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  GRANDMA JOJO & GRANDMA DINA




Thank you for the insightful lessons about life. 
Where would I be without your wisdom? 
Even though you are no longer here, I get advice whispered to me in a special way when things are difficult. 
Please keep whispering, and I'll keep listening.
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  She had her life perfectly mapped out until one lie destroyed everything. 

Tiana Johnson is just one step away from her perfect life. With her thirty-fifth birthday around the corner, she’s expecting the proposal that will complete it all. Believing that day will soon come, she starts to plan her perfect wedding. Then, fate intervenes, and Tiana’s perfect world collapses in a single, devastating moment she couldn’t have predicted. 

Fueled by fury, Tiana leaves for France, where her best friend, Jolie, is hosting a wine tasting. There she’s introduced to Xavier Hernández, a charismatic wine producer with a magnetic presence and secrets of his own. Although Tiana isn’t looking for love, her heart tells a different story. 

As attraction simmers, Tiana finds herself drawn into something she can’t control. Just as she dares to believe in love again, the challenges dominating Xavier’s life make her believe otherwise. Yet, Xavier is impossible to ignore. How to choose between reason or surrender to a love she never saw coming? Because sometimes love comes when you least expect it, asking you to risk it all.

A captivating story of heartbreak, healing, and a love that refuses to be ignored.
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Just when every minute is precious to me, it's rush hour at 10:00 AM in Amsterdam. It feels like I’ve been stuck in place for at least thirty minutes. In real time it’s only been five. Time is running out while I’m at a standstill. Anger and frustration increase with every passing minute. Anger because I assume the worst and won’t be able to change the situation. Frustration because I can’t get there fast enough, and it might be too late. Too late for a proper farewell. Too late for answers to how, what, and why. And too early for a life alone. When I press the clutch, my left leg moves up and down like a hammer drill. My dashboard reads 71 degrees, yet I’m shivering and covered in goosebumps. This is one of those days the cosmos messes with someone’s life. Today, the cosmos is working overtime to turn my life into chaos. Meaning that challenges and hurdles are inevitable. So, I’ve noticed right after I woke up this morning. 
It started with the coffee machine, causing a short circuit while I was in the shower. The coffee machine was the only device connected to the power grid, so nothing else could have caused the short circuit. The sudden darkness took me by surprise. I felt the final jet of hot water cascading down my back. An icy stream soon followed. In a mix of panic and anger, I reached for the body lotion instead of the shower gel. As the water grew colder, rinsing off the honey-vanilla body lotion seemed impossible. Soaked and slathered in lotion, I conceded defeat. 
"Let’s just wipe it off then. Damn it!" I screamed. With shivers running down my naked body, I rushed to the kitchen and unplugged the coffee machine. The black liquid released a delightful aroma throughout the kitchen. A layer of steaming black coffee was visible at the bottom of the coffee pot. Well, that will make at least a single cup of fresh coffee. I flipped the switch on the service panel in the meter cupboard, and the hallway light came back on. The power supply had been restored. Who needs a man to handle the technical stuff around the house? 
I didn’t expect the rest of the day to get any worse. How wrong I was! Soon after, I received an unpleasant phone call from Matthew. I left the house without coffee, half-showered, and with a pounding headache. Now here I am, trapped in this dreadful traffic jam that just won’t budge. The drama belonging to this day has only just begun. The energy that surrounds me feels dark and merciless.
"For goodness’ sake, which color are you waiting for? Red perhaps? Well, there you have it! It’s red again! Damn it, damn it, damn it!" I scream as I bang on my steering wheel uncontrollably. I generally stay calm and don’t get thrown by unforeseen surprises. However, this entire morning is a challenge. And, even for me, a little too much to handle.
      The stinginess in my eyes causes my vision to blur. I blink and feel the tears sliding down my cheeks. The warm drops leave black marks on my white T-shirt. With a practiced arm movement, I empty my handbag onto the passenger seat. My handbag. It’s the first birthday present I got from Sam. I remember that moment as if it were yesterday.

      [image: ]Sam received the phone call the day before my birthday. If he could cover Louis’ shift, since Louis was sick. I knew what that meant. Louis flew only on intercontinental flights. Sam’s consent would mean a minimum five-day trip abroad. His departure was scheduled for 8 PM that evening. Though upset, I kept my inner distress a secret. This request took Sam by surprise as well. I kept my wish for us celebrating my first birthday together to myself. Sam started packing his carry-on. He collected a few belongings and clothes. There is nothing more soothing than a warm bath. I filled the bathtub and added a generous dash of rose oil and a handful of rose bath pearls. He didn’t require my assistance. Packing came easily to him, something he could do in the dark. 
I poured myself a delicious Prosecco and lit a few candles. Puffs of hot air rose above the bathtub. I submerged myself in the warm water. Twenty minutes later, Sam walked into the bathroom. The fog hanging in the air didn’t hide his frown and the lines around his mouth. He was fiddling with his earlobe, something he always does when he’s at a loss. We looked at each other. Much was said but not spoken. He checked his Rolex. Apparently, it was time to leave. He took a few steps toward the bathtub.
