
had no idea that it was their mother's friends under the wigs and
behind the makeup.
One afternoon when I was visiting Anita we ran out of sugar.
“I'll just go and ask your neighbour”, I said. “Get sugar from the
neighbour? You must be joking”, she said. “It doesn't matter”, I said
again as I opened the door. Anita had been living there for a few
months and still hadn't made any contacts. Her life consisted of
working and looking after the children at the weekends, of visits from
Pieter and some of his friends, such as me. The neighbour's door was
one and a half metres from Anita's. They lived on the same floor but
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had never spoken! Lilian, an attractive woman with a large head of
red curly hair opened the door. She gave me a cup-full of sugar and I
promised she would get it back. This was the first contact in a new
friendship for Anita and, as later transpired, for me as well.
Anita and Suzanne, the friend who had offered her somewhere
to stay, ate together every week. They took turns to cook for each
other. When Anita returned the cup of sugar to Lilian, Lilian joined
the weekly meals. This was the beginning of the ‘Bitch club’. When I
lived on my own, Anita asked me to join in too. At that time I kept
my distance from people I didn't know and assumed a macho
attitude, and Suzanne, Anita's friend, did the same. So when I met
Suzanne for the first time, I didn't really take a liking to her. By now
Lilian knew me a little too and considered me direct and hard. This
made her wonder whether the group would work. Anita, who knew
us all, kept insisting that it would be a great combination, so I was
invited to join in. My first visit was not uneventful. I had bought a
second hand moped but it wouldn’t start. After an hour I called it off,
frustrated, cross and distressed. “No, I really can't come! I'm afraid to
cycle or walk in the dark!” To get the bus, I had to walk a long way to
the train station, so that didn't help. I felt they thought it odd that I
couldn't manage to get to Anita's place, but I wouldn't budge. I was
too afraid to be out on my own at night.
The next ‘Bitch club’ meeting was at Suzanne's. She lived in my
part of town so this time distance wasn't an issue. After they'd
finished eating they always played cards. And now that there was a
fourth person, we could play with a partner, and we played trumps. I
was rather fanatical and I'd played cards often with my father, so I
knew exactly which cards had been played and I could tell by who
played what, what was left in the game and where. However, Lilian
didn't share my talent for remembering the cards, which meant she
occasionally made a stupid mistake.
Expressive as I am, I made that clear.
“What are you doing? No! You can't play that! She played clubs
just now and I couldn't follow suit, so you should know that you
shouldn't play another club!” And that happened more than once.
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After a while Lilian burst into tears, she wasn't up to all that verbal
abuse. I was shocked, what had I done now? I hadn't seen this
coming and it certainly wasn't my intention. “It was the game, I'm
sorry…”, I muttered. Despite making such a poor first impression, I
was invited again. We had great fun when we ate together and we
always had a good laugh.
We were not embarrassed to call each other to account.
We confronted Lilian with the way she continually said “Done!”
This was her way of saying “This is how it is and no arguing”. Of
course this word was our cue to confront her with her firmness.
What do you mean by ‘done’, explain, why couldn't there be another
way, what about someone else's point of view? With Anita, we would
have to draw the words out of her. She continued to have difficulty
discussing matters that bothered her. If we didn't mention it, she
would just go home again while there were many things in her life
upsetting her at that point. Often she would feel guilty or
embarrassed about it, so she would rather not discuss it. Anita also
found it difficult to stand up for herself and she quickly felt
responsible for everything and everyone. Her self-esteem was often
an issue, what caused her to belittle herself? Why didn’t she see her
worth?
Suzanne was difficult to call to account, she could barely
recognise her role in the things that happened.
Once in a while we all had a negative self-image. We recognised
each other's insecurities, the feeling of not meeting up to
expectations, of not being good enough. It was comforting to be able
to talk about our doubts and insecurities without this being held
against us. The frequency of our meals together varied over the years
depending on how busy we were. We started out weekly, but when
we had children, started studying again or found a boyfriend, we
reduced the frequency to once every three weeks, then to once a
month and at one stage even to three times a year. We all agreed that
we should not lose this sense of comradeship. In our own way, we all
looked forward to the next meal together.
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Unfortunately this routine changed. Over time, Suzanne’s
physical complaints got worse, she was declared unfit for work and
spent her time travelling round the country looking for remedies for
her aches and pains. Nothing helped. When she thought she was
onto something, it was only short-lived. One evening we got into a
discussion. Suzanne refused to take pain killers, even though she
couldn't lift a saucepan full of food any more. If you suffered
unbearable pain every day, what was wrong in taking pain killers?
And as was our habit, we said what we thought. The amount of
alcohol that Suzanne consumed to dull the pain, surely that wasn't a
healthy solution? Suzanne got angrier and angrier with us and
eventually showed us the door.
After fifteen years the ‘Bitch club’ in this form was disbanded.
We went home bewildered and confused about what had gone
wrong.
Over the years Suzanne had sometimes behaved oddly, in a way
we couldn't really fathom. Once in a while when we were out on the
town, Suzanne would have too much to drink and then try and flirt
with Anita's boyfriend. Lilian and I couldn't understand why Anita
accepted that and neither did we understand why Suzanne did that.
Anita knew Suzanne the longest and didn't want us to raise this
during our meals together. Sometimes Suzanne was quite rude to
Anita. Under the guise of ‘bitch’ and ‘that’s Suzanne’, we never dwelt
on these incidents for long.
The ‘Bitch club’ lived on with just the three of us. Immediately
we noticed that the atmosphere was more serene and open than it
had been before, as if there was less tension. Anita explained that
sometimes when Suzanne was there she expressly kept her mouth
shut about certain matters because she knew if she didn't, she would
never hear the end of it.
Apparently we had not been completely open with each other.
Yet, this abrupt end didn't feel right. Were we not abandoning
her? We decided to write Suzanne a letter. Just about the ordinary
things in our lives, about the ‘Bitch club’ and about how we still
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tended to set the table for four instead of three. Suzanne responded
to our letter, and before we knew it, the four of us were dining
together again. It felt familiar and strange at the same time. We had
wanted to return to the original format, but it took months before we
were able to be relaxed together the way we all wanted.
Once again things went wrong. Originally the ‘Bitch club’ had
met every week and the unwritten rule was that you prepared a twoor three-course meal of dishes you had never made before and
preferably cooked them with fresh produce. I learned to eat fish,
olives and much more that I had never tasted at home. When our
lives became busier and we met less frequently, the focus was less on
culinary excellence and more on being together and having an
enjoyable evening. We did try to cook something appealing and tasty,
sure, but it didn't really matter what it was – at least, that is what I
thought. The bomb burst one evening at Suzanne's. While we were
eating, Suzanne was very critical about a meal Lilian had cooked:
what was she thinking when she decided to use instant mashed
potato? She concluded her lecture angrily and aggressively by saying
“I'll cut your throat if you do that again!” We looked at each other
baffled. Lilian was too distressed to say anything. Anita and I made it
clear that this was not the way to treat each other. Suzanne wouldn’t
apologise. If Lilian couldn't cope with this then she should leave and
never return. Lilian, Anita and l looked at each other and we stood up
simultaneously. That was the second time our club disintegrated. It
was better this way.

Can you be yourself in friendships?
Even if it means that you have to draw the line?
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“If you’re brave enough to say ’goodbye’,
life will reward you with a new ’hello’.”
Paulo Coelho

Ex-friend
Chantal and Sandra were a couple. Sandra was the life and soul
of the party. She was always good for a laugh and filled the room
with her cheerfulness, at least on the days she could accept visitors.
Sandra struggled with herself, so sometimes she cancelled an
arrangement at the last minute. But if it went ahead, you could be
sure that it would be fun and enjoyable.
We saw each other almost every week.
For whole evenings we would discuss life, chat about what had
happened, about what we thought, what we stood for and what we
wanted. Our friendship felt so good that Alfons and I even asked
them to be guardians for our unborn child. Chantal and Sandra also
wanted to have children of their own and twelve months previously
they had even asked Alfons if he would be their donor. It took some
extensive discussions before we decided that we didn’t want to go
ahead with it. At that time we didn't have children of our own and we
didn't know how it would feel if there would be a little Alfons in
another family. What if we remained childless ourselves? However
much we wanted them to be parents too, we couldn't help them.
In the last few weeks before Toon was born, we hardly spoke to
each other.
I don't recall now whether I found out before I my delivery or
shortly afterwards. Apparently, a true relationship drama was
unfolding behind closed doors. Chantal had fallen for another
woman and for months she had been denying Sandra’s suspicion.
However, Sandra’s worst fears proved well-founded, Chantal had
been cheating on her for some time with a mother of two who was in
the middle of a divorce. Chantal and Sandra decided to go their
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separate ways. I was totally stunned by this news. Chantal and Sandra
broken up? They belonged together, they were a beautiful couple,
they were meant for each other. How could this happen? And how
come we had never noticed anything? How could Chantal have led a
double life? We had had such intimate conversations every week,
about who we were and what we wanted. What's more, we had even
discussed their being guardians, while all this was going on?
Why had we been afraid to be open and honest with each other?
During the divorce, Chantal pulled out all the stops so she could
keep as many of their belongings as possible. Later she would say that
she had never expected herself to be that materialistic. She had never
thought that she would fight for herself like that; even at the expense
of the other party. I didn't want to get involved, I didn't want to have
to take sides. They made different choices than I would have, that
was okay. I decided to remain open to them both. Chantal's new
girlfriend soon moved in with her children and eighteen months later
they got married.
Of course it was different.
Babs was a quiet, rather sombre woman and filled the room with
stoicism rather than fun. I didn't feel the solidarity and sparkle that I
had with Sandra. In the years that followed, Chantal and Babs had
two children together. It was only when I received the second birth
announcement card that I realised just how our friendship had
changed. I sent a card congratulating them and got a message back
that I was more than welcome to visit the new-born. I was certainly
happy for them but I didn't feel the need to visit. During the past few
years our contact had been reduced almost to a fixed routine. Alfons
and I phoned regularly to meet up, but Chantal and Babs were always
too busy. When they finally called to ask if we wanted to come and
visit, it turned out that their computer needed fixing. So when we
were there, Alfons spent most of the time upstairs trying to get it up
and running again. Sometimes we would have dinner together and
then we went home again. It wasn't that these visits weren't fun, or
that I didn't like the ladies any more, it just no longer felt right. I
noticed that I didn't particularly look forward to going. It was time to
151

Mirtel Gommans

distance ourselves. Wouldn't I prefer to spend the little spare time
that was left after work and my family, investing in a friendship that
inspired me more?
It had nothing to do with the frequency, but everything with the
intention of the contact.
I wrote an e-mail wishing them all the best. I also described my
doubts about the friendship, that I had the impression they only
thought of us when they had a problem with their computer, whether
or not this was intentional. Chantal and Babs felt very offended.
Didn't we understand that they were just really very busy? I explained
that I had not wanted to offend them, and that the choices they made
were fine. That I had the impression that their priorities lay
elsewhere. It may well be that they saw it differently, that it was not
their intention. It didn't matter to me, I just didn't want to continue
the friendship. Of course it was awkward for me too; I did some
heart searching - was my response genuine, or was it my way of
appeasing my aggrieved ego?
Did I respond this way because I felt rejected? Or because I
didn't want to be hurt anymore? No, with this decision I felt I was
being completely honest with myself. I was not angry or sad. I didn't
judge their choices, I wanted them to have a good life. I had
expressed what I thought and felt, without imposing ‘my truth’ on
them. It felt good to say goodbye at that point in time.

