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WHAT PEOPLE SAY  

ABOUT THE BOOK 
 

 

 

“Example of strength training at its best.  

 

“For me, resilience is, on one hand, the lightness, the 

relativization, and renewal of what you need in your life to come 

to the next steps. On the other hand, it's heaviness. How you gain 

strength by considering all life experiences and giving them a 

place in your story. And I read that in your story.” 

Yolanda Buchel 

Co-founder & Managing Partner Woosh5 

 

 

“Some people can touch our hearts and minds in a really 

thoughtful and meaningful way, and that’s exactly what Nienke 

did with her inspiring story. Nienke shows us that choices ever 

made, whether small, big, good or bad, will follow us forever and 

will in the end determine your life. To reach a fulfilled life, you 

have to embrace change, obstacles and the unanswered questions. 

And little by little the answer will come.” 

Erwin Seydel 

Emeritus Professor of Psychology and Communication 
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“I believe we all have a rubber ball within us for our resilience 

muscles to be utilized when needed. Some of us dig deeper in these 

muscles to find our way in the dark, while others sink before they 

even start. Nienke’s book takes you on a journey of and 

demonstrates what true choice really means as she encourages 

her readers to press reset and make the daily choice to sink or 

swim.” 

Dr Ava Eagle Brown 

 Life, Book & Business Coach 

www.avaeaglebrown.com 
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I dedicate this book to my four-year-old self 
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DISCLAIMER 
 

 

This book consists of two parts. You can read them in any 
order you wish. You can read the whole book or only the 
part that most interests you. I am almost certain you will 

read the whole book in the end. 

This book is based on my own life and real-life events. 
While it is based on reality, it is my reality and it is not my 
intention to hurt anyone. Characters and names have been 
changed to prevent third parties from harm and any kind 

of damage. Please keep in mind while reading that this 
book is my life story through my eyes. It is my perception 
as a child and later as an adult. It is just a fraction of the 
whole story. I can’t remember the exact words of every 

conversation word by word, but I do remember how it felt 
and, to the best of my ability, I have recreated the 

conversations with the sense of the situation and my 
feelings. Merely writing these words exposes my heart and 
soul in a way that leaves me vulnerable to attack, but if it 
helps lift up one person, it must be done. I have learned 

my story can be powerful. That is why I wrote this book. It 
is for all of you out there who know that deep down inside 
there is more of you that can be of value to the world, to 
the people around you, to yourself. May this be your kick 

in the butt to thrive and shine! 

This story is not a complete story as it never is. It misses 
background stories of time and place. It misses 

information about my parents and it even misses 
information about me. As I have stressed earlier and I 

want to emphasize is that it is a part of my story through 
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the eyes of a child and later as an adult. It is a part of my 
story to share a message about overcoming difficulties in 

life. Through the years I have learned more about the 
whole story. It doesn’t change how I felt back then but it 

softened my outlook on my parents and what they did and 
how they acted. As I got a better understanding of them, 
their choices and their circumstances. And still, it doesn’t 
change what I saw, how it made me feel and the influence 
it had on my development. Things that seemed randomly 

normal did have a negative impact on my life. Simple 
personal preferences of my parents had an enormous 

influence on my beliefs and my conditioning. Nothing my 
parents were consciously aware of. And maybe when you 

look at the things separately it wasn’t bad, strange or would 
you have thought it had an impact but all together it had 
its effect on me. I truly believe in the basic my parents' 
intentions were good. It was their unawareness of their 

own story and the unconscious about the effects of their 
doing had on me some that good intentions went 'wrong'. 

I do not remember all of the exact words said in all of the 
stressful situations I have endured, but I do remember the 
gist of what was said and I have attempted, to the best of 
my ability, to recreate the extreme stress and anxiety of 

those situations. 
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“Leaders are the creators of their lives.” 
 

Unknown 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Your history is not your destiny.” 
 

Alan Cohen, author 
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FOREWORD 
 

 
 

You never know where and when your life takes a 

turn, though in hindsight we can clearly define what 

has made the difference. 

When I first met Nienke through work a few years 

ago, I was caught by her appearance. She radiated a 

professional calmness and confidence. Thorough, 

with a strong presence in the moment, if you will. 

Observing and therefore a bit cold maybe, but non-

judgmental and kind at the same time. I guess I 

recognized bits of myself in her. Nonetheless there 

was something about her that was hard to describe.  

I can imagine that she might be intimidating for 

some people at first, not avoiding direct eye contact 

and observing you while she attentively listens or 
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makes confronting remarks. When you are willing to 

look beyond that first uneasiness, you get to discover 

a woman who is honest and good intentioned, willing 

to serve you in your best interests. 