 “Honey, I know it’s your birthday tomorrow. I haven’t forgotten. But this, Louis being sick, is beyond my control. I didn’t plan this just so I could ruin your birthday.” I wanted to make a smart remark. Something to ease his guilt, because this was indeed beyond his control. But nothing came. “I have to go. Malaysia is waiting.” He leaned over and kissed the top of my head. “Happy birthday, Tiana. I promise to call you tomorrow.” The only sound that followed was the front door slamming shut.
The next day, the promised phone call never came. That was to be expected after a twelve-hour flight to Kuala Lumpur. According to Sam, upon arrival, the crew has dinner first before checking into the hotel. The promised phone call came the day after my birthday. He sounded cheerful, but soon noticed that his cheerful mood wasn’t contagious. My answers revealed that my anger from two days prior hadn’t subsided. 
“I promise, Tiana, I will make this up to you.” 
He returned five days later, carrying a giant gift. He wore a baby-blue cashmere sweater over a white shirt. Dark blue trousers completed his outfit. The familiar scent of his favorite perfume of sandalwood, rosemary and amber soon filled the air in my living room. Since I’d missed him greatly, his absence during my birthday was soon forgotten. The lingering taste of deep disappointment vanished. 
“Hey sweetheart. Once again, I’m sorry. I envisioned your first birthday together somewhat differently.” He handed me the gift box. “Here, all the way from Kuala Lumpur. Louis sends his apologies.” It was only later that I grasped the reason for his emphasis on the name ‘Louis.’ 
“There’s no need for an apology. You did what was expected. If anything happened to you, without a doubt Louis would cover your shift.” He had remembered! It was the Louis Vuitton bag I had wanted for months. Very ironic to have one Louis make up for another. “It’s beautiful,” I said as I kissed him, holding back tears of joy. If that isn’t true love, I don’t know what is. 
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As I pull up, I wonder if that is the last gift from Sam I’ll ever receive. Hopefully, things aren’t that bad. Based on the minimal information I received earlier, I’m prepared for the worst. Matthew sounded shocked, sad, and affected. It’s all I need to realize that Sam must be in a terrible condition. 
      I use my fingers to dig through the beauty supplies, which are now all spread across the passenger seat. After a bit of digging, I pull out a tissue. The traffic lights aren’t cooperating either. Frustrated, a few drivers let out yells and screams. A black Volkswagen rapidly crosses the left lane, turning left in front of an oncoming vehicle. The Volvo at the traffic lights speeds up slowly, which leads to other drivers honking. Trying to speed up fast, the Volvo’s engine dies. And again, a wave of curses and hostile gestures follows. Luckily, the Volvo comes back to life, and the driver speeds up. This time a bit too fast.
      “This will end up in disaster!” A tremendous bang follows. “Oh, my Lord! Really?! I don’t have time for this nonsense!” The Volvo comes to a standstill against the bumper of an Audi. Yet again, the insults fly back and forth. The honking also continues. How do I get out of this mess? Valuable time is lost because of the reckless behavior of others. Tears are flowing once more. Despite the fender bender, the line is moving again. The bicycle might have been a better choice. Surely a faster one. My mind drifts toward Sam. Such an amazing man, probably bandaged up to his eyeballs. Hopefully, it’s not as serious as Matthew implied.   
      My mood has done a complete 180 since my energetic and cheerful wake this morning. Today was scheduled to be a happy day. One without worry. A trip to the OLVG hospital was not on the list. At least, not last night it wasn’t. Same with seeing Sam again. Also not on my agenda for today. The schedule for today involved a meeting with the Hall family to discuss the final arrangements for their golden anniversary. Fifty years of marriage! Now that’s a milestone. My conversation with Dean today, Dream Locations’ manager, was just as significant as it regards my future. Both meetings ignite creativity. But all of this has been overshadowed by pain, sadness, disbelief, and desperation.
      With every gear shift, my right hand weakens. My muscles softly turn into mush. The weakness comes with severe trembling. Yet, my hand is the least of my concerns at the moment. Matthew’s call left me questioning the reason behind Sam’s current presence in Amsterdam. I couldn’t get a straight answer from Matthew as he sidestepped the question. He also avoided answering which car Sam was driving. Sam’s car is parked in front of his house. That’s what he always does when he’s out of the country. He was supposed to be in Singapore for at least two more days. I had planned to see him again on Sunday evening. Had I known he would arrive today, I could have picked him up from the airport. Maybe then today would have been different. Except if his goal was to surprise me.
      He seldom returns from his trips ahead of schedule. A shift swap often causes his flight schedule to change, driven by a colleague’s destination preference. Like three months ago. 
Sam had a flight booked to Orly. I could use a break. Paris seemed like the ideal city to stroll and shop for a few hours. However, the day before our departure to Paris, Jean-Paul had requested a shift switch. His mother, who lived just outside Paris, would turn sixty the next day. Jean-Paul’s request dashed my reality of spending hours at the Marché Dauphine before I even arrived. Even then, Sam had shared his adjusted flight schedule with me. This time, he didn’t mention his altered flight. It’s unlikely he forgot. Since he arrived this morning, he must have been on the 00:30 AM flight. Our last conversation was yesterday afternoon, around 5:00 PM. It was 11:00 PM in Singapore. He had to be at the airport already when we spoke. It’s plain to see he’s plotting something, but what? His plans won’t be a surprise this time. I’ll soon be able to hug him, whatever his reason for being present. Assuming he’s not unconscious.

      [image: ]On occasion, Sam mentioned making a fresh start and leaving the past behind. Like he had a premonition that something was about to happen. A few months ago, I felt like he was ready. Ready for a new chapter in our relationship. My work revolves around the institution of marriage. The groom’s realization of a perfect life is a key element in stories of radiant brides. Things are as they should be. The picture has reached its perfect state. Soon, the happy couple set a date to capture eternal bliss. 
That single conversation with Sam triggered the same feeling within me. A beautiful painting captured our perfect picture. Not only for me but for him as well. The thought filled me with tremendous joy. I finally felt the emotions that brides had expressed over the years. A euphoria so intense it’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. A high that grants you entry into an elite circle. A society of women, held in high regard and cherished by their soulmates. As with planning any new wedding, I created an account for Sam and me. A mood board followed, filled with photos of locations, color schemes, dinner options, entertainment, and honeymoon destinations.
      Like every bride, I prioritized finding the most beautiful dress. Having accompanied countless brides during various fitting sessions, I knew what my dream dress looked like. Not only that, I also knew where to purchase it. Without confiding in anyone, I scheduled a fitting four months ago. The wedding dress was a perfect fit and was beyond gorgeous. Just as it had appeared in my dreams for months. Despite being too wide at the top, the saleswoman assured me that altering would be easy. Four weeks later, the bridal shop called to say they had finished making the adjustments. Once again, I went to the bridal shop for another wedding dress fitting. The image I saw in the mirror surpassed perfection. Reality had mirrored the dream. Sam’s proposal was the only thing missing. With my wedding dress secured, the absence of a wedding date felt like a missing piece. 
At home, my wedding dress took pride of place in my wardrobe. Ever since, the desire for that one romantic moment grew. The day Sam would propose. To this day, it hasn’t happened. 
My wedding dress has remained untouched in my wardrobe for over three months. A silent witness to the unspoken words. Sam doesn’t even know my wedding dress exists. Even Julian and Jolie, my closest friends, are unaware that my dream dress is waiting for the most romantic occasion. Might this be the moment? The moment I’ve been waiting for? Is it possible Sam secretly planned a marriage proposal? It’s the one missing piece of the puzzle that creates a negative on my Dream Life list. Sam has been quiet and distant for a while now, not his usual self. As if he’s preparing for a major event, something big. If not a marriage proposal, then what? If there’s no surprise, there has to be another reason for Sam being in Amsterdam. I’ve arrived at the hospital. It’s time for answers to what and why.
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Following the receptionist’s directions, I run to the Neurology department. The hospital smell, a mix of alcohol, ether, and who knows what, usually makes me nauseous. The uncertainty surrounding Sam is why I’m nauseous today. I feel a sense of nervousness. It’s unlike the nervousness I felt when we first met. That was nervousness from excitement, spurred on by curiosity and usual teenage behavior. That was over eight months ago. 
Sam attended a bachelor party at Bubbles with friends. With six beer-filled glasses in hand, he searched for his friends. That’s when he bumped into me. I was drenched in a cold, foamy shower when three glasses tipped. My only concern was Jolie’s expensive dress being ruined. His sorry speech, which he shouted above the music, was remorseful, yet charming. His blue eyes, with their captivating innocence, were seductive. In a flash, I forgot about the harm done to Jolie’s dress. Unwilling to let it go, he stepped up and offered to pay for the dry cleaning. I felt it was only fair, so we exchanged contact information.
      He called the following day, inviting me for a drink. It had been six years since my last date. Was I ready? Ready for what? After all, all he suggested was a drink. It wasn’t a marriage proposal. A drink was acceptable; a marriage proposal was not. Not at that time. Jason caused me to stop believing in true love. Just like Santa Claus, true love was a fairy tale. A sweetener to ensure you remained good all year round. 
      For that first date, we chose Wildschut, where they’d gone all out with the Christmas decorations. The intimate atmosphere made our first meeting feel warm and inviting. The ambiance was romantic, as was Sam’s charismatic attitude. He was an easy talker, charming, and had a great sense of humor. Compared to the sparse lighting in Bubbles, he seemed more handsome in daylight.
      One drink turned into dinner. Sam mentioned that he had been single for two years. His previous girlfriend had fallen for the diving instructor during a girls’ holiday. Very cliché! His voice carried a note of sadness. A sign that the memories still had power over him. He asked about my old love, Jason. I didn’t want to talk about a previous heartbreak. Opening old wounds would ruin the pleasant mood. Sam deserved a fair chance.
      The week after, Sam reached out a couple of times, inquiring about the possibility of another date. Although I wanted nothing more, I tried to avoid him. My faith in love left as extra cargo in Jason’s moving boxes. I wasn’t prepared to start a new relationship. Whether I would ever be ready again was questionable. But Sam wasn’t about to give up. 
Flowers at the office, boxes of luxurious chocolates, and a champagne breakfast followed. After the champagne breakfast, I couldn’t ignore him any longer. His efforts earned him a chance. Not long after, a second, a third, and a fourth date followed. In retrospect, my concerns were unjustified. Sam turned out to be pleasant company. We proved to be a lovely couple. Even Sam agreed we were a perfect match. 
In March, he hinted it was time to take our relationship to the next level. He’d arranged a weekend in London. Sadly, I didn’t respond as enthusiastically as he’d hoped. A small sense of panic washed over me. I was petrified at the prospect of being together for a couple of days. The idea of traveling, talking, eating, showering, and sleeping together was terrifying. 
“Tiana, this weekend is just as exciting for me as it is for you. We must move on at some point. A divorce or breakup is hard. But every ending creates room for a new beginning. London might be our new beginning.” He was right. I needed to let go of Jason. It was time to eliminate all the negative memories from the past and clear my head. A weekend in London presented a golden opportunity to settle the score with the past, in which Jason played a leading role. In retrospect, London turned out to be the best remedy for heartache, mistrust, and denial. In those few carefree days, we had fun. It felt like we were old friends, even though we barely knew each other. On the return flight, Sam asked the question. It was sooner than I had expected, but it felt good. All I wanted was to be his girlfriend, so I answered yes.
      It remains to be seen whether I’ll see Sam today. The receptionist refused to reveal any details about his condition. 
“Regarding the patient’s condition, please consult the nurses on the ward. I’m sorry,” she said. A blank expression covered her face. That doesn’t look promising. The way she said, "I'm sorry"! My heart is pounding in my throat, as if I’m carrying a whole band of drummers with me. Where on earth is Matthew? I could use some moral support from Sam’s best friend right now. I’m shocked he’s not here. 
The sterile white waiting room of the neurology department is empty, which makes it look even colder and uninviting.
      “RAL 9010!” I whisper. I give the dull white walls a disapproving look. Ordinary color choices like these make an event designer’s heart beat faster; however, for all the wrong reasons. There are so many types of white! Why not pick Sand Beach White, Claystone White, Lace White, Morning Snow, Nepal White, or one of the seventy other shades of white? But no RAL 9010! I’ll do everything to keep my mind occupied. The walls are an innocent target. 
“Good morning, can I help you?” the nurse asks with a forced smile. Dark circles have formed beneath her eyes. She appears tired. The yawn that she tries to suppress confirms her inner struggle to stay awake and alert. Regardless, I hope she will provide the information I need. 
“I’m here to see Sam Allen. They brought him here from the ER?” 
“Oh, you must be Mrs. Allen!” Her tone implying we’re old acquaintances. 
“Not yet, but we’re working on it. We need to choose a suitable date.” The tired expression disappears, followed by a reaction that mirrors a mild panic attack. Things aren’t looking good for Sam. She’s going to tell me he passed away just minutes ago. Why doesn’t she say anything? I’m about to panic as well. My empty stomach rumbles. For the umpteenth time today, my cheeks feel moist. 
      “Oh, but didn’t we speak on the phone this morning?” she asks, looking doubtful. I shake my head, confused about what she’s implying. As tears stream down my face, the nurse regains her focus and continues her task with professionalism. “Calm down. He is doing okay, considering the circumstances. The medical team is conducting various tests. I’ll notify you when he’s able to receive visitors.” 
“So he’s fine? Are you sure?” She nods, a hint of panic flickering across her face. 
      My frustration and sadness take turns giving way to skepticism, and joy. Sam’s presence in Amsterdam rather than Singapore raises my suspicions. Why did he pretend to be out of the country? If he’s hiding something, he won’t live long. Considering he’s still breathing. I don’t handle lies very well. I’m allergic to those. An allergy that poisons the heart. A poison that makes it impossible to love. I hope Sam doesn’t turn out to be my allergy.
      Looking back, I don’t recall any notable events in recent months. He has shown no strange changes in his habits or behavior. There’s no new sport he’s taken up. He hasn’t introduced new friends or colleagues in the past few months. What am I missing here? Perhaps I’m getting ahead of myself. Perhaps he has a logical explanation for being in Amsterdam. Hopefully, I’ll soon find out.
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This exhausting and hectic day is draining me. I need something to help me unwind. The hospital coffee apparently fails to impress the coffee drinkers. I hear only complaints, like “disgusting stuff” and “terrible coffee.” I need a triple shot to calm me down. My special remedy would work miracles right now. You’re sounding obsessed, Ti, but I don’t mind right now. Where is Starbucks?!
      Even though I feel lost, the sight of a Starbucks cup in the distance gives me a small sense of optimism. It’s one of the two J’s carrying the cup. The sight of my best friends brings me to tears. A fitted blazer complements Jolie’s ochre-yellow dress. Ten-inch black leather heels complete the outfit. Jolie’s beauty is extraordinary compared to most women I know. Her elegant face and features result from her French heritage. The other J, Julian, is lovingly embracing Jolie’s slender waist. A long and intense group hug follows. I’ve reached my breaking point, and for the first time today, I give in. Overwhelmed with emotion, I grab a tissue from my handbag and start sobbing. Julian tries to lift my spirit.
      “Tiana, are you serious? What in the world are you wearing? How can you justify wearing that in public?” Apparently, my outfit is the crime of the day. With a disapproving frown, he puts his hand over his mouth and looks from my white knitted hat to my well-worn Birkenstocks. “Really, Ti, summer and winter? That woolen hat! It’s 70 degrees, dear. It’s August, sweetheart. One of Oprah’s most famous talks covered personal care and appearance. In short, it’s vital to look your best every time you step out the door. Even if it involves a quick trip to take out the trash. Here you are, far from home, and you’re dressed like this?”
      “Jul, this isn’t the time or setting to be concerned with fashion. Tiana has bigger concerns on her mind. You’d meticulously coordinate your entire outfit, even in a crisis. People facing distress or panic don’t have the luxury of matching clothes, accessories, and shoes. They prioritize survival over being discovered lifeless in their flawlessly chosen attire. We can’t all be Julian. Envision what the world would look like!” 
“Most definitely fantastic!” Julian says, striking a pose with his hands on his hips. To emphasize Julian’s insignificance, Jolie creates a massive bubble, suggesting he’s nothing but air. Even though things are tough, I’m amused and comforted by Jolie and Julian’s interactions. It feels easier to breathe again.
      “Thank you, Jo. I’m so happy to see you. Scaring you was not my intention. I honestly didn’t mean to.”
      “It wasn’t that bad,” Julian states, looking down at his expensive Italian sneakers. It’s something he does when being dishonest.
      “Why is it so hard for me to believe you right now, Julian? Was it my calm voice that made you come rushing here, with my favorite tranquilizer?” I look at him and cross my arms.
      “Chérie,” Jolie says in her French accent as she puts her arm around me, “I’m pleased to see you’re feeling better. You seem to have cheered up since this morning. I assume Sam’s condition isn’t that bad?” 
“I still haven’t seen him. Until recently, no one had released anything about his condition. Just now, I learned he suffered a concussion but is recovering well, considering the situation. They are running tests right now. After they finish testing, I’ll be allowed to see him. Knowing he’s not in danger is reassuring.” 
“I thought he was in China, though,” Julian says. His remark resonates deeply, since I’ve been thinking about this all morning. 
“Singapore,” I say, before taking a quick sip of my delicious caramel macchiato. For the first time, even the rich taste of freshly ground Arabica beans can’t seem to charm me.

      [image: ]Back in the chilly RAL 9010 surroundings, Julian, Jolie, and I stare at each other in disbelief. The conversation at the neurology desk has us shocked. Julian, Jolie, and I stand frozen on the hospital floor. It seems like today is oblivious to my nearing breaking point. From the look of things, today’s misery is far from over. And judging from what we hear, it’s only getting worse. Again, Julian is the first to react. 
“What? Mrs. Allen? Her?! I don’t think so!” Julian’s head swivels from side to side, as if not connected to his upper torso. “Hell, no!” Despite being fixated on the women at the counter, I’m aware of Julian’s unwavering stare. Not only my legs but also my thoughts seem frozen.
      “Ti?” I’m unable to respond. “Tiana?” Julian says a little louder while he pulls my arm. “Tiana, is Sam married?” With some hesitation, I confront his gaze. Julian’s surprised look reflects the thoughts running through my mind. I respond with an equally surprised look. To preserve my dignity, I’d rather say no to his question. But that would be a lie, and I don’t tell lies. “Tiana, say something! What a jerk! He’s lucky he already has a concussion, otherwise I’d give him one!” Julian says as he keeps pulling my right arm. Jolie puts a hand on his shoulder, and he stops. My mouth is half open, ready for the attack. Ready to fire all my questions at Blondie, but the words get stuck somewhere halfway. Just like my vocal cords, my legs refuse to cooperate. They are stuck, rooted to the hospital floor. Jolie’s comment that the lady in question could be Sam’s sister makes me somewhat defrost. A few seconds later, the frost sets in again. Sam indeed has a sister, but she looks nothing like the beautiful blonde standing at the counter. 
      “Sorry, but who are you?” Julian asks with something of a fake smile.
      “Why do you want to know?” Blondie seems confused and sad, but her gaze is poisonous.
      “I heard you say something about Allen.”
      “Do you know the family by any chance?”
      “I know Sam!” he says with more emphasis.
      “Apologies for my friend,” Jolie says as she extends her hand to Blondie. “But we are, uh, friends, yes, friends of Sam. We heard from Matthew that Sam had a car accident,” Jolie continues as she gives me a confused look. The situation, the surroundings, everything is suffocating. Sam comes to mind, resting just a few rooms over. My Sam! He has been mine for eight months now! So how come you go by Mrs. Allen? When did he get married? In the meantime, my wedding dress has been collecting dust for months. Blondie’s gaze is intense and carries a subtle note of distrust. The Sam in her life probably doesn’t associate with people like us. Her crimson lips are sealed, offering little to no information. Her flawless makeup and narrow features accentuate her tall frame. The black Chanel dress, I must say, highlights her slender figure wonderfully. 
“Really?” A nervous laugh escapes her lips after hearing Matthew’s name. “I appreciate you all being here. Sam has a concussion,” she says in a trembling voice. “He’s indispensable to me.”
      What? Indispensable to you! And what about me? He’s indispensable to me as well. My silent scream goes unheard, especially by Mrs. Allen. I need fresh air and space to let my black and red tears run free. Black tears from my mascara, and red tears from my heart’s invisible cry. 
      Like a heavy snowfall, the white flakes past me by as if in a dense mist. On occasion, I’m offered help, but I’m too emotional to respond to anything. 
      The garage appears larger than it did when I parked earlier.