Can you choose what you really want, without judging others?
Even if it means that the other person doesn't understand you?
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“Inner peace is the greatest gift of all.”
Chinese proverb

Daughter-in-law
Alfons' parents were something else. They had been together for
seventeen years, if you include the numerous break-ups, that is.
Apparently, they couldn’t live together, but then again, they couldn’t
manage without each other. By the time he turned twenty, Alfons had
moved house about twenty times. Sometimes because his mother got
into a fight with the neighbours, sometimes because his mother left
his father only to move back in with him some time later. The
atmosphere in his parental home was always tense, as if the bomb
was about to explode any minute. When his mum wanted to move
house for the umpteenth time, Alfons and his brother indicated that
they would no longer join her. Alfons was allowed to live with his
brother who was seven years his senior. However, when his brother
entered into a relationship, Alfons had to leave and he moved back in
with his mother.
"If I could hang myself on that tree, I would do so immediately."
These were the first words I remember my mother-in-law saying.
She sat on the sofa and pointed at the Christmas tree next to her. I
wasn't quite sure how to react. Alfons didn't seem to be surprised and
signalled to me that we were going upstairs. "She often says things
like that, don't take any notice." I wasn't used to those kinds of
statements. I had occasionally spoken with my dad about his feelings
and then it transpired that he thought life could be quite tough. My
mother’s extramarital relationship and his illness. He had imagined a
different life for himself. However, I never heard him mentioning
anything about doing away with himself. But for my mother-in-law
saying these kinds of things was quite normal, and it wasn't always
just a statement. More than once she had been known to put words
into deed. Alfons no longer reacted to her statements. "If that's what
she wants, then that's what she must do", was his response.
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By the time I met him, Alfons' father was an elderly man. He
was sixteen years older than Alfons' mother and had two children
from a previous marriage, but he was no longer in contact with them.
His heavy alcohol abuse hadn’t made him a very pleasant man in that
marriage. In his next relationship, with Alfons' mother, fights had
been pretty heavy too. However, Alfons' father had now turned into
a quiet, elderly man. He would mutter at times that Alfons hadn't had
an easy childhood, but never really went into it. He never showed any
feelings such as pain and grief. If someone close to him passed away,
he talked about it as little as possible and he threw away prayer cards
the minute he received them. If you didn't talk about it, it didn't exist.
He was now spending every penny he had on his children. If he
heard Alfons talk about something he wanted, he would conjure up
money like a rabbit out of a hat from the most secret nooks and
crannies in the house. He had been friendly towards me from the
beginning. I was totally accepted and didn't have to make myself look
better than I was. When Alfons and I broke up after two years, his
father even turned up crying at my doorstep. Did I not want to give it
another try? When Alfons and I got back together again after a
couple of months, he was the first to stand at our doorstep with a big
smile.
Because of the fact he never really spoke about what went on
inside him and our conversations were restricted to small talk, we
didn't really have an in-depth relationship. During his final years, life
became increasingly difficult for my father-in-law. He found it hard
to accept that his body was letting him down and especially that he
could hardly walk anymore. Every day, he repeatedly hoped that his
body would improve somewhat the next day, only then he would
start to feel better again.
That day never came.
During the last year of his life he started to forget things, too.
My father-in-law often didn't recognise me, which made visits even
quainter. You could see him think: 'Who is that woman sitting on my
sofa?' In the end, most of the time when Alfons went to visit, I didn't
join him anymore, because it just seemed to make my father-in-law
more confused.
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Alfons' mother seemed friendly at first, but from day one she
didn't have a good word to say about Alfons' ex-girlfriends. I knew all
of them had been cheating on him, so that didn't immediately make
me panic. However, over the course of the years it appeared that she
didn't have a good word to say about anybody, and neither about the
people she currently socialised with. There was always something the
other person had done or not done. During the time that Alfons and
I had separated, I too belonged to the row of ex-girlfriends who had
done more bad than good to her son. So it was very strange to go
and visit her again after a couple of months. As the years went by, I
learnt that it was better to interact with her on a more superficial
level. That way she wouldn't be able to find anything with which to
run me down. My mother-in-law moved house a couple of times
more in the years after Alfons had moved out. Reasons included
relationships, arguments with neighbours, a generally bad
neighbourhood or whatever reason beyond her control that made her
request another house from the housing association. At her
umpteenth request for a different house, the housing association
made her sign a contract which stated that she wouldn't be entitled to
an alternative house if she wanted to move again due to an argument
with the neighbours. She did get into an argument again and had to
leave. Fortunately, she was allocated a house by a different housing
association in the nick of time.
It was difficult to form an opinion about all the stories she told.
Alfons and I increasingly doubted her integrity. For instance,
Alfons had to fix problems on her computer almost every week.
Week after week his mother denied that she had touched the settings
while Alfons could literally tell from the computer that all sorts of
settings had been changed. My mother-in-law was delighted when we
had children. Every time we came to visit, she revived. We knew that
when we went to visit grandma, our children wouldn't touch their
plates that evening. Filled to the brim with sweets, they just couldn't
get another bite in. Of course this was something grandmothers do,
but we did find it difficult. Sometimes enough was enough. She
would even secretly be giving our children all sorts in the kitchen
while we sat in the living room. When we wanted to wean our
daughter off her dummy, it turned out that Alfons' mother had
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bought one herself. We already thought it strange that our daughter
was always crying when we picked her up from a visit to grandma.
Then we found out that she cried because my mother-in-law would
quickly pull the dummy out of our daughter's mouth when she saw
us driving up. Alfons had had enough when my mother-in-law talked
about committing suicide in the presence of our children: "If I had a
rope, I would hang myself right now".
She didn't realise that her statement was twice as hurtful for me.
My brother's death hadn't been that long ago and she just talked
about suicide as if she was talking about groceries. Alfons made it
clear to her that he didn't want her to make these statements in the
presence of our children. My mother-in-law didn't understand what
she was doing wrong. It didn't mean anything, she thought, we were
making too much of a fuss about it. She was so used to be throwing
these kind of statements around that she really didn't see what was
wrong with it.
Alfons had had enough. At forty he was still trying to come to
terms with his past. His mother had never acknowledged that things
in the past maybe hadn't gone that smoothly and she had never done
anything wrong anyway. Alfons had a lot of difficulty with that. A
little acknowledgement would have been comforting. He knew he
couldn't expect that; his mother didn't know any better. Alfons
realised that the images he had in his head of people and events, were
images of how his mother had painted them for him. His memories
were totally coloured by his mother's way of thinking. Aunts being
unpleasant, neighbours pestering. Was it all true? Increasingly, Alfons
began to wonder what had really happened. Were these people really
all so unfriendly? He needed to develop his own picture, break free
from his mother, her colouring, her behaviour. The memories of the
past, the moaning about other people, the lying about all sorts of
matters in addition to her behaviour towards our children, it all
became too much for him. Alfons decided to break all contact with
his mother.
What was I supposed to do?
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Should I deprive my children their grandmother? In the
beginning she bombarded me with e-mails. I tried to remain neutral
by saying that I understood that she was sad about not seeing her
grandchildren. At the same time I made it clear to her that I fully
supported Alfons and that I respected his choice. No matter how sad
I thought it was for her. I explained to her that I agreed that he
wanted to spare our children her statements about suicide. My
mother-in-law found it very hard to accept this. She stuck to her
opinion that we were the ones making a mountain out of a molehill
and she wanted to restore the contact. Our refusal made her even
more furious. Her e-mails became increasingly vicious. She gave her
thoughts about me free rein. She didn't understand that her
behaviour confirmed Alfons in his choice. Because why would he
choose to restore the contact while she was now talking negatively
about me as well? My role remained tricky. Generally speaking, my
children had always enjoyed their time with their grandmother. We
tried to explain to them as well as we could, in words they would
understand, why we suddenly no longer visited this grandmother.
When the nieces celebrated their birthdays, I went to visit with the
children ahead of Alfons. That way my mother-in-law could at least
see the children two or three times a year. I tried to be as friendly as
possible but understood at the same time that she had difficulties
coping with this situation too and that she wasn't always that friendly
towards me.
No matter what, this remains a difficult situation.
We were brought up with the idea that you have to honour your
parents and so you don't break off contact. And depriving
grandparents’ access to their grandchildren is something you just
don't do. I feel that people never really understand and sometimes
even disapprove; I know it is difficult to explain. Even now, as I
write, Alfons still doesn't want to have contact with his own mother.
Sometimes he’s in doubt. But often, at such a moment, it happens
that I receive an e-mail from his mother or something else occurs
that again confirms Alfons’ choice. The last time this happened, it
was his birthday, just after midnight; his mother phoned. Alfons' first
reaction was to hang up on her. With fear in his eyes he looked at me
and asked his mum how she was doing. Within two seconds the
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conversation was as if they had spoken to each other the previous
day. With a groan and a moan she told him how difficult her life was.
In full detain she recalled the day Alfons had decided to break all
contact. It was clear, she didn't understand his choice. During that
unexpected moment of contact, Alfons realised that his mother
wouldn't change. At the same time he experienced how much peace
it gave him not to be in contact with her. Still it was good that his
mother phoned, because now he could let her know what he had
always wanted to let her know: “Mum, I'm not blaming you for
anything, I’m not cross with you, but it's better for me to not be in
contact with you. Too many things have happened, things I want to
leave behind, but do remember, I'm not blaming you for anything."
His mother sighed... relieved as a child that he wasn't angry with her.

Do you have the courage to make choices that go against the norm but
that are good for yourself?
Even if it means that those around you will criticise your actions?
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“But that night I lay on my straw, and in my sleep I knew that life
was good, and that I was glad that life began again and the sun
sailed, sailed toward a new day. And my soul sailed in my sleep to a
new happiness. It was a happiness that did not stop, it was not
bound, it was the happiness of being alive.”
Nescio

Daughter
My father had had aches and pains for almost all his life. After a
hospital appointment he would tell me that things hadn't gone exactly
as he had wished. Waiting times of more than an hour were not
unusual and the coordination and collaboration between the various
disciplines was more often miss than hit. He sometimes moaned
about this when he was home again, but he never really complained,
it was just part of it all.
It wouldn't be right to lodge a formal complaint because surely
everyone did their best, didn't they?
His motto was to just soldier on with life and take the setbacks in his
stride. I considered this to be a very valuable attitude, but what if this
was at the expense of yourself? If everyone always just carried on
without saying what they thought, then surely no one would ever
learn from their mistakes? If I was afraid to say what I was
dissatisfied about, then I would never give anyone the opportunity to
change, would I? Which is why, after careful consideration, I wrote
this letter after my father died:

‘My father had a long medical history and was known to a
number of hospital wards. At the end of January he had a heart
attack after which he received emergency angioplasty treatment.
Because he lay flat and he already had poor lungs, he got pneumonia.
This caused the poor condition he was in, to deteriorate even further.
Initially, my father was in the coronary care unit and after a few days
159

Mirtel Gommans

he was transferred to another ward. My father no longer had the
strength to stand, he could hardly move himself in bed and he
developed open bed sores around his tailbone because he was bed
ridden. After a few weeks and with the help of two nurses, he could sit
in a chair for a while. Once he was left sitting there from the early
morning until the evening visiting hours, by which time he was totally
exhausted. On another occasion, a nurse attempted to move my father
all by herself despite the fact that he insistedt this would be impossible
because he had no strength in his legs. My father cried in a stifled voice
“Nurse, I can't do it!”, while his head more or less rested between her
breasts (it would almost be funny if it were not so sad). I was there
and had to catch him from behind as he would otherwise have just hit
the chair.
One evening, the nurse on duty emptied his bedside cabinet for the
night while my father indicated that he needed the ointment that was
on the top. The nurse decided that he did not need this stuff at night
and so his belongings were put away. Shortly before he was moved to
the revalidation clinic, a nurse insisted that he “... should be
cooperative”, after which she pulled his arm so hard that a whole layer
of skin, weakened by high doses of prednisone, tore away. Because my
father was wearing long-sleeved pyjamas at the time, this wasn’t visible
immediately. When he mentioned the incident to the nurse, it was
vehemently denied.
During his many times in hospital in the past twenty-five years,
my father always tried to make the best of things, to complain as little
as possible and to cooperate as best as he could. That was my father's
nature; you simply didn't complain. And certainly not now he was so
dependent on the care of others, because how would they treat you if
you did? So, if I let it be known that I wasn't happy with the way he
was being treated and wanted to say something, he made it clear to me
that he would rather I didn't.
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And it wasn't as if all care was bad. Some nurses were very
knowledgeable and friendly, a larger bed and an anti-decubitus
mattress had been arranged. And there was another point in the care’s
favour; the doctors gave my father the opportunity to revalidate. My
father received a great deal of care in the revalidation clinic. What a
relief that was to him. He was given a bed with a good mattress. They
came to turn him over many times a day, they rubbed ointment on his
skin that suffered the side effects of the prednisone, so it would tear
less, they placed a box under the sheets at the end of the bed so the
sheets didn't hurt his feet and foam under his ankles to rest his heels
so they wouldn't get sores. He was also allowed to call the nurse as
often as he wanted. It wasn't long before we realised that my father
wasn't really ready for revalidation therapy. He was so weak that the
nurses did not dare to take the responsibility. After two days, my
father had to go back to the hospital. In the evening, the ambulance
took him back to the emergency room.
Never before had I experienced such a bad ward (thankfully).
My father was admitted on the Wednesday evening before Carnival2
and because of his condition, he was put into a single room at the end
of the corridor. During the handover it was clearly stated that the
following day an anti-decubitus mattress had to be arranged. My
father was very weak and could hardly do anything himself, his
physical condition had not improved. He had open sores on his
tailbone, his lower legs were bruised (almost open), and his heels were
black. I had to help my father onto the bedpan. There was no foot
box, so the sheets were resting on his feet. We solved this by hanging
the sheets over the bed frame, but the bed was too small, so we had to
remove the foot end. In this way we endeavoured to make my father as
comfortable as possible. We were inventive but it felt strange for such a
new ward that was widely praised in the papers.
2

Carnival: a festive occasion or period marked by merrymaking, processions,
etc: esp in some Roman Catholic countries, the period just before Lent
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That night my father asked if he could be turned because lying in
that position was painful and he no longer had the strength to turn
himself. One nurse responded that it was no use pressing the button
fifty times in a row because he would not be turned before three in the
morning. When my father later asked what time it was, he got the
answer: "Five minutes later than just now". My father's watch had
been removed in the emergency room because of his fragile skin, so he
could no longer tell the time for himself. The following morning, my
mother was so distressed that she was in tears. She said to the new
shift of nurses that this was degrading, but was advised to say this to
the nurses concerned. Once, my mother even experienced a forty-minute
(!) wait before someone came to answer the emergency call button.
Another time, she arrived at seven in the evening only to find my
father in the dark, no one had been to see him, not even to turn on a
light. On the other hand, sometimes they left all the lights on all night
long, so my father appeared to lose his sense of day and night (while
his mind was clear!). Once, when they turned him over, they forgot to
hand him the emergency button so my father had to shout for the nurse
for an hour before anyone came. Several times a day, a cup with drink
was put on his bedside cabinet but my father didn't have the strength
to drink by himself. So the number of full cups on the bedside cabinet
simply increased as the day progressed without anyone thinking to help
him. My father's appetite diminished, the only thing he still enjoyed
was apple sauce. When the nurses would not get this for him, I
brought a jar myself from home.
On Saturday evening, three days after he was admitted, my father
ached terribly from lying, he was bruised all over. According to the
nurses, he couldn't have more pain relief medication. It was then that
we discovered that my father was still lying on an ordinary mattress
and not on the anti-decubitus mattress especially requested by the
emergency room nurse. No wonder that my father was bruised all over!
That was the last straw for me. Angry and frustrated, I marched to
the nurses’ station with a clear message: what a culmination of
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incompetence - no additional pain medication, a bed that was too
small, a matrass that was all wrong, no foot box, disrespectful
treatment, unprofessional acts such as the one with the emergency
button, intolerably long waiting times, no help with drinking or eating,
the lights wouldn’t be turned on or they would stay on all night, and
so on, and so on. I asked how they would behave if it was their own
father lying there in bed, what care would they then provide? My
father, who always tried to do as much as possible himself, who
couldn't bear to be so dependent on others and was now so miserable,
did not deserve this. (And no one deserves this, which is why I'm
writing this complaint!)
The nurse who responded to my outcry attempted to resume decent
care. Medication for pain relief was provided and when that did not
work, he was given stronger pain medication. However, an antidecubitus mattress could not be provided because it was still Carnival.
Our question as to whether such a mattress could be obtained from
another ward or from the revalidation clinic, was met with stony
silence. Later, when I asked if my father could be turned, I had to
help again (which I thought was a bit odd). That evening, I let it be
known that if nothing changed, I would be obliged to report the
situation. Not particularly to complain about specific nurses (although
I very much resented the remark about pressing the button fifty times
and the “five minutes later than just now” response) but in any case,
about the poor organisation of care.
The following day, Sunday in the Carnival weekend, my father
was suddenly transferred to another ward where, sure enough, there
was an anti-decubitus mattress. He received better care in this ward.
And again, it depended on the nurse who was on duty, but generally
speaking, he was given more attention. He was turned more frequently
and a dietitian came to his bedside, because he had not eaten for
several days, except for a little yogurt. This was a bad déjà vu - my
father suffered nausea the whole day and again we were initially told
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there was nothing they could do for him. Later, when the person in
charge of the evening shift came to draw blood and we mentioned the
nausea again, suddenly there was something that could be done for
him. So again, we noticed that the treatment of his symptoms
depended heavily on which nurses were on duty. My father stayed in
this ward from Sunday until Thursday morning. My mother got
permission to be present outside visiting hours, so that she could help
my father eat and drink.
On Thursday morning, my father was suffering from lack of
oxygen so he was rushed to the cardiac care unit. The evening before,
my father had indicated that he could not handle this situation any
longer; life had become too much suffering. He had asked my mother
to fetch the euthanasia papers from their family doctor. And to me he
had said that the doctors with all their treatments apparently saw
something he himself no longer felt. My father knew he did not have
much longer to live. At the coronary care unit it became obvious that
treatment was no longer effective, so it was stopped that same evening.
A few hours later my father passed away.
However paradoxical it may sound, I was happy with this last
day. We had a room near the nurses' station, we were treated kindly,
they listened, explained clearly why certain steps were taken, my father
was treated with great respect and he was given all possible care.
I am relating this in such detail because I want to give an
overview and complete picture of the situation in those four weeks.
They were the last four weeks of my father's life and you can imagine
that we would rather have spared him some of the agony. It is exactly
in such a period of total breakdown and dependency that a person
needs friendly and professional care. The way care is given, depends too
much on the person assigned to the patient (I do not assume negative
intentions if you choose this profession, although the mentality may
have changed, perhaps a training course could increase attention for
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this aspect). However, organisational reasons are often cause for poor
care too. Nevertheless, I considered the situation in those few days in
the acute ward to be so grave that I (and my mother with me) feel
obliged to lodge a complaint. In the hope that others may in future
receive better care on this ward than my father did in his last weeks.”
The manager of the admissions department invited me to a
meeting in which he apologised with a big bunch of flowers. I was
also offered a tour of the departments with an explanation of the way
in which the care was structured. Several weeks later I took him up
on it because I did not want this ward to continue like a horror movie
in my head. It was only later that I realised that in accepting this
invitation I had implicitly agreed to the complaint being dealt with
without it being submitted to an independent complaints committee.
Whatever I did, my father could not relive the final four weeks of his
life. I felt strong because I had demonstrated my vulnerability, my
grief. And I felt strong because I had drawn my line, I had stood up
for my kin and for myself.

Do you have the courage to do things that feel right for yourself?
Even if it means that you do them differently from the way you were
taught?
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“Magic happens when you fill up your own heart,
not when you wait for somebody else to fill it up for you.”
Unknown

Adventurer
In my dreams I saw myself galloping over the fields, at one with
the horse.
When I was thirty-six, I took the plunge and went to a riding
stables to learn how to ride a horse. It was a dream I had had for
years, but I was held back by two negative experiences from the past.
At the farm where I used to stay when I was a child, the farmer
once had a new horse which had to go to a meadow. While I was on
his back, the horse walked into some barbed wire. He was so startled
that he started prancing, making me slide off his back. Although I
wasn't hurt, I was terribly shocked. The farmer however, wasn't
bothered about me, he was more concerned about the horse. He
shouted at me, why on earth did I let the horse walk into the barbed
wire? And rather than helping me to my feet, he went to inspect the
horse's chest to see whether it was injured.
Several years later I was allowed to briefly sit on a horse that
belonged to the daughter of some friends of my parents. As soon as I
sat in the saddle, I was afraid, wow - this was really high! Their
wordof warning didn't really put me at ease: “Don't squeeze too hard
in her sides because then she'll go faster. Don't pull the reins too
much because then she might rear up. Just be calm and everything
will be fine.” The daughter had hardly finished her warning when
something startled the horse and she rushed off towards the street
with me on her back, in full gallop. The stirrups were too low for my
feet so my legs kept bashing into the horse's sides and I didn't have
anything to hold on to. I could only think of what she had said. Don't
pull the reins too hard, because she might rear up! Don't squeeze too
hard with your legs because she'll only go faster! Goodness knows
how I managed not to fall off. Tugging the reins only very gently I
166

Fortune’s Favourite

succeeded in getting the horse to stop. I just wanted to get off as
quickly as possible. In my haste, my foot got caught in the stirrup so I
fell to the ground with one foot still attached. I panicked even more,
surely the horse would stand still now! Luckily I was on my own two
feet a few seconds later next to the horse with the reins in my hands.
My desire to ride a horse disappeared, at least for a while.
I signed up at the stables for a beginners course. Saddling the
horse remained difficult for me. As soon as you entered the stall with
the saddle, the horses turned their butts towards you, as if they
wanted to say, tough luck, not me today, I'm staying in my cosy
corner!
I felt belittled and awkward.
I saw young girls, not even ten years old, saddling their horses
with ease. Yet, riding itself was wonderful. After five months I
decided to go on a little trek. It was as if my dream had come true. It
was wonderful to be riding through the woods with a group! Shortly
before we were due to stop for lunch, we had slowed the horses to
walking pace after cantering for a while, and I was relaxed. Suddenly I
was shuddered from left to right and BOOM! My horse was startled
by a barking dog that ran out from between the bushes just in front
of us. And there I lay, next to the horse, on my side.
It was as if I had experienced everything in slow motion. I saw
myself sliding down towards the ground, head first, alongside the
horse's neck. My shoulder and ribs hit the ground first, after which a
dull pain took hold of my ribs and chest. Actually, everything hurt.
Fortunately, we were near the picnic place so I could recover my
nerves and take some aspirin. After lunch I climbed back up on my
horse. “Super! Well done”, they all said. I didn't want to be afraid but
I could feel the shock was still in my whole body, and I expressed my
fear. Two riders made sure they rode in front of me so my horse
could only trot gently. It was the least painful for me this way. It was
nice to see that they took account of me even though my fall meant
that the trek was less fun for the rest of the group, too. I was on the
back of a horse again the next day; dosed up with painkillers I
followed the lesson. People praised me for my courage and
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perseverance. “Those are the true fans!” they said. I noticed that I'd
lost my courage and lack of inhibition. It was months before my
body fully recovered from the fall, from the bruised ribs. I had
wanted to fulfil my dream and this fall wasn't going to stop me.
Six months after this trek there was a trekking holiday for
beginners. Already there was trouble when it was time to saddle up.
When I opened the door to the stall the horse roughly pushed me
against the wall and rushed out. Another rider came to my rescue and
guided the horse back into the stall. My good feelings immediately
left me. My confidence didn’t really grow when the ride began. It
seemed as if the horse just ignored my instructions. And at the first
sudden movement my horse made, right at the start of the ride, I
jumped off in panic. “What happened?” I heard the stable manager
ask. I saw him thinking: No, not her again!
“Everything's fine!” I said and before he could respond I was
back on my horse again.
Don't make such a fuss Mirtel, I said to myself. Despite this false
start, the trek actually went quite well. The whole group prepared to
gallop and with a knot in my tummy, I followed. It went well! Great,
what a wonderful sensation, super! As we prepared for the second
gallop, something went wrong. My horse didn't follow but just
trotted faster and faster. The gap between me and the rest got bigger
and bigger, my horse just wouldn't gallop. He'll trip in a moment, I
thought. My panic and feeling of powerlessness gradually increased.
Please, hurry up horse! Gallop, now! But he wouldn't. Eventually I
shouted to the rest of the group that they had to stop.
Fortunately they heard me.
When I caught up with the group I broke out in a sweat. I
wanted to dismount, immediately! This wasn't my thing, not now and
not ever. I would never learn how to ride, I wanted to get down,
now! But we were right in the middle of nowhere, “You can't give up
here Mirtel, you have to carry on.” “How far are we from the picnic
spot?” I asked, “I'll quit there, I don't want this anymore, I can't go
on!” The stable manager was clearly doing his best to suppress his
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annoyance. For the second time I felt I was a ‘pain in the ass’ but
under no circumstances was I going any further, and I wasn't
backward in making that known. Luckily another rider offered to
swap horses with me at the picnic stop, but I had to keep going until
then. Knowing I had no other option, I carried on, but my heart
raced.
Never, never, ever again would I get on a horse!
We swapped horses and I allowed myself to be persuaded to try
again on another horse. Just two days later I was on the back of a
horse again. After a nerve-racking first half hour, I found my calm
and dared to look around me. It was so beautiful to be riding a horse
through the woods. I even allowed them to persuade me to gallop
again. We were off again, and to my surprise, I could do it, I even
enjoyed it! A great feeling of success engulfed me and tears streamed
down my cheeks. This experience meant that I could end the trekking
holiday on a positive note. Afterwards I rode this horse during my
lessons at the stables. In the second week after the holiday, while
trotting, the horse seemed to collapse one of his hind legs. I felt as if
I was sliding off and immediately anxiety took hold of me again.
“Don't take any notice, Mirtel, you're doing fine, just keep going!” It
happened again and again, and after the third time I'd had enough
and I stopped right in the middle of the lesson. I wanted to get off,
surely something was bothering this horse. When I came for my next
lesson I was given the same horse again. He hadn't had any problems
in between, they assured me. But within five minutes of me on his
back, he collapsed his hind legs again. “He's having you on, Mirtel,
he's been fine all week!”
What was I doing wrong, that he reacted to me in this way?
“It's got nothing to do with you Mirtel! Just ride on!” After he
had seemingly collapsed his legs a few times more, I had had enough.
“I want a different horse in future!” The stable manager sighed.
“Mirtel, if you're not careful, soon you'll only be able to ride just one
horse. You can do it, have confidence in yourself!” Didn't anyone
notice that I was only becoming even more nervous? Why was I
doing this to myself? I took some private lessons from someone who
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worked according to the principles of natural horsemanship and
learned that I, as leader of the horse should always act confidently,
calmly and with trust. Something that I had eventually mastered with
my dogs. I was getting better at that, on the ground in the meadow, I
could even manage a whole flock. I continued to find it hard to be
confident in the stall and on the horse. I remained frightened of
falling off and in the stall I realised that I was dealing with animals
that have a reflex to flee. The penny finally dropped when I was
almost kicked by a horse.
In my dreams I saw myself galloping through the fields in
ecstasy, I was a wonderful rider and leader for the horse, and I
exuded calm and love and there was unity. In actual fact I was clumsy
and couldn't always be a leader for my horse. I remained overawed by
their weight, their power and unpredictability. Aspects that a horse
would never deliberately use against you, but that could be dangerous
if you didn't fully understand ‘horse language’, if you couldn't be a
proper leader or weren't sufficiently alert of what was going on. I had
hoped to experience relaxation and euphoria but instead I mostly felt
stress. What did I want to prove and to whom? I decided to quit
horse riding for good. It had been a great experience. But if it was
right for me, it would cross my path again.