To my belief she is someone who has a profound 

and positive effect on people who open up to her. She 

is a great listener and conversation partner. Non-

judgmental and direct, capable of reflecting back 

what you’ve said, and providing constructive 

feedback. She isn’t afraid to show her vulnerability or 

to confront. She openly shares her thoughts and ideas. 

And by letting you in on her thinking, she inspires to 

think beyond your first thoughts. Therefore she 

broadens and changes your perspective which 

inspires you to act, which you might not have done 

without her encouraging personality. 

While closely working together and having our 

careers move on, we became good friends. During our 

conversations she has been open about her private 

life and some of the struggles she has faced. I was 

impressed by her persistence and dedication when 

she chose to confront herself and to write this book.  

When you come to a point where you're willing to 
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voluntarily choose to take off your mask and peel off 

all layers till you are completely naked, stripped down 

to your most vulnerable and essential being, you're 

open to accept and learn life's precious lessons. From 

here you can only grow and leave the scars behind. 

You can build on a foundation which you can fully 

trust, capable of listening to your inner voice and 

driving forward with personal confidence.  

By sharing her life's journey, Nienke reminds us 

that we all struggle in life, and at the same time, she 

inspires to have a closer look and engage with the 

things we're mostly hiding away. Her experience 

provides a powerful insight that challenges us to do 

the same.  

I am convinced that this book will resonate with 

you, as it has done with me.  

  

Thijs Muller 

CEO, Havas Media The Netherlands 

Co-founder of Eyefi Interactive (NL & USA) & Leadforce 

USA (collab with Salesforce.com) 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
 

People describe me as someone who is confident 

and believes in her own capabilities. Someone who is 

self-assured. Who is decisive, knows what she wants, 

goes after what she wants, and gets what she wants. 

Someone who has worked it out well for herself—good 

jobs, owner of a nice apartment in Amsterdam, loving 

friends, confident image. Writing this is a bit unreal 

because it has not always been this way and a part of 

me still has to get used to that image. It’s a true image 

now, but I have walked a long road to get here. 

When we look at successful people, we all see the 

result. We see a wealthy business owner, a famous 

singer, an academically accomplished scientist or a 

wealthy entrepreneur. What we tend to forget is the 
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path someone had to walk to get there. Results are not 

instant. It is hard work. Everyday. Becoming better 

than yesterday. It is a process. It has nothing to do 

with where you are now, where you come from, how 

much money you have, what education you have. It is 

about what you believe is possible for you and your 

actions. It is about the willingness to walk the path to 

your best self. To get to know yourself, your true self. 

And that path is never without difficulties.  

So has been my path. 

Each time when somebody tells me that I am a 

confident woman, it still feels weird that they are 

talking about me. What can be confusing for me is 

when I speak to people from the past and they say I 

have not changed. A voice inside of me wants to 

scream. Not changed? Not changed? You have no idea 

what I have been through all these years and how 

much work and effort I have put in to become a better, 

improved version of myself. And you say I haven’t 

changed? What the heck! Have I done all this work    

for nothing?  

And then I realize my confusion is not about them; 

it is about me. It is still that little voice inside of me 
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who does not fully believe that I am better than I was.  

By sharing my story I want to show you that you 

can change, that you can design your life. And I will 

help you to grow from your challenges and become 

the director of your life if you choose to do it.  

Everyone has a story. My story is of an average girl. 

She is very lucky to be born in Western Europe, which 

should give her an advantage as she does have to deal 

with basic survival challenges like real poverty, and 

still her story has many ups and downs as that is how 

life goes. What that girl chooses to do with her life is 

what leads her to being a confident woman.  

And when you read the story, you’ll see that was 

never a sure thing. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

 
 

I was born in September 1980 as a first and last 

child, an only child. Both my mother and my father 

came from working-middle-class families. They 

married out of love and wanted a child to seal that 

love. And that was the moment I came into their lives. 

My first four years were very normal. Dad had a job as 

an assistant manager in a store and my mom was at 

home to take care of me. They had just bought a new 

house. It was a life like many others.  

In 1985 the life of my father changed significantly 

because of an accident—a stupid and unfortunate fall.  

It was a morning in May. I was at school, playing 

with the other kids. The door opened and all of a 

sudden I saw my mother in the classroom. For some 
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reason, I did not speak. I was happy to see her, but I 

sensed that something was not right. The bell had not 

rung. It was not lunch break yet. My mother and my 

teacher stepped out of the room and by the look on 

my mother’s face I could sense that something was 

wrong. I continued playing, but I was watching that 

door to open again. 

I couldn’t concentrate anymore. Questions kept 

popping into my head. Tension increased with every 

second. The door opened after some time and my 

mother and my teacher came back into the room. My 

mother walked straight to me with a serious look on 

her face. I looked at my teacher for reassurance that 

everything was okay, but I saw the same serious look 

on her face. Then my mother started talking to me. 

Her voice was loud, louder than normal. Not that she 

spoke louder—she might have even spoken softer—

but it was as if I only heard my mother’s voice. 

“Love,” she said, “today we cannot go home and 

eat a sandwich together. So instead I have asked 

Theresa to pick you up from school.” 

”Who?” 

“You know, the neighbor of my friend, Christina.” 
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Friend? Friend? I have only seen that person maybe once 

or twice. A blurry image a woman called Christina 

came to mind and then I thought I remembered who 

Theresa was. Theresa was a vague acquaintance of my 

mother. I have to stay for lunch at her place?  

I was scared. I was only four years old at the          

time and I had never seen that look on my mother’s 

face before.  

Why would you let me stay with someone I hardly know?  

Everything in my body said that I did not like what 

was happening. But for some reason, I felt that my 

mother had no other choice. I kept quiet. I did not ask 

all my questions. I didn’t even ask why we couldn’t 

just go home. I watched my mom leave the room.  

At noon the bell rang. Lunchtime! Teacher Sarah 

walked me outside. Mama was waiting to pick me up 

and we walked together to Theresa’s house. Will I 

recognize her? I recognize the house from the time we 

visited Christina. I could see Christina’s house as well. 

I tried to see if Christina was at home, but the wild 

bushes were blocking the view of the living room. This 

is so close to school! 

Theresa opened the door and Mama let me go in 
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first. The house seemed dark inside even though the 

lights were already on. I looked into a room and it was 

neat, very different from my house. Remember what 

mama says when walking in a museum. Walk slowly. Be 

careful. Do not break anything. I was afraid to touch 

anything because the house did look like a museum. 

Everything in place. Fragile objects. Did somebody 

actually live here? It felt as if I didn’t belong there. This 

was not a place for a young child. 

“Theresa will bring you back to school after lunch, 

Mama said. “See you this afternoon.”  

I could tell from her look that it was okay. Still, I 

was nervous to be in this home with this woman I 

hardly knew. I waved Mama goodbye. I had a nut in 

my stomach. Why is she leaving me here? 

Theresa lifted me onto a high chair. I had never 

been on a high chair before. The ground was far away. 

I did not know what to say so I was quiet.  

“What do you want to eat?” Theresa asked. “I have 

fruit and I have sandwiches. And what do you want to 

drink? I can make tea, or do you want some orange 

juice or milk?” 

I felt the freedom to say what I wanted, but did not 
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say anything. I looked around. I was not sure what I 

was looking for. It felt like if I said anything, I would 

break something. I was afraid of breathing too loud, 

that something might snap. I was afraid of causing 

trouble. It felt like Mama was already in trouble, 

otherwise, she wouldn’t have left me here. What I 

didn't know was that my mom had rung our neighbors 

and other familiar people but nobody had been at 

home. She'd finally gotten a hold of Theresa, a friend 

of a friend. My mom had been informed about the 

accident of my father by police officers that came by 

the house. Her first concern then was to take care of 

me as she rationally reasoned that my father was in 

good hands in the hospital. She had discussed with my 

teacher whether to say something to me about the 

accident. But they’d both agreed it was best that my 

mom first go to the hospital to hear what had 

happened and how my father was doing. At this point, 

she knew nothing about his condition. 

Theresa lifted me up from the chair and took me to 

the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator and let me 

point out what I wanted. I choose a sandwich with 

cheese and another one with chocolate sprinkles.            
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I ate my sandwiches in silence, still afraid to             

break something. 

“Nienke, if your mama is not able to pick you up 

this afternoon, I will be waiting for you outside            

the school.” 

Why? Why would mommy not be there to pick me up? I 

nodded carefully, still afraid to speak out loud. I 

continued eating my sandwich. Finally I asked, “Is it 

time to go to school again?” I looked at her face. Is she 

smiling or is she looking serious like mommy did this 

morning? As I had no information I tried to get it from 

her expression. Afraid of asking, maybe even afraid of 

the answers.  

“No, not yet,” she said.  

Her face was friendly and soft, but time was 

passing slowly. Why am I at this strange lady’s house? 

Why did Mom come to school while I was still playing? Why 

was Mom not able to pick me up from school like every other 

day? I needed to do something. 

Again I looked at Theresa and her face, hoping it 

would give me answers. She was doing the dishes.  

“Can I help?” 

Theresa looked at me and I saw the surprise on her 
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face. I am not sure if she was surprised because I spoke 

or maybe she felt my anxiety and thought she might 

have won some trust. “Of course you can.”  

She lifted me up from the high chair and gave me 

a dishcloth.  

It felt as if hours had gone by when Theresa said it 

was time to go to school again. I felt relief. Out of this 

museum. Back to familiar things. Back to my            

sweet teacher.  

“Can we hold hands?” Theresa asked.  

I immediately took her hand as I felt I was going to 

my normal life again and that was something to be 

happy about. 

After school, my mom was there to pick me up 

again. Mommy is here! She got down on her knees and 

took my hand. She looked me in the eyes. “Daddy had 

an accident and he is in the hospital,” she said. “I have 

been in the hospital and he is going to be okay.” 

She was confident. She radiated calm. That gave 

me reassurance that Daddy was going to be okay. 

“Daddy needs to stay in the hospital for a few days. 

We can visit him tomorrow if you want to.” 

“Yes, yes,” I said. “I want to see Daddy.”  
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The next day, my mom took me to the hospital 

where my father was. Hand in hand I walked with my 

mother to my father’s room. It smells funny here. 

“In this room is your daddy,” my mother said. She 

was right behind me as we entered.  

I stopped for a brief moment and had a look around 

the room. I saw four beds. All had white sheets. In 

every bed there was a person. Some had company.          

I watched their faces, but in none of them did I 

recognize my father. I saw a balloon attached to one 

of the beds. I want that balloon!  

“Look, there is your dad.”  

Where?  

She pointed to the bed in front of me. I followed 

her finger to the first bed on the right in the room and 

I saw a strange man.  

Who is that man? That is not my dad! I felt confused. 

They are lying to me. That is not my dad. It is a stranger. 

“Go, darling. Say hello to Dad.” 

I started to feel angry. I am not going to say hello to 

that man. Where is my dad? I felt a little push from my 

mother because I was blocking the entrance. Behind 

my mother, my grandparents, my father’s parents, 
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and my father’s best friend, Alex, all wanted to enter. 

Again I felt a little push. I was sick of my mom pushing 

me toward that strange man.  

No!  

I turned and ran around my mother to get to the 

back of the family queue. Granddad will tell me where 

Daddy is. He will never lie to me.  

Standing in the dark hallway, I heard someone say 

to my mom to give me time. A moment later, Mom 

came out to stand beside me in the hall, but said 

nothing. I focused on the long legs of Alex who was 

last in line.  

Slowly the line moved forward. My grandparents 

got in the room. I heard my grandmother say 

something. Step by step I saw more light. The room 

was bright. Alex entered the room and I followed his 

steps, staring at his legs. Then I stared at the ground 

because there were no more legs to follow. Finally I 

looked up. I saw everybody sitting and standing 

around the first bed on the right. The bed of that 

stranger. I could feel the anger coming back. 

“Come, say hello to Daddy,” someone said and it 

sounded more compelling than when Mom first        
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said it.  

Slowly I approached the bed. I saw a man with two 

black eyes. He had a white band-aid under his nose 

like a white mustache. When I looked closer, I saw 

plastic tubes in his nose. I was afraid because this 

person looked like an animal, a giant panda. Pale skin, 

black eyes. But I could not look away. I was drawn to 

this man by the way he looked. It had a huge impact 

on me. 

When my mom picked me up, I recognized the 

hands of the stranger. Slowly I started to see familiar 

things, but still he looked so different. I was confused 

and hurt. How could everyone tell me this is my father? But 

it is my dad. Why does he look so different? What have they 

done to him? My dad did not have a round face. This man 

has a round face. Hello? Am I the only one who sees this?  

Next, to the bed, there were monitors and some 

kind of coat rack with more tubes and fluids. I do not 

like it here. I smell pee.  

The look on everyone’s face was serious. I looked 

at the man in the bed. He tried to smile.  

He is missing teeth. That is not my father, my father has 

teeth. He has the same small lips as my dad, though.  
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“Hello, Nienke. I’m glad you are here.”  

Huh, that man has my father’s voice! And he knows       

my name.  

“You do not have to be afraid,” he said. 

“Everything is okay. I am really happy to see you. 

Come sit on the bed.” 

“Do you want to sit on the bed, Nienke?’ asked       

my mom.  

I cautiously nodded yes as if I was not completely 

sure I was doing the right thing. This is my dad... I felt a 

bit of relief but still a lot of confusion. When I looked 

at my mom’s face, I could see her relief. I guess I said 

something good, something she liked. I observed 

everyone around the bed and the man in the bed.             

I could see that they trusted this man in the bed. They 

were sure it was my father. 

If they’re sure then I can be sure too, right?  

I was not totally convinced yet. I felt very unsafe, 

as if I was being fooled. And I felