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    For Jackson - in admiration of your curiosity, adventurous spirit, & creativity. I can't wait to witness the indelible impact you make on the world. I hope you enjoy it as much as it enjoys you!

******
To all the intrepid explorers & lovers of life -
"Come to the edge." "We can't, we're afraid." "Come to the edge." "We can't, we will fall." "Come to the edge." And they came. And he pushed them. And they flew. - Guillaume Apollinaire 
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For Jackson - in admiration of your curiosity, adventurous spirit, & creativity. I can’t wait to witness the indelible impact you make on the world. I hope you enjoy it as much as it enjoys you!

Love, xo
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a soul journey of an open heart & mind

******
[image: ]


BOOKS BY SOPHIA ELAN
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What Readers are Saying*

“Sicilian Seductions”

“Author Sophia Elan skillfully combines sensory details, cultural connections, and introspective thoughts to give the reader a truly immersive experience.” 

“Sicilian Seductions is not only for fans of romance novels but also for true foodies who find great satisfaction in being tantalized by gastronomic details and activities that pique their senses and appetites.” 

“Elan nails the food and architecture and describes them all in near cinematic detail, down to the history.”  

“Sicilian Seductions by Sophia Elan is a captivating story that blends the themes of love and self-discovery.”  

“This thought-provoking work is not just a story of resilience and courage but also hope.” 

“Filled with romance, humor, heartbreak, and drama, Sophia Elan takes readers on a delightful Mediterranean journey with an unhurried narrative that is as engaging as it's inspiring.” 

“Readers are not only entertained but also inspired to consider their own experiences with love and personal development as they follow Sofia's journey.” 

“Eat the Cupcake, Savor the Champagne”

“I’m confident that anyone who follows her recommendations will lose weight, be healthier, enjoy increased energy, and be happier in their overall lives.”

“Anyone who needs to lose weight, keep it off, and develop and maintain a healthy lifestyle should read Eat the Cupcake, Savor the Champagne by Sophia Elan. It’s packed with relevant information to help people achieve those goals and more.”

“Elan’s book is not just another diet book. It’s a comprehensive, lifelong guide written to help readers not only lose weight but keep it off and feel physically and emotionally well.” 

“Roar”

“Overall, Roar: Primed for Peace is a fierce work of emotionally resonant writing that is sure to uplift and help anyone who reads it.” 

“heartfelt work which seeks to bring harmony to others;”  “may very well pave the way for others who have experienced trauma to “live happily ever now” too;” “an epiphany and a philosophy on life that finally achieves true healing, and can be of great inspiration to others”

“the blueprint to a healthier and happy life”

“Couldn’t put it down;” “Compelling and Inspirational”

“Beautifully written. Raw, insightful and transformational;” “captivating read”

“She has been through so much and continues to forge ahead with a huge capacity to love and forgive. She is a warrior at heart for all she has been through and to have the tenacity to figure out how to heal holistically.”

“What is so impressive in Sophia's writing is this inward look focuses on who she is and not what has happened to her. Even when recounting traumatic experiences Sophia walks us through her thoughts always climbing toward the light. The ability to reflect and know herself is a super power and sharing it with other trauma survivors is a gift.”

“The overarching take away is an uplifting one that happiness is attainable no matter what life throws at us.” 

“Elan inspires us... loving others fearlessly and, most importantly, loving oneself... is the recipe for happiness.” 

“Ms. Elan’s courage, perseverance, optimism and gratitude not only helped her transform her life but can serve as an inspiration to others to live their fullest, most authentic life as well.” 

“It's the globetrotting adventures, set-backs, trauma and triumphs Elan lived along the way that make her story so riveting.”
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“Mastering the Art of Stress”
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“... Sophia Elan makes the case for a healthier lifestyle. In a world that seems pressure-filled and chaotic, Elan gives her readers the information they need to process the ill effects of prolonged stress.”  

“... readers wanting to learn the best way to manage their stress without medical interventions.” 

“... Elan empowers others with the knowledge of the conditions stress may cause in their lives that may be eliminated with simple acts...” 

*For reviews and purchases: 

www.readersfavorite.com

www.mediterraneanme.com
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FOREWORD

I’M BLESSED TO HAVE lived in the Mediterranean for almost two decades, but I’m even more blessed to enjoy the simple pleasures of life, wherever I am. This “Happily Ever Now” series is my love letter - not only to the Mediterranean - but to life in general. 

I hope to help you escape a little and inspire the wanderlust that has kept me curious, energized, spirited, and engaged throughout my life. Travel opens your heart, your eyes, and your mind. 

I also hope to inspire you to live your fullest, most authentic life, my “secret” to happiness and inner peace. I’ve lived life; that comes with its share of heartaches, but its “heart-ups” as well. 

I forever believe in fairytales, but the one where the “princess” is her own “heroine.” After a life of chasing “Happily Ever After” with others, I found “Happily Ever Now,” within myself. My fervent wish is for you to as well...

******
[image: ]


PART I
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Castles: The Loire Valley

Background...
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A massive change of scenery - just what I need I thought as I exited Charles de Gaulle airport en route to the train station for the last leg of my journey. I caught a quick glimpse of the iconic Eiffel Tower as the train sped by on my way to my ultimate destination. I had been to Paris a number of times before and had no need to see it again - at least not for now. Paris was a little too glitzy - or, more aptly, if I were being honest with myself, too romantic - for my yearning soul at the moment. 

I was proud I had trusted my intuition as I glimpsed a young, chic French couple enraptured with each other, languidly kissing in the seats in front of me. Their bodies were so entangled, it was difficult to discern where one body started and the other stopped. Ah, young love, ah the French - masters of romance. I smiled at them approvingly - as if they saw or as if they cared. They only had eyes for each other. I was a forever fan of romantic interludes - it just wasn’t in the cards for me for the foreseeable future.

I might not know for certain what was right for me at the moment, but it most definitely was not amorous Paris. My recent experiences in Spain - well, Spain and Türkiye - nay, life in general, I self-deprecatingly acknowledged - had made me decide to focus on myself for this phase of life; love could wait. I looked forward to creating a new and “improved” Sofia - version 2.0. Same heart, same soul as classic Sofia - but with upgraded prospects. I planned to turn inwards - focused on mind, body, and soul - before turning outwards, getting mis-entangled with any more men. I looked at the couple again admiringly. I loved how expressive and carefree the French were - the opinions of others mattered not one iota. How blissfully freeing, I thought.

I was equally passionate - I just planned to focus that passion on non-romantic endeavors this trip - a sort of mental detox and physical rejuvenation. My favorite parts about France were the stunning architecture, the justly famous farmers’ markets, pastoral landscapes, charming seaside towns, and world class art. I planned to explore new villages, pamper myself with home cooking, immerse myself in the warm embrace of nature doing yoga, pilates, and meditation, and expand my mind reading, writing, and  visiting the renowned art galleries. Relative solitude and serenity - seemed like the perfect prescription for my confused soul. My trip would be Sofia-spa-inspired with the goal of becoming sophisticated-serene-Sofia - relaxed, restored, rejuvenated and ready to take on the world on her own terms.

My train ride to the Loire Valley in the center of France was the perfect opportunity to work on a much needed mind shift to embrace this experiential change. My life had been externally-focused, pleasing others - and my recent experiences in Türkiye and Spain were a little too reminiscent of my “wild child” days both in college and the period between my marriages. The Loire Valley - the Garden of France - is notable for its scenic landscapes, stunning architecture, historic towns, world class museums, and abundance of chateaux, vineyards, and exquisite wines. The region was the ideal place for me to effectuate my plan of immersing myself in nature and the exquisite French culture while enjoying some of my favorite things solo, I determinedly thought.

Time for an upgrade indeed, I reflected, thinking about how my time in Türkiye and Spain had most definitely not gone as planned. It’s ironic, I reflected, that although I’m a self-proclaimed introvert, I struggle being alone - as evidenced by my recent unintended, casual encounters. Audrey Hepburn’s quote, “I was born with an enormous need for affection, and a terrible need to give it,” succinctly encapsulated my essence. I love; it’s what I do. I have so much love in me - I feel as if I’m about to spontaneously burst like a smoldering volcano if it has nowhere to go. Accordingly, admittedly, I often found it spewing in less than ideal directions. I hadn’t had a good romantic relationship for decades - not since high school and Liam. The story of my life had been filled with half-assed, disrespectful “romantic interludes” - time for a new chapter, time to change the story, I tacitly resolved for the umpteenth time.

I cut myself some slack for my recent tete-a-tetes. I knew the impetus, of course. My heart and bruised ego had already been in desperate need of love and attention after my second husband had abruptly, inexplicably left me. I had exacerbated the wound by falling so quickly, so ill-advisedly for Leo - someone I truly had feelings for. Had I only been younger, I was confident we could have had the “happily ever now”  life I wanted - that I still believed in. I knew that my heartache from my ex- and Leo had made me too eager - I was looking for love in all the wrong places trying to fill the hole in my heart from my husband leaving me - the hole that had gotten bigger from my pain of not being able to be with Leo. I had decided that the best plan was to be solo for the time being.

I envisioned a sort of self-imposed solitary confinement. I would never make a good candidate for a convent mind you; I had no intention of remaining celibate. I realized though that I owed it to myself primarily, and, secondarily to any prospective male encounters, to try to figure out what I really wanted out of a relationship. I knew I didn’t ultimately want shallow or superficial relationships. If I weren’t vigilant though, I knew I would likely quickly find myself in the solace of strangers’ arms - something I tended to do when the loneliness of my uncomfortable solitude overwhelmed me. I was proud of myself for not subjugating my desires - either to Ali or Rafael in very different ways - baby steps as Olivia always praised me. Baby steps...

My relationships thus far had not blessed me with the elusive fairytale happily ever after, but I refused to give up on true love. I know so many people who become bitter and guarded after relationships end terribly. No one could ever close my heart though or dilute my loving nature. I live for love and have come to accept that a serious risk of heartache is the flip side of my deeply loving nature and eager heart.

I’m pretty good at introspection and am fully aware that my “love you inside and out” persona (to put it in Bee Gees terms), comes with a strong risk of heartbreak from diving heart first into relationships too quickly. I’m not a risk-averse person but my recent marital demise was causing me to be a little more cautionary than usual. My experiences in Türkiye and Spain had made me realize that I really did prefer an exclusive relationship. Random dating and casual sexual encounters weren’t really what I was looking for - they were like a temporary salve for my bruised ego from being discarded by my husband. I wanted more, I deserved more, I reminded myself half convincingly.

I still didn’t fully appreciate what exactly I did want out of a relationship though and I was self-aware enough to realize that I wasn’t going to get what I wanted without figuring that out first. You can’t get where you’re going if you don’t know where you’re going, right? I planned to distract myself, exploring charming villages and castles while indulging in the region’s famous wines and gastronomy.

If I couldn't find my idea of a somewhat more realistic fairytale yet, it didn't mean I couldn't use my imagination and explore the fairytale land of castles. I could entertain myself with the stunning architecture and enchanting gardens while continuing to heal my soul and figure out my next steps. 

I glanced out the window, cognizant that my thoughts were swirling in my head in sync with the velocity of the speeding train. Life shouldn’t be this difficult; love shouldn’t be so elusive. I sighed, realizing I was already questioning how long I could endure my planned solitude. I glanced down at the Dalai Lama’s “The Art of Happiness” in my lap - my constant companion and aspirational guide - vowing to work on internalizing its wisdom. The chapters I’m currently reading revolve around the nature of suffering - its universal nature, its sources, and ways to cope. 

Buddhism wisely ascribes a large portion of our suffering to misperceptions. I understood that part and was working on catching myself when I took things personally or when I found myself habitually making negative assumptions and jumping to negative conclusions. I still struggled with it immensely but at least I was more self-aware of my tendencies. My biggest challenge was between internalizing that philosophy and not setting myself up for more heartache. 

Sometimes those negative assumptions are valid and refusing to realize them can cause a lot of heartache, a la my prior marriages. I didn’t want to filter my current experiences through a historical lens and was truly eager for the past to be my history. I refused to be guarded but I knew I needed a bit of caution to not make the same mistakes. I viewed the world through rose-colored glasses, while others implored me to recognize what they deemed red flags. 

I knew I couldn’t be taken advantage of without my acquiescence but it was such a blurred fine line to me between being compassionate and naive. I was forever seeing the good in people and giving lifetime membership to the “benefit of the doubt” club. I was painfully aware that, in my case, the “misperceptions” Buddhism warned about tended to be perceiving things positively when they weren’t thusly intended. 

I thought of Rafael and his friends. Historically, them sharing with me so quickly that they wanted their own gym wouldn't have phased me in the slightest. It had reminded me of my last husband - a waiter at the time - telling me he wanted his own restaurant the very first night we spent together. It didn't seem like an expression of abstract ambition; it felt like deja vu manipulation. The trio’s obvious menage-a-trois proposal had been equally off-putting. Rafael barely knew me and I hadn't given him any indication that such an arrangement was of interest to me. I had felt blind-sided and disappointed as I had truly been interested in Rafael and getting to know him better. I sighed. I was proud of myself that I had been unusually assertive about what I wanted. It made me sad though that somehow I still seemed to be portraying that I was easy prey to being taken advantage of. Ugh, what a fool I have been, I self-chastised myself. I had time to make up for. I had been living inauthentically and suboptimally. 

I was grateful that Rafael’s proposition for me to fund his gym - a total stranger - had been so out of line that I could see it for such - even with my rose-colored glasses. I vowed to only entertain relationships that were mutual and reciprocal going forward. I’m the poster child example for “needing boundaries” but they still kind of make my skin crawl. Nonetheless, I no longer wanted to be a serial subjugator and promised myself to settle for nothing less than mutual respect, love, and support. 

Although I was proud of myself, I was solo again and that didn't sit well with me. I started thinking of Leo wistfully, wondering if I should reach out to him. I shook my head vigorously to pull me out of that unproductive line of thinking. I knew I couldn't give him what he undoubtedly wanted more than anything - a family. There was no point in a relationship that would inevitably end. I wasn’t going to make Leo go through that heartache and I certainly wasn’t up for it either.

Focus, I admonished myself. I looked down at the book in my lap again in deep contemplation. I was eagerly trying to embrace the Buddhist concept of impermanence, but continued struggling with it. I had searing abandonment wounds that I knew made me too needy, too clingy - another irony given my fierce independent nature. The very notion of impermanence simultaneously frightened and saddened me to my core. I knew though that my discomfort being alone, combined with my profound desire to avoid the inevitable pain I felt from separation, made me attach too quickly and made me intensely avoid detachment when relationships warranted an ending. 

I enabled others’ needy behaviors because of my warped perception of myself. In my skewed psyche, I had to be needed to be worthy so I subconsciously attracted the needy and attached to validate my worth. Of course, I had just suffered the sad consequences of making this the basis of a marriage, evidenced by my last husband abandoning me after he became successful and no longer needed me. The truth hurts, I thought before quickly consoling myself thinking of the quote “the truth shall set you free...” 
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Chapter 1: Amboise & da Vinci’s Aura
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I took a deep breath as I put my book away in my backpack. Enough self-introspection and psychotherapy for the day I thought. If I couldn’t live the fairytale for now at least I could focus on the wondrous fairytale nature of the exquisite Loire Valley. I might not find my prince per se but I could soak in the innumerable castles of the area and saturate my senses in the stunning landscape. I looked out the window to firmly plant myself in the present. 

I had chosen a B&B located just outside the center of the village of Amboise. The owner of the property, Alexandre, was a classically-trained chef and vineyard owner. He had graciously arranged for my transfer from the train station and I was getting excited about seeing the B&B and the town as we approached my stop. Amboise is located in the heart of the Loire Valley along the serene Loire River. I was really looking forward to immersing myself in the exquisite environs. Onwards and upwards I thought. After touring the famous castles in the region, I planned to go to the Champagne area; it had been a fortuitous pun “bucket list” of mine for years. I knew we were close as the train whipped along the riverside and I caught my first glimpse of the imposing Château d'Amboise.

I challenged my brain to remember as much French as I possibly could to be able to engage in polite chit chat with my driver. French was a love language to me - provided I wasn’t the one speaking it. I knew a lot of vocabulary but flip flopped amongst languages so much that I was sorely deficient and often commingled my limited grasp of languages, resulting in a hodgepodge of unintelligible garble. 

Ugh, I chastised myself; why hadn’t I prepared better? That’s simply your nature, I consoled myself, having one of my many self-conversations. It’s true, I thought. I often found myself studying a different foreign language in different countries. My restless nature had me studying Italian while living in Greece and French while living in Mexico. I laughed at myself - the one French phrase I had mastered the pronunciation of from the song Lady Marmalade, “Voulez-vous coucher avec moi se soir?”- “Would you like to sleep with me this evening?” wasn’t likely to be useful very often. In any event, I consoled myself, I had the polite “voulez vous” part down and somehow managed with words and charades to engage in simple pleasantries.