Do you have the courage to let go of something if it doesn't really suit
you?
Even if it's your dream that you've been hoping to fulfil for many
years?
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“It wasn't the New World that mattered...
Columbus died almost without seeing it; and not really knowing what
he had discovered. It's life that matters, nothing but life — the process
of discovering, the everlasting and perpetual process, not the discovery
itself, at all.”
F. Dostojevski

Pioneer
After secondary school, I had embarked on this job guarantee
training programme and after ten years, I found myself still working
with the same organisation where I'd been employed after I had
qualified. Both the therapy and supervision had unlocked something
within me; I no longer wanted to live up to everybody else's
supposed expectations, I couldn't hold on to what I wanted to hold
on to. What's more, my job as a counsellor was just that, a job, and
not who I was.
And you could change jobs.
Two months after I had returned to work full-time again, I sent
an open job application to a school for senior secondary vocational
education. Both my parents were teachers, and so I'd always been
intrigued by education as a field. I was invited for a first, exploratory
interview and much to my surprise, I could start immediately as a
coach for students who had got stuck and were not making any
progress with their studies. After all those years, I just loved how I
could go around anonymously. Nobody in this workplace knew that I
had had a burnout, that both my father and partner were ill and that
my brother had committed suicide after his debilitating illness. After
all those years, this felt so liberating, as if I was starting afresh.
However, the job didn't live up to my expectations and a year
later, I applied for a job with my former employer; I landed it. I was
to set up a new project together with a small group of people. When,
after two years, it became unclear whether or not the project would
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be given another boost due to a stop on subsidies, I wrote a letter to
apply for a job with another division. Changing jobs became
increasingly less difficult. I was fully committed to each job I had, but
when the situation became insecure or no longer suited my wishes, it
was good to broaden my horizon.
After two years, things started to become unstable again. I
happened to have read that the holding company of the organisation
I was working for was on the lookout for new talent. I phoned my
former manager who explained that the holding was looking to set up
a new business in the form of a joint venture with another company.
They were looking for a team leader cum regional manager.
Would that be something for me?
This offer took me by surprise. Why would they think I'd be
capable of taking on these roles? It's true that I had previously been
involved in setting up a consultation project, but for the past fifteen
years, I had mainly focused on the substantive part of my job. I had
no experience of setting up a business, let alone managing it. The fact
that this crossed my path, made it plain to me, clear as daylight: this
was for a reason and what had to be, had to be.
I went through a total of four interview rounds and much to my
surprise, I was selected unanimously. However, discussing the terms
of employment wasn't plain sailing all the way. I had to appeal to all
of my negotiation skills in order to earn a reasonable wage. Especially
when it came about that I would have to give up my permanent
contract of 15 years to be on the commercial business' payroll. That
involved a temporary contract and a lot of insecurity. Not something
any breadwinner would agree to without some form of resistance.
The guarantee that my current employer would re-employ me within
the first year made it an acceptable risk for me.
What a surprise when I learnt the job was mine.
Even more so, because at that moment in time, there were so
many things going on in my life that required my attention. I was
doing a university course, my father was critically ill in hospital, I was
still working in my current job and my children, ages three and six,
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also required some attention from their mother. Because, at that time,
my father was in such a bad way, I rushed off to the hospital after the
meeting with my future employer to tell him the good news. It was
only a short surprise visit, because I was planning to tell the full
version of the story the next day. My father's reaction was one of
pride and joy, and surprise as well about how well things had
materialised. This turned out to be the last opportunity we had to talk
to each other. The next morning my father was suffering from lack of
oxygen and his condition had taken a turn for the worse. Apart from
an unintelligible growl he couldn't utter a word and it was unclear
whether he was actually still following what we said. He was
surrounded by equipment which would sound the alarm every now
and then. Seeing my father lying there so helplessly with his little,
black, dull eyes, no longer able to make any form of communication
made me burst into tears. I begged the doctors to keep in mind his
quality of life, he would never have wanted this. After a day of
fighting against the impossible, the doctors decided to stop
treatment. Less than an hour later, my father passed away in the
middle of the night, right at the moment when I was out to get
sandwiches for my mother and aunt.
From that moment onwards, life seemed a roller coaster.
While I was organising the cremation, I had to study for an exam
that I had to sit the next day. Right before I was to take it, I glanced
up into the sky as if I knew my father would help me through and
much to my own surprise, I got a good mark. On the day of the
cremation, many friends and colleagues were there to support me,
even my new colleagues. It was less than a month after my father's
death when I started in my new job. During the first couple of
months, I could physically feel the grief and loss of my father in my
body and I'd be crying in the car all the way driving to and from
work. By the time I arrived, I’d wiped away my tears so that I could
set to work.
A couple of months after I had started, we were awarded an
assignment which soon became too large for me to handle by myself.
During the job interview with Maurice, sparks of positive energy
raced around the room. It was very clear that we would get on like a
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house on fire. Over-enthusiastically I ran off to my managers, this
Maurice had to become my colleague. Later, it transpired that
Maurice hadn't been any less enthusiastic. He had already quit his job,
even before he knew for sure he would be given this new job or what
his salary would be. It seemed some sort of instant love affair, which
it wasn't, I just knew we would be a golden team the minute we met.
And we were. From the moment Maurice had joined, business
soared. Feedback from clients was always about our infectious
enthusiasm and energy. People wanted to work with us, we delivered
what we promised and came up with solutions for our clients'
problems. And we were enthusiastic, we believed in our story, in the
company. It felt as if we were on a high.
After three years, this job came to an end as well. The stock of
assignments drew to a close, but new assignments were on their way,
we were sure about that. In our opinion, the decrease was part and
parcel of the process. Step back, pull out all the stops and prepare for
further growth, that was our idea. Our proposal was to invest in the
company. The shareholders, however, chose strong cutbacks. This, to
us, felt like the deathblow for our company.
Thanks to our intuition and collaboration, Maurice and I had
created a successful business. It's true that I was an inexperienced
manager and I noticed this would sometimes influence me in the
meetings I had with the shareholder who managed me. This man had
succeeded in setting up a successful company himself and was highly
experienced. I would easily be put off balance by him. He may have
been feeding this feeling with his remarks that I shouldn't be blowing
my own trumpet too much. Or by saying that it would be obvious to
me what layer of staff would be to blame in the event of an argument
between shareholders. I was put off balance by these statements
because I was insecure about myself and my managerial qualities. On
the other hand, he was also the one who had told me more than
once: "Having confidence in yourself and believing in yourself go
hand in hand." This sounded logical to me. I was willing to try things
out, I wasn't afraid to make mistakes, but believing that I was good at
what I did, that needed time.
I decided to hand in my notice. Then someone else could keep
their job instead and the shareholders could continue in the direction
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that I didn't support. Maurice decided to follow my example. He
would quit too. The shareholders weren't happy with our decision
and made it very clear to us that they didn't believe in our strategy.
During the months we were rounding off our activities, new
assignments arrived in quick succession. It proved that we had rightly
believed in ourselves and the company.
Setting up this business had unlocked something within me.
It had been great to be pioneering, to create something, not
knowing today what would happen tomorrow. Leaving, no matter
how abrupt and unpleasant, also created space for me to embark on a
new adventure. I found a new job and meanwhile set about making
plans for a new business concept. It was a year later when I proudly
presented my own business.

Do you have the courage to take risks?
Even if it means that you may sometimes fail?
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“The body you were given, will be yours as long as you're around,
whether you love it or not.”
Unknown

Sportswoman
After years of not having seen the inside of a dojo, when I went
again, I wondered, I was tempted...! After all, I'd always been able to
rely on my body. Ever since I was a child, I'd been sporty and
athletic. I liked playing about and climbing trees, liked nothing better
than horsing around and after school hours, I would climb the roofs
of nearby schools. That was so exciting and I could do it all. When
we had gym, I would be one of the first to be picked to make up a
strong team. I was good and I knew it. From when I was five until I
was fifteen, I was at the judo club twice a week and when I got older,
if there was training, I was there too. I had also tried some other
sports , such as table tennis, football, basketball and hockey.
To me, it was only natural that my body would do everything I
wanted it to.
It just functioned without causing any problems. I won the
regional judo championships and made it into the Dutch
championships where I only just drew a blank because I lost to the
same girl I had beaten at the regional championships. That hurt,
surely. However, the pride I felt of being able to participate in the
Dutch championships, prevailed. That was an achievement in itself.
I didn't have many injuries either. Of course, I would sometimes get
hurt, for instance that one time when another club member ran into
me at full speed and I felt my whole knee shoot backwards. I had also
broken an arm, twice. Once when I fell out of a cherry tree and
another time when I fell down a low wall. A broken arm was a bit of
a pain, I soon found out; making sandwiches, getting dressed, going
to the toilet, writing at school, it was all very tiring and most
annoying. Fortunately, that only lasted a couple of weeks. And
considering the things I did, I could have suffered a lot more injuries.
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Yes, my body could handle a lot. I was proud of my strong, sporty
body, of my power.
At fifteen, I lost interest in judo. I was training for the black belt
when I decided to quit, overnight - I was suddenly much more
interested in boys and going out.
However, in fits and starts, I did continue to exercise intensely.
Jiujitsu, kickboxing, fitness, rope-skipping, jogging, I did it all. It
was never a problem to getting fit enough for sports again. I would
have the odd ailment, but they always healed very quickly. Me and my
body - we were on top of the world. My burnout was my first
confrontation with the fact that I couldn’t always take this for
granted. Not only was my breakdown a mental one, it was a physical
one too - my body was exhausted, it wouldn’t do anything, let alone
strenuous sport. While I was recovering mentally form my burnout,
fortunately, my body started recovering too. A year later, my first
pregnancy ended in a Caesarean section and for the second time, I
was confronted with the simple limitations of my body. On the other
hand, I was proud of my speedy recovery. Within a week after the
operation, I was back on my feet again, actively exercising my
abdominal muscles and carrying Toon around. And even after Mila
was born, it didn't take more than two weeks for me to be able to do
everything myself again. I noticed that was often different for other
women.
So, when my children came home asking if they could start judo,
memories popped back up as if it was only yesterday I had been
regional champion. Nowhere else I had felt so comfortable and at
ease as at my judo club. And there I was again, sat on the wooden
benches in a small gym with the familiar rectangular judo mat on the
floor, climbing frames along the wall, rings hanging from the ceiling
and balls and gymnastic equipment in a recess along the long side of
the hall. The mat trolley looked just the same as in my memories,
heavy and impressive, especially to a child.
Now, every time I sat on that bench, the judo mat seemed to
whisper in my ear:
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“Come on, that judo roll, you can do it.”
So, when the moment arrived that everybody had left the
gymnastics hall and I had the judo mat all to myself, I swiftly went
towards it. In my imagination, I saw myself flying over the mat as if
I'd never been doing anything else in the years gone by, doing this
technically well executed judo roll that even looked magnificent. I
was almost about to applaud for myself. However, when I made the
first movements into the roll, I felt cracks on all sides of my body.
And right at the moment when I was supposed to fluidly continue
the roll and come out in standing position, I found myself lying on
the mat, totally broken. It had been more than ten years since I had
last been on a mat. And without me realising it, that had taken its toll.
I had expected this judo roll to be such an ingrained automatism that
it wouldn't be a problem. It wasn't until the moment I was lying
there, broken, when I realised how special and amazing it was that
for years, I'd been able to do all these things without my body
complaining and how things had changed without me realising it.
There was also something else I realised. I had to adjust my selfimage. My self-esteem was partly justified by the sportiness of my
body.
As if I was worth more because of my healthy body.
Many visits to the chiropractor, physiotherapist and even a
revalidation programme for my back were needed to restore
flexibility in my body. Ultimately, this was rewarding. I love myself,
no matter how cranky or stiff my body is. I love my body, because it's
the one body I have.

Can you accept your body without it affecting your self-esteem?
Even if you have ailments and you can't do all the things you would
like to do?
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“How others see you, is not important.
How you see yourself, means everything”
Unknown

Woman
I came to realise that letting go often has to do with saying
goodbye to a certain image of yourself as well. For years, I had found
myself too fat. From puberty onwards, I had mainly worn wide
clothes to hide this. What's more, I had severe acne. I tried all sorts
of remedies: blackhead extractors, sea salt, toothpaste, soap and
water, cleansing tonics - from aggressive to mild products. No matter
what I tried, it didn't help. After a couple of years, my acne became
less intense.
Still, I preferred hiding my face behind my hair as much as
possible.
I ended up going to a beautician. She cleansed and nurtured my
skin and removed the ugly, dark hairs from my upper lip. During the
past few years, hairs had even started to grow on my neck and cheek!
Initially, I didn't always find it easy to admit openly that I went to a
beautician on a regular basis. I would tend to account for the visits,
saying that it was really necessary because of my acne. Sure, I wanted
to look good, but I wasn't sure about the – what felt like – extreme
attention for myself, unnecessary luxury. In addition to the undesired
pimples and the hair growth on my face, in my early twenties, I was
also 'blessed' with my first grey hairs. After persisting for about ten
years that dying my hair was absolutely not necessary, I had turned so
grey that people constantly thought I was ten years older than I
actually was, and I wasn’t happy about that either. The hairdresser
was too expensive for me, so every now and then, I dyed my hair
using henna. Nine times out of ten it ended up in an enormous mess.
It didn't always look good either, because the henna would typically
concentrate on my grey hairs which would then turn rather too
orange for my liking. Due to the hassle, I kept postponing the job,
which meant that most of the time I had a wide stripe of grey-brown
179

Mirtel Gommans

outgrowth. Once, when my mother caught me with one of these
beautiful grey stripes on my head, she said: “You either have your
hair cut short, or you dye it on a regular basis, but this is a truly awful
sight!” As a child I had always had short hair, so that wasn't an option
now. She then said she would happily pay the hairdresser for me if
the costs were the reason I wasn't going. So from thirty onwards, I
went to the hairdresser's every five weeks.
Responses from those around me made it quite clear.
Wasn't femininity about being slim and having beautifully long
hair? So, over the years, my weight and long hair had become more
and more of an obsession. I tried several diets and grew my hair long.
By exercising a lot and counting every single calorie I ate, I prevented
weight gain. It was a lot of effort. When I then gained so many kilos
during my burnout, it initially felt as a double punishment. Was this
why all these years I had put so much effort into keeping my weight
down? What's more, every year, my hair became greyer and greyer,
wiry and dryer. It only ever looked good and nurtured just after I’d
washed it. As soon as it was dry, it exploded like a mane. I hadn’t
found any hair products that could prevent this.
Eventually I’d had enough.
As if my self-esteem depended on what I looked like? From the
moment I came to realise that, I decided to never go on a diet again.
Miraculously, I didn't gain any weight, I even lost some. It wasn't an
effort now to say 'no' to things, and because I allowed myself to eat
everything I wanted; it didn't matter whether I had it today or
tomorrow. So if I didn't feel like it, I didn't eat it. Now, in the past,
this would never have happened. Because I constantly denied myself
access to all sorts of food, I totally went overboard the minute I gave
in, and because of this, every once in a while I’d eat way more than I
should.
It also didn’t bother me anymore to go to the beautician.
Immediately after a treatment my skin would often look battered.
Nevertheless, I felt clean and beautiful and would drive home
beaming with my red, spotty face. I also had my eyebrows done. Not
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because it was necessary, but because it just felt good to grant myself
this attention. The final and most difficult battle was my hair.
Alfons made it very clear to me that he didn't like short hair.
I didn't want to hurt his feelings, but if he really loved me, would
the length of my hair make any difference? And when I was making
choices, did I have to take everybody else’s opinion into account? Or
did I initially want to listen to myself? Surely this wasn't a matter of
life and death, we were talking hair here. Nevertheless, it felt odd that
this, something seemingly trivial such as cutting off my long hair,
caused me so much indecision. Apparently it was a symbol of my
femininity. And my hair had been a curtain which had helped me to
close myself off from the outside world, which had helped me for a
long time to keep my pimples hidden as much as possible. I took the
plunge and asked the hairdresser to turn me into an 'Annie Lennox',
meaning going from long and brown to ultra short and white. She
must have asked me about a dozen times whether I was really certain
this was what I wanted: “Once cut, it won't grow back overnight.” I
was certain, I chose me. My self-esteem didn't depend on my weight,
the length of my hair or a smooth skin.
As expected, Alfons initially had problems with my choice. He
wasn't the only one, many men were shocked and said it was an
eternal shame that I had had my long hair cut short. As long as their
wives didn’t get the same idea. In general, women reacted quite
positively. In all honesty, these responses, positive or negative, didn't
do much to me. From head to toe, I felt like a true woman and a
beautiful one to boot.

Can you accept your appearance without your self-esteem depending on
it?
Even when others criticize it?
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“If you can’t enjoy what you've got,
how can you be happier with more?”
Unknown

Ex-Partner
‘Dear Alfons,
Throughout our holiday together I've been shrouded, to a greater
or lesser extent, in a feeling of sadness. Our last argument made me
lose my faith in us. I no longer believe that it will work out all right
again, that everything we have can make up for what we lack. Our
last argument, though, made me realise that I do indeed fail you. That
there is something you desperately need and I can't give it to you. This
deficiency is dangling over our relationship like the sword of Damocles.
It can't be pushed aside, it can't be resolved, nor can it be neglected. So
desperately, and you honestly don't know how desperately, would I
like to keep our fairy-tale alive. Because there is so much that we
have, so much that we've built up.
I love you! You are an amazing, loving, caring and intelligent
man and father. The thought alone that 'we' will no longer be, has
made me shed many tears. That too was one of the reasons for my
absence and mood swings during our last holiday. After our last
argument, I tried to have an ‘open mind’ while we were on holiday
together. However, when, after three days, I once more didn't meet up
to your expectations, I felt the sword again. Just when I finally had
some space to breathe and had started to feel confident that maybe
things would be all right in the end after all, you blamed me for all
sorts of things again, and it's this constant criticism that I can’t take
any more.
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It was only then that I realised how your comments about me not
being a good mum, friend, or partner are hurting me. I always excused
these comments because I knew how difficult your childhood was.
Because I knew that it made you feel better sometimes if you belittled
me. I knew that you didn't really mean it, that you loved me. I've
always tolerated it, all these years, not realising that, in the process, I
was wronging us both. I felt responsible for your misery. I wanted to
give you what you had never been given, not realising that I was
digging our grave instead of helping us.
I’m not sure what to do right now.
What I do know is that I no longer want this for us; not for you,
not for me. Separating will be enormously painful but it will also give
us space to breathe again, to be who we are.
Mirtel’
“Dear Mirtel,
Stop blaming yourself, stop it, you've done the best you could, you
have... Something within you is broken, probably more than one thing,
you've lost your sexual interest in me and your patience has gone too.
Rightly or wrongly, that doesn't matter now. Clearly, the stakes are
high: two beautiful children, a lovely home, a comfortable arrangement
of our daily lives and, of course, a lengthy relationship and the years
together that we share... Sometimes we only need a nod or a grunt to
communicate, which is comfortable, naturally, but which now seems to
work against us. Because some things have been the way they are for
so long, we no longer have the confidence that they will change. And it
is clear things need to change, because you're aching and sad, and you
shouldn't be, mustn't be, needn't be...
What makes two people want to be together?
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The security, that they complement each other, their desire, their
sharing, but especially the feeling of not being out on your own in this
world. For all my spiritual growth, I feel that I have fallen short in
that particular area. Whatever good or bad excuse I have, the fact is
that you've felt lonely in us being together.
When I look back on our relationship during the past few years,
I do understand that you often didn't feel heard, felt unappreciated
and lonely. I was too busy with myself, feeling not heard, not
appreciated and lonely.
With all the knowledge I possess, of which I was once so proud, I
see that I've often been off target when it comes to the things that really
matter in life. The fact that people think so highly of my abilities and
knowledge has given me such an ego-boost that I think I'm right all
the time. Making that ego shrink doesn't go without striking a blow,
not within one day anyway. Modesty is what I want to return to,
enjoying the little things in life and being content with them.
Understanding, respect and especially compassion for the people
around me, are other values I would like to start honouring again.
Because so many people live in silent despair.
My attitude towards you during the past few months and years
was disturbed by jealousy, by jealousy of what you have achieved and
especially by my jealousy of the special person you are... and sometimes
the fear that I could lose that special person to somebody else who
would be better able to share her passion for her work, hobbies or
people...
I’m so stupid to have lost you.
A genuine, beautiful and passionate woman who gave me two
beautiful children and a great life... so stupid that I've lost you due to
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a lack of confidence... I used to get my self-confidence from my
knowledge of trivial things, and my smaller and bigger flair for all
sorts of things. And now that I find myself at a spiritual crossroad in
my life, now that the choice has been made and I am forced to go down
the new and unknown road, it is now that I find that I don't have
any self-confidence left at all. Having confidence in yourself without
needing any external crutches, knowledge, and the like – that is true
self-confidence.
I know you've done your best, and that you've investigated your
own part extensively. Nobody is to blame, not you, not me... not my
parents, not the world. Things happen, and if you notice them, you can
learn, if you don't notice them, you're not ready yet. Which doesn't
mean to say that it doesn't hurt, or that it is not a pity... we can't do
more than reconcile ourselves to it.
I hope I've grown sufficiently to be able to bring this to a good
end, our time together... I desperately want it to continue, but sadness
and anger (with myself) make it difficult for me from time to time to
do, say and think the right things... and when I'm angry, that anger
stems from pain.
Alfons”

Do you have the courage to choose yourself in every situation and do
you have confidence in yourself at all times?
Even if those choices entail significant consequences?
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PART 6

LIVING LIGHTLY
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What it is
“It is ludicrous
says pride
It is foolish
says caution
It is impossible
says experience
It is what it is
says love”
Erich Fried (1921-1988)/ Translation by Matthias Kaldenbach

188

Fortune’s Favourite

“If we can let go of our ideas about how life should be, then life begins
to reveal its magical properties.”
Adyashanti

Fortune’s Favourite
As a child I learned that the world is sometimes not what it seems.
My parents whose marriage was not what I thought it was and my
father who wasn't that big, strong person after all. Because of his
illness, I lived with the constant fear that he might suddenly disappear
from my life.
As I grew older, I often recalled that remark made by the primary
school headmaster: “You will never amount to much. You don’t have
the drive.” Perhaps he was right? All that playing truant at secondary
school, going on to do a training course that was far below ‘my level’,
the dogs, one after another that I had to get rid of, the difficulty I had
with the illnesses my father, Martijn and Alfons suffered. Events
lingered in my head too. Such as stealing sweets in my primary school
days, how I had thrown Ilona out of my home, colleagues who didn't
know what they could expect from me.
I felt increasingly worse about myself.
As a solution I armed myself firmly against the insecurity, sadness
and fear that certain situations invoked. I noticed that it helped if I
just got on with my life without having to stop and think too much
about what it all did to me. I wanted to be prepared for the moment I
would lose my father. This was reinforced after I lost Ted, my first
love. I vowed I would never again grieve for something or someone
for so long. Never again would I lose myself. And of course, Martijn
and Alfons had to rely on me. I just had to be strong.
I also wanted to show everyone that something good would
become of me. That I was worthwhile, that I was a good person. And
because I wanted to do things well, I tried hard to behave as others
expected, to behave properly, or the way I had learned to do at home.
189

Mirtel Gommans

That's how I created an image of myself as a tough, strong young
woman, frail on the inside, but who could tackle the whole world.
Slowly I became choked up in my ‘survival mode’.
I painstakingly kept hurt and sorrow at arm's length with my wall
of apparent indifference and my ‘super woman’ attitude. In the
meantime, my self-esteem, whether I was good or not, and whether I
came up to expectations or not, became increasingly dependent on
how others reacted to me. Occasionally I made decisions for myself,
because I thought I really should, yet I knew that someone,
somewhere, would object. Rationally, I knew I could not be perfect
and I would say that too. To others it seemed as if I took everything
in my stride, but underneath I felt terribly guilty. I got into a negative
spiral. A negative reaction or an undesirable incident would upset me
and since I couldn't be upset because I was a strong woman, I again
denied what it did to me. I constantly had the feeling that I was
inadequate, that I was incompetent, while I wanted nothing more
than to be accepted for what I was, I wanted to belong and to be
liked. I had no idea that my own wall was the reason that I
completely lost myself. My greatest enemy was nobody else but me .
Living my life took an awful lot of energy.
My whole body and mind were exhausted, I was plundering
myself. It was only when I broke down that I realised I had been
holding on to an image of myself as I thought I should be. This had
been the reason that the therapist could topple me over without a
struggle. It was only the outside that was bracing itself. On the inside
I was totally worn out so she needed just one finger to push me off
my balance. With the therapist's help I slowly began to feel again.
Simply accepting all those pent-up emotions created space.
I was allowed to be sad about the illnesses my father, Martijn and
Alfons suffered.
I was allowed to be cross with my parents, the school head master
and whoever else.
I was allowed to be afraid of losing my father.
I was allowed to feel life again.
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A subsequent step was to discover my own story. During the
therapy we discussed my upbringing, the source of certain
expectations, convictions, standards and values. I discovered that my
parents were also people with their own history.
Through his own upbringing, knowledge became important to my
father. He wasn't good at working with his hands, and through his
knowledge, he became someone, he felt acknowledged and felt he
was worthwhile. My father really enjoyed it when people asked him
how something worked or for his opinion on a matter. If you wanted
to know something, especially if it had to do with the Dutch
language, history or current affairs, then everyone said: “Oh, you
could ask Ton, he's bound to know.” I began to appreciate that the
remarks he made about my lack of knowledge or interest were a
reflection of his values, standards and convictions. That my father
considered knowledge to be important didn't mean that I had to
think the same and it certainly didn't mean that I was less valuable if
there was something I didn't know.
Later I also understood how my mother's upbringing had
influenced her. The fear of her own father's angry outbursts had left
its scar which is why my mother always took care of others before
thinking of herself. As a child, this sometimes gave me the feeling
that I was being selfish when I put myself first. It was only later that I
learned that taking good care of myself was the foundation for being
able to care properly for another person.
I became increasingly aware of the expectations, convictions,
standards and values I had acquired.
Viewing the situation without prejudice created space for me to
discover who I was and why I lived the way I lived. Did I do the
things I did because I had learned to do them this way or because I
really wanted to? What would I do if I was free of how I thought I
should be? If I were to let go of all the conventions, everything I had
acquired and learned along the way? Which choices would I make
then? How would I feel? Little by little I learned to discover what I
had acquired that didn't suit me. From that moment onwards I could
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start letting things go. They didn't go in one fell swoop. I learned to
look objectively and to let things be, without condemning them or
acting upon them.
What a wonderful feeling of freedom that gave me in my everyday
life!
I saw that I could choose to no longer comply with expectations,
convictions, standards and values held by myself, my parents or other
people. Increasingly, I made choices that were right for me. It seemed
like a paradox: because I did not have to be strong anymore, I felt
strong as an ox and my vulnerability became my strength. Because I
did not have to be perfect, the things I did felt right. Because I
allowed myself to no longer be the best daughter, friend, partner or
dog owner, I could accept who I was and I could be clearer about
what I wanted. This meant that I was not afraid to opt for a
caesarean and in allowing myself to make mistakes, I feel I'm a
stronger mother. By caring better for myself I can care better for
others and, more than ever, I feel the bond with my friends,
girlfriends and others.
Life became richer because I was no longer concerned with what I
might lose. And by setting boundaries, I took better care of myself
and others. I even became more pleasant. All those years I had acted
the way I thought I should because I wanted to be nice and I wanted
others to like me. I didn't realise that it was this that often made me
short-tempered and irritable and not such a nice person. Now when I
said yes, then I really did want it. And as the situation changed, I was
open and honest about it. I learned to let go of my idea of how
something should be. It was just the way it was and this didn't bother
me anymore. Outsiders may not have noticed any changes, but for
me a whole new world emerged. I felt that I was alive, that I could
have fun again.
I felt that life was worthwhile, that I was worthwhile.
As I discovered and accepted myself, I also learned that others
could be who they wanted to be and could make their own choices.
Of course I was sad about Martijn's choice to put an end to his life,
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but it was his choice and I respected that. My intention to accept
others as they were, didn't mean that I would never again be
bothered by the other person. I allowed myself to be bothered by
someone else, in the same way that someone could be bothered by
me. However, during my work reintegration it transpired that I was
mostly bothered by others if they did not meet up to my expectation
of how I wanted them to be. How I viewed the other and how we
responded to each other was also influenced by the role we fulfilled
at that moment and the expectations that I had linked to this. My
parents had to listen to me, my employer had to appreciate me, my
colleagues had to show interest in me and my friends certainly had to
understand me. And as I didn't have to live up to imposed standards,
values, expectations and convictions, other people didn't have to do
that either, did they?
The question I constantly asked myself was: “Why should another
person behave like that?”
From the moment I learned to accept that things were just as they
were and I accepted others with love, that choking feeling in my
throat recurred less and less often. Not because I suppressed it, but
because there was no longer a conflict. I increasingly allowed things,
life, myself and thus others as well to be just as they were. In a sense,
my throat helped me be aware of how firmly I was glued to my
convictions, standards and values.
It also helped to put things in a different perspective. How I saw
reality remained my interpretation. Had the other person really not
been very kind? Had the other person really not been listening? Was
the other person really paying attention to me? Isn't it true that often
everyone is just concerned with themselves? In many cases, another
perspective that could be equally true, would already clear the air.
Letting go, viewing matters from a different perspective and
approaching others with love didn't mean that there were no
boundaries. Sometimes someone clearly stepped over my boundary,
but I didn't have to condemn that person's behaviour. I also knew
that I could not simply change the other person's behaviour and I
didn't want to do that anyway. I paused to think about what it did to
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me and if I wanted that in my life, without me dismissing it
immediately or overlooking it for the other. This was why I
consciously chose to leave with Lilian when Suzanne showed her the
door in our ‘Bitch Club’ days. And this was why I consciously chose
not to visit Chantal and her new-born, why I fully supported Alfons
when he broke contact with his mother, our children's grandmother
and why I submitted a complaint to the hospital after my father died.
I increasingly found my strength right there where I was being
open and placing myself in a vulnerable position.
I couldn't choose what came my way, but I could decide how I
would deal with it, what I did and whether I was fully open for the
consequences. So I no longer dreamed of riding, I was just going to
do it, and so I found out that riding wasn’t really for me after all – as
I found out about more things in life.
The most difficult aspect for me was when I realised that I had to
draw the line with Alfons. For years I had put up with his behaviour
towards me out of my compassion for his past. It took me a very
long time before I realised this and I noticed that with this I had
pushed my own needs and feelings far, far away. As soon as I
accepted all the consequences of my choice and defined my boundary
of what was acceptable to me, it created the space that both Alfons
and I needed to grow.
I also realised that I didn't have a job as a counsellor, I was a
counsellor. Always and everywhere. I identified myself with my job.
When I let go of this, a whole world of opportunities opened up. I
could do what I wanted! This did not mean that I immediately
believed that things would turn out for the good. I gradually learned
this with time. It was a great relief to me that I no longer had to be a
counsellor to people around me. I did not have to save the world, I
was not responsible for everything.
Because I turned grey at a young age, and because of my acne and
my figure, I understood how much value I'd attached to my
appearance. And after doing the somersault on the judo mat, I
discovered the value I had attached to my sporty, healthy body. As if
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I was worth more as a person if I had a particular appearance and I
could always do anything I wanted with my body.
I discovered that who I am is different from the roles I play.
I am still a mother, a daughter, a friend, an employee, a dog owner
and all the other roles. However, these roles do not determine who I
am, I don't get my identity from them. One moment I'm a daughter,
the next I'm a mother and then a friend or partner. Sometimes I fulfil
several roles at once and some roles I have been fulfilling almost all
my life. Other roles are suddenly finished, such as the role of
counsellor when I took a different job or the role of sister when
Martijn, my only brother died. I have a role to play, but the role
doesn’t play me.
And other things do not determine who I am.
As time progressed everything changed while I remained ‘me’.
This enabled me to discover that who I am was separate from my
appearance, thoughts, feelings and physical capabilities. I have
thoughts and convictions, but they are not me. I have feelings, but
the feelings are not me. I have a body, but my body is not me. I felt
liberated and relieved when I realised what I was not. But who was I
then? Who am I if everything can change yet I remain myself?
Realising everything that I am not, cleared the clutter to enable me to
see who I really am. Apparently, there was one constant factor in my
whole life: the fact that I am and always will be, no more, no less.
I
hope, fear, cry, enjoy, eat, drink, care, do sports, ride a bike,
whistle, work, shop, pay, walk, run, fall, sit, stand, dance, yawn, hear,
feel, think, cry, laugh, make love, kiss, cuddle, stroke, play, wear,
question, dream, frolic, doubt, push, pull, throw, cook, bake, make a
mess, phone, startle, dare, look, come, fetch, stay, go, seek, grow,
sleep, find, accept, live,
am!
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Sometimes it sneaks back in again, I get separated from myself.
Then life feels heavy for a while, I have difficulty accepting the
situation around me. Fortunately, I now recognise this sooner and
sooner. Then I realise that I'm allowed to be vulnerable, angry, sad,
and frightened. I am allowed to feel what I feel. Only if I'm open to
what a situation does to me, can I let go. If I were to start letting go,
then denying what I feel and dismissing those feelings are just one
step away. So what I feel may be what it is. If I don't accept this for
what it is, I am lucky to feel this in my body immediately; my throat
ceases up and I feel heavy inside. Just by allowing it to be, I feel
lighter.
Then I can move on to consider why I think or feel that way.
I ask myself questions. Is there a conviction, standard, value or
expectation behind what is bothering me? Is my interpretation
logical? Am I identifying myself with what I'm doing, thinking,
feeling or with how I look? Can I influence it? Is there something I
can do? Should I be doing something? Can I let go of it? Am I
prepared to trust that all the paths lead in the right direction?
Eventually all the questions have been answered and only a light
feeling remains. Then life is good as it is, I am good as I am, the
other is good as he/she is, and what happens is good. Everything
that is, is good.

This girl is celebrating the fact that she was born 40 years ago, just
after lunch on a Sunday afternoon in May. More and more I realise
that this fortune’s favourite is pouring hearts into a large beaker, from
which beautiful flowers find their way to the sun.
P.S. You can read all the books in the world, but that one book,
the book with all your experiences that gives meaning to each day, is
the only book that really matters!
Mama
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A happy life and being there for others, started with me.
As my mother put it so beautifully in her birthday card to me: the
only thing that matters is the book of life with which, with all my
experiences, I give meaning to my own life. And I achieved
happiness, affection and love, as my father expressed it so beautifully
in his letter, from the moment I allowed things to be the way they
are. The great thing is that from the moment I started to allow things
to be as they are, the most beautiful things have crossed my path
without me having to make much effort for them. This has nothing
to do with laziness, but with trust in life and in myself. Trust that I
just felt when I was a child at primary school, trust that I was indeed
born to be happy, just like every child is, in my view.
Letting go of all my certainties, and at the same time welcoming
with open arms everything that crosses my path, means that I truly
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experience my life as being a fortunate one . I was even born on a
fortunate day, on Mother's Day! Ah - that was a wonderful gift for
my mother! When I looked up fortune’s favourite in the dictionary it
says:
’lucky child’.
Indeed, I am a lucky child, born for happiness. I feel my life is
light, as if I am carried rather than that I have to carry myself.
Wonderful opportunities reveal themselves before me, great doors
open up for me, not always the ones I'm expecting, had hoped for or
planned, but the path behind that door is always a good path.
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PART 7

IT IS WHAT IT IS
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The Rose
“It's the heart afraid of breaking
that never learns to dance
It's the dream afraid of waking that never takes the chance
It's the one who won't be taken
who cannot seem to give
and the soul afraid of dying that never learns to live.”
The Rose, Bette Midler
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“And in the end, it’s not the years in your life that count.
It’s the life in your years.”
Abraham Lincoln

Daughter
The phone rings again. It's my mother. I've just spoken to her,
she probably forgot to tell me something. It’s not uncommon for her.
We will have chatted for an hour or so and ten minutes later she'll
call me again to tell me something else she forgot to mention earlier.
I answer the phone cheerfully and before I can say anything I hear
my mother say: “Mirtel, I need you here, Johan is dead!”
I drop what I'm doing, call upstairs to say that I'm going to my
mother's because Johan has died. My daughter Mila hears that I'm
going to Grandma Carla and wants to come too. “No, you can't
come with me, I have to go now.” I push past her as I'm rushing out
the door. Johan dead? Johan dead?! It feels very strange. Surreal. My
mother’s house is only ten minutes away, but today it seems to take
much longer than that. I ring the door bell and let myself in with my
key at the same time. My mother rushes to meet me and says with
disbelief in her eyes. “Mirtel, Johan is dead. They found him on the
heath, dead! I spoke to him on the phone only this morning. He was
going for a walk on the heath and then he would come over to see
me. I couldn't go with him because I had to wait for the people that
were coming to install the alarm. We'll talk later, I said to him. I
thought it odd that he hadn't got here yet. Perhaps something came
up, I thought. Then when the police came to the door, I knew.
Johan? Johan dead! I said before the police could even get their
words out of their mouths. Mirtel, can you understand this? How
could this happen?”
My mother and Johan were looking forward to enjoying the next
ten or so years together.
But that wasn't to be. While out walking Johan had suffered a
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cardiac arrest, dead. Reflecting on Johan and my mother, I see unity
in freedom. They each had their own house, their own activities and
friends, but there were also many things they had or did together. In
the month Johan died, he and my mother had been together for
twenty-five years. It is difficult for me to describe my relationship
with Johan. Of course I knew Johan, but in the initial years he never
came to our house and, out of loyalty to my father, I never went to
his place in the weekends when my mother was there with him. So, in
a way, he was there, yet he wasn't. When Martijn became ill, Johan
increasingly came into the picture. He helped Martijn with practical
matters, was a great support for my mother and for my father, and he
even occasionally came to visit at my parents' home. After Martijn's
death, Johan came round more frequently. He often brought things
he knew my father enjoyed. In the mussel season my father would
prepare a pan of mussels the way he knew Johan liked them. In
recent years, the three of them had even started going out to dinner
together every week. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it a trinity, but it
was clear that my father and Johan respected each other. When my
father was on his death bed, Johan came to visit him. One month
after my father died, Johan's daughter lost her life after a long battle
against cancer. Johan found much support in my mother. She knew
what it felt like to have to continue your life after the death of your
child. After my father's death, as my mother's remaining partner,
Johan would accompany her to family gatherings organised by my
father's family as well.
Johan was welcome and was part of our wider family.
On holidays Johan also took my father's place. On birthdays
Alfons, Toon, Mila and I would in the past go out for dinner with my
parents, now we went with my mother and Johan. However strange
this may have seemed to outsiders, for us it was just the natural thing
to do. Perhaps, if my father had lived longer, there would have been a
time that we celebrated the holidays with the both of them together.
In the last few months before he died, Johan was happier and seemed
to have come to better terms with the loss of his daughter. He was
looking forward to doing many things together with my mother, they
had already planned a holiday in Austria together with friends.
Unfortunately, that wasn't to be.
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Johan's sudden death also emphasised how much our families
had always been separated. Johan's son and I knew of each other's
existence, but we had never really met each other. And although
Johan and my mother had been together for twenty-five years, their
relationship was never formalised so she had no rights after he died.
Fortunately, Johan's son involved my mother.
He asked her if she would help with the funeral arrangements.
These days were emotional, but they were good days. Together and
in harmony we planned the funeral. Together we went to Johan's
home, chose his last outfit, listened to the music he liked and found a
nice photo to use on the prayer card. Alfons helped design the prayer
card, Johan's ex-wife helped organise the location and the catering,
my mother and I helped the undertaker prepare Johan's body for the
coffin. We soon agreed that all the families were welcome; Johan's
family and that of his ex-wife with whom he had still been in contact,
as well as my mother's family and my father's too.
As master of ceremonies I lead the service at the crematorium.
Johan certainly would have been proud if he could have seen how
harmoniously everything went. The sadness of Johan's death was also
a moment of beauty. Four families in harmony at the funeral,
mourning this amiable man who had brought them together through
his death. All unprejudiced, open, with love for their fellow man,
despite the fact that they all lived unconventional lives, not
conforming to the established standards and values of society.

The shadow on the stone
progresses to the second half
The rabbit hops a last
round over the lawn
Slowly the evening
falls within me
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Windows are closed,
the countdown starts
Life and death
slide over each other
The stone becomes without light.
Ton (my father)
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Carpe diem!
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