      “Are you okay?” a white flake asks again. 
“No, not right now!” I weep. “But I will be soon,” I say, withdrawing my arm from the white coat’s hand. Truth be told, I don’t know if I’ll ever be fine again. How can I make Sam love me again? I have so many questions that only Sam can answer. Oddly enough, he’s the last person I want to talk to. I feel betrayed and humiliated. I used to believe women had a sixth sense for infidelity. A sense I apparently lack. A gene that’s missing in my DNA.
      “Where do you think you’re going?” Julian speaks calmly, but with a warning edge. “You, young lady, are coming with us. There’s no way you’re going to mope on the couch with B&J’s Karamel Sutra. I’ll treat you to the largest mug of hot chocolate with the biggest dollop of whipped cream you have ever seen.”
      “I’ve only just realized that I’m the one Sam is cheating on his wife with. For eight months already! I was just his mistress. He wasn’t interested at all. What we had wasn’t a relationship.” For the hundredth time today, tears run down my face. All I want is to be alone. “Julian, I’m miserable company to be around right now. I’m going to drown my sorrows in the bathtub and get wasted.”
      “Only to discover you’ve drowned yourself? I don’t think so, young lady. And there’s no way I’m letting you drive, considering the state you’re in,” Jul says as he grabs the car keys from my hand with an unexpected movement. I feel a flood of words boiling up, but I restrain myself. I shouldn’t take my frustration out on Julian. The tears reappear. This time, they represent anger, powerlessness, and disappointment.
      “Tiana, you shouldn’t drive right now. Let’s drop you off. Just to make sure you arrive in one piece,” Jolie says. A look of sorrow fills her coconut-brown eyes. Her eyes often have a calming effect. Today, though, they lack impact. I shake vigorously, and that’s that. I have to reflect on the past few months. Again, I dig for the umpteenth time today. What signs did I fail to notice? J&J know I won’t budge and won’t change my mind. Jolie nods affirmatively. Since I’m drained, I feel a sense of relief as I have no strength to fight yet another battle. Today has been exhausting. My body feels like an enormous pile of Jello. Ready to move with every touch. No resistance whatsoever. I promise to call Jolie and Julian once I get home. Right now, even my best friends are too much for me to handle. An hour and a half later, I leave the hospital feeling even more lost and heartbroken than when I arrived.
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Jolie and I met at a wine tasting five years ago. The wine tasting took place at a unique venue in Valkenburg that is part of my portfolio. This fantastic castle, a monument of grandeur, was formerly a monastery. The event, spanning three days, brought together sommeliers and chefs from Michelin-starred restaurants across Europe. The event focused on developments in wine cultivation, production, sustainability, biodiversity, and global culinary trends. Divine Wines, Jolie’s company, had the responsibility to impress with the quality of the wines offered. Jolie’s team was well-coordinated. The praise was a testament to Divine Wines’ unwavering drive, craftsmanship, and passion for all things wine. 
      Jolie combines a driven, businesslike approach with a very social nature. She’s mastered the art of doing business. Wine is at the center of her life and is her greatest passion. A joint lunch revealed our shared opinion on love. Love no longer held any significance for either of us. Love was something for courageous women. Those with strong hearts and powerful personalities. Women who effortlessly transition from one relationship to another. 
Neither I nor Jolie believed love was something for us. In matters of the heart, we found common ground in our shared vulnerability and sentimental nature. Since heartbreak could be fatal, we avoided it. However, Jolie’s longing for children presented a major challenge. From a young age, she knew she wanted to become a mother. At twenty-nine, Jolie contemplated using a donor for artificial insemination. A career in the wine industry, she realized, wasn’t conducive to a healthy lifestyle for a young mother and her child. Making a choice was unavoidable, and with a heavy heart Jolie chose her career. She would give it a year at most. A growing passion for the wine industry would prove her choice to be the right one. If her interest in wine didn’t grow into a passion in a year, she could still decide on artificial insemination. 
Seven years have passed since then. We just avoid the topic. Still, I can’t help but wonder if she still finds contentment in her life without children after all this time. 
The success of our first joint effort led to a rapid partnership between Dream Locations and Divine Wines. Business-wise, Dream Locations and Divine Wines were inherently intertwined from the very beginning. The chemistry of our characters created a personal connection between us.

      [image: ]My encounter with Julian, also five years ago, was out of the ordinary. It was downright bizarre. Bizarre is an understatement. The experience was both excruciating and insulting. My hair wasn’t looking its best the day we met. It really needed a total makeover. My relationship with Jason had ended a week earlier. It was a difficult time, to say the least. I didn’t leave my apartment and went out only for the bare necessities. I seldom considered makeup and a fitting outfit necessary. 
Out of nowhere, there was Julian. Right in the middle of the sidewalk, blocking my path. Horror radiated from the gaze that scrutinized every inch of me, from my head to my shoes. Scanning my shoes and clothing, he did somewhat quicker. But my hair was another thing altogether. He was fascinated by my hair and gazed at it for minutes.
      “Is it that bad?” I asked, crossing my arms. 
“Bad? Girlfriend, it’s a disaster! How dare you do this to your country and fellow citizens? Are you feeling sick?” he asked. 
“Until I met you, I felt fine. But now I’m in the dark. Judging by your expression, I’m about to die.” 
“No, fortunately not you, honey. But that hair!” His face was a picture of shock and disgust because of my hairstyle. “That mess...” he said, walking in circles around me, “that lifeless color, split ends, and dry curls! Your hair needs help, as it is no longer on the brink of death, but already dead.”
      “I didn’t know it was that terrible. So, now what?” 
“There’s no time to waste. Cremation is the only option.” With speed and skill, he pulled my scarf over my head. “This way, no one can see how bad it is,” he said, dragging me along by the arm.
      A ten-foot walk brought us to a fashionable hair salon. It was one of the most stylish hair salons I’d ever seen. My portrait shocked the handful of customers present, who considered a hundred euros haircut to be normal. The staff members present stepped back in horror. Julian had dragged in an outcast. The sound of disapproval left no room for doubt. It was as if my haircut was the most horrifying thing they’d ever encountered. Apparently, they had never experienced such a massive, dull head of curls. “Calm down, people. We at Hair Dudes are professionals. There’s no hairdo we can’t fix.”
      With exaggerated disgust, Julian held up a curl and shook his head. His disgust had intensified compared to before. Suddenly, he seemed to regret the words he had uttered. His eyes betrayed his doubt. Even a professional with a display case full of awards would struggle to fix my hair. Julian, being a professional, had no intention of giving in. The challenge was personal, and he accepted it with enthusiasm. The head massage that followed was the highlight of the complete hair treatment. It wasn’t long before I found out this luxury treatment came at a price. But the result was phenomenal. Beauticians have a hard time with my massive curly hair, and the results are often disappointing. Julian was a pro, and my rebellious curls submitted to his touch. The treatment was a gift from Julian. His caressing fingers enchanted both my curls and me that day.

      [image: ]What made Sam decide to hide the fact that he was married? Looking back on our first encounter, I can’t help but wonder if it was his bachelor party at Bubbles. He had multiple opportunities to open up since that night. His reluctance to discuss living together makes sense now. He needed more time. More time because of his previous relationship. He believed his previous relationship hadn’t lasted long because they had moved in together too soon. A mistake he was determent to avoid. He believed our relationship wasn’t ready for such a significant move. Yeah, yeah, prick. I hate you, I hate you, I hate you! Shit, Dean!
      “Dean.” 
“Tiana. Gosh, you sound awful. What’s wrong?” Dean’s voice echoes through the car speakers.
      “I can’t work today.” I sob again. Recalling today’s events stirs up all the negative emotions. “Sam was in a car accident and...”
      “Tiana, how terrible! How severe is his condition?” I can’t stop the loud, uncontrollable whimpers that replace my sobs. “Where are you?”
“I’m in the car on my way home, but I...” Ignoring my answer, he carries on in the same calm, reserved tone. 
“Forget Dream Locations for today. Do what you have to do. I understand you would prefer to stay at the hospital with Sam. If there’s anything, just call. Okay, Tiana?”
      “I appreciate that, Dean.”

      [image: ]Dean is a superb manager when it suits him. He becomes social when he’s trying to achieve something. There’s always a hidden motive. He listens, if only to stay informed about his company. Moments like that give him invaluable information. Today, he’s being empathetic. But he can’t fool me. He knows he needs me. Dream Locations needs me. My absence would leave a noticeable void in the company. That’s why he’s so agreeable. Still, I appreciate his support at this moment.
      Dream Locations, his company, has been in business for over five years. I’ve been involved from the very beginning. A friend informed me about the company. She believed that my expertise as an event designer would benefit this new company. The interview with the manager was extraordinary. First, Dean asked me to choose a dream location for the job interview; a future location for Dream Locations to consider. I was being tested! That didn’t bother me in the least. I also had to determine which events were suitable for the selected venue.
      Dean eliminated the first three locations I suggested because they already had them in their portfolio. He was impressed with my choice and taste. The popularity of these locations skyrocketed among bridal couples, leading to the highest booking rates that year. He felt that the interview to evaluate my skills as an event designer was redundant. Therefore, I was hired.
      Since its beginning, the company has experienced significant growth and continues to gain popularity and recognition. Our team of four is passionate. As a Senior Event Designer, I have more responsibilities compared to the other colleagues. Now, after all this time, Dream Locations feels more like mine, not Dean’s. Dean doesn’t want to be here. He has his own dream venue in mind. One that is miles away from Amsterdam. His ideal location includes a pristine white beach, endless relaxation, lavish pampering, large amounts of champagne, and stunningly dressed women. He believes he’s the ultimate expert on what makes up a dream location. However, his business skills leave much to be desired. It’s a shame, but he didn’t inherit his father’s good fortune, charisma, and business skills. Dean cannot contemplate possibilities and solutions when problems arise. His strongest asset is his ability to delegate. He has no problem making me deal with his daily issues. For several months, I’ve been thinking about suggesting an idea to him. I would love to become a partner at Dream Locations. Given my skills, dedication, and enthusiasm, discussing shareholding or co-ownership with Dean appears plausible. Now is not the time for that conversation. Timing is everything. I need to wait for the perfect opportunity. For instance, on a day when he’s stressed, and I can offer support. Or the day when I secure a major account. An appropriate reward, like a private office, would be quite suitable. 
My phone. I glance at my screen. It’s Matthew. Another jerk I have no interest in talking to. And...
      “No, no, nooooo!!! Brakes, Ti, brakes!!! Shit, shit, shit!!!”
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“Ma’am, Ma’am.” Someone keeps tapping on my shoulder. The soft, distorted male voice seems distant. I try to open my eyes, but the sun is too bright, forcing me to close them once more. The support underneath my head is comfortable but quite firm. Turning slightly from the sun, I try to open my eyes once more. The pillow, resembling a white balloon, seems to be the airbag. I try to lift my arm, but I can’t seem to move it. It’s jammed between the steering wheel and the dashboard. I have a terrible headache, as if someone hammered my head. 
      “How are you feeling, Ma’am?” the male voice asks again. His calming voice sounds much clearer than a few minutes ago. “Can you please say something? Like your name, for instance?”
      “Do you know what happened?”
      “I’m sorry to say, but you were in a car accident.”
      “What?” This shocking news forces me to take immediate action. Another attempt to free my arm results in a sharp, shooting pain in my hand. “Ow!” With a sigh of defeat, I resign myself to my trapped arm and rest my head on the white balloon. “Did I cause injury to anyone else?” There it is again, the hammer!
      “My concern is with you right now,” the male voice says. The metaphorical hammering in my mind grows stronger with every word.
      “Are there any casualties?”
      “No need for you to worry about that. I’d like to know how you’re doing. Can you move your upper body and arms?” I try to free myself from the awkward position. I push the airbag down a little with my left arm. My right arm is finally visible. The slight bend results from its being slid over the steering wheel and under the dashboard. Shattered glass covers the entire area around my feet. I free my arm, but not without significant pain and groaning. I study my upper body, arms, and hands. There are some minor scratches and the occasional deeper wound. The paramedic helps me move my legs. He instructs me to remain seated and returns to the ambulance. When I look around, the devastation is tremendous. Glass and debris are scattered throughout the area. There is another white car present. I recognize the brand. I often book it for the weddings I organize. Golden satin ribbons are keeping an enormous bouquet of golden yellow roses on the hood. The paramedic returns with additional support. 
“Any idea where the bride and groom are? Were they present when I ran into their limousine?” My tone of voice hinted at my imminent emotional breakdown. After his assessment of my heart rate and eyes, the paramedic looks at me.
      “Thus far, everything appears to be all right. Do you think you’re able to stand?” He avoids answering my questions. Is he doing so deliberately? Just as I’m about to ask another question, both paramedics take hold of my arms to lift me out of the car. Once I’m stable, they let go. “How are you feeling right now?” I nod to indicate that I’m alright. “Shall we try to walk to the stretcher?” I offer no response, not even a head nod. I cautiously take a step. The second one slowly follows. Despite walking better than expected, the paramedics help me onto the ambulance stretcher. I struggle to accept the stretcher. The paramedic insists that I lie down. I feel defeated because fate has triumphed. Surrender remains. At least for now, that is. I’m determined to get home soon, regardless. Honestly, I’m done with this day, and I don’t intend to spend hours on this stretcher.
      Going over today’s events brings back the tears. We all experience bad days. It’s inevitable. "It can’t be Sunday every day," my grandmother always said. Today ranks as the worst day of my life. The female paramedic questions me extensively, just to diagnose or detect any injuries. Ten minutes later, we are done. To their dismay, the answers provided are not satisfactory. Out of precaution, I’m taken to the hospital for X-rays.
      “To be honest, I’ve had all the hospital I can take for today. I’d rather not go there.” The utter helplessness of this situation causes me to cry uncontrollably. I need tranquility for the rest of the day. I must return to my car because I’m desperate to go home.
      “It’s just to be sure, Ma’am. To eliminate all risks, a complete check-up, including a CT scan, is necessary.”
      “There is nothing to be concerned about. I feel great. I do!” The paramedic looks at me, and her expression says it all. Going to the hospital isn’t up for discussion. And that’s that.
      I glimpse the accident scene once more before they load me into the ambulance. The devastation is enormous. My Fiat 500 is partially damaged. Perhaps it’s fortunate that I’m offered a ride since my car seems immobile. The wedding car escaped the battle with minor damage. Nothing more than some broken lights. The asphalt is littered with shards of glass, much like confetti. I find myself stuck again on the Stadhouderskade. It’s the same spot I experienced a clogged traffic artery a few hours earlier. Now I’m the reason causing the traffic jam. After my last look at the limousine, I wonder how this collision affected the other party involved.  
      “I’ve ruined their most beautiful day,” I whisper. The lump in my throat makes my voice sound hoarse. I struggle to breathe, gasping for air. “I need to convey my sincerest apologies for this terrible situation and express my deepest regret.”
      “It’s all going to be okay, Ma’am. I want you to stop worrying and to focus on your own situation.” They push the stretcher into the ambulance, and the deafening and bumpy ride to the hospital begins.
      “Where are you taking me?” If I must go to a hospital, I hope it’s not the OLVG.
      “To the OLVG. It’s the closest,” the paramedic answers as she keeps taking notes. I resign myself to the misery of this day. I surrender. Winning is not an option today because the gods are not in my favor. As the powerlessness increases, the tears flow again, and unwillingly, I give in. 
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