Ugh, again, deja vu, I thought, as I stood in the train vestibule waiting to alight at Amboise. No elevator in sight. I couldn’t help but chuckle, notwithstanding my somewhat awkward and hefty luggage.  Murphy’s Law - whenever I had traveled with my husband or another strong male companion, elevators and other logistical pleasantries were always to be found. Solo travel had always meant numerous flights of steep stairs and hills. I was always up to the task though. I was stronger than I looked and always felt empowered and liberated when I successfully rose to the occasion.

I flexed my muscles figuratively and literally as I prepared myself to navigate the train steps and the train station’s numerous flights of stairs. I never arrived at platform 1 - inevitably necessitating hauling my luggage down flights of stairs first then up flights of stairs to get to the station exit. I was the only one getting off at the stop and as the doors opened, I was pleasantly surprised that a gentleman was waiting and unsolicitedly took my luggage off the train before extending a hand to help me alight. 

“Sofia,” he warmly greeted me more as a statement than a question. “Bienvenu, welcome. I’m Andre,” he introduced himself casually. I caught myself more or less gawking, silently staring, taken aback at my uncharacteristic good fortune of help and by the sheer presence of Alexandre. Fortunately, he overlooked my awkwardness, welcoming me with an “Enchante” and enticing smile as he beckoned me to follow with an “Allon-sy. Let’s go.” Fortunately I knew enough French to respond to Andre’s “pleased to meet you” introduction in kind and dutifully follow his “let’s go.” 

Andre’s courteous and endearing manner of speaking swoon-worthy French instantly followed by an English translation for my benefit reminded me of Leo doing the same in Italian. I knew all of these elementary phrases but the thoughtfulness reflected in this habit was extremely touching and I was immediately enamored with my dashing host. 

Andre led the way down then up the stairs handling my luggage as if it were nothing. I was instantly shy given this man’s undeniable good looks and chivalrous charm. He had well-groomed thick salt and pepper hair with a meticulous five o’clock shadow, a look that I was forever attracted to. His soulful periwinkle gray eyes were particularly captivating to me. He had on a crisp white shirt, perfectly tailored to his slender but muscular physique, accessorized with chunky silver cuff links. An elegant silver watch that appeared to be a Cartier graced his wrist. He had perfectly pressed light gray pants, also impeccably tailored to highlight his muscular, toned legs. He had a dark gray silky sweater casually draped around his shoulders. He had polished black shoes with stylish buckles that matched his thick black belt. The French always seemed so impeccably dressed and always with an understated air - this wasn’t for show - this was simply how the polished man undoubtedly always dressed.

I glanced down and bit my lip, something I hadn’t expected Andre to notice. To my chagrin he had, despite the distraction of loading my embarrassingly large luggage in his sleek car. Belts and buckles are a bit of a turn on for me and I was undeniably drawn to this man. My last husband had always put a premium on dressing well, always opting for designer brands. In contrast to my ex though who had focused on getting attention, Andre had an understated elegance. He obviously appreciated quality, but it didn’t come off with the slightest hint of pretentiousness. 

My ex had been a glutton for receiving attention while being stingy with giving it. He never complimented me on the way I looked when we would go out, only when at home; I had been shocked when he actually told me he hadn’t wanted my appearance to possibly take attention away from him. Andre seemed effortlessly stylish while my ex spent an extraordinary amount of time primping and admiring his reflection in the mirror. Andre’s graceful confidence and attire reflected a cultivation of taste and refined manners that added to, rather than detracted from, his evident natural charm and charisma. 

Another sharp contrast between my host and ex was that I was certain that Andre took care of his own expenses where I had footed the bill for my ex’s lavish shopping sprees. While my ex truly reminded me of Narcissus, the incredibly handsome man of Greek mythology who fell in love with his reflection in a pool of water, Andre did not appear to be the type to dote on himself or want others to either. A subtle fragrance that was familiar to me lingered in his wake. I love certain men’s fragrances judiciously applied. I caught notes of lemongrass and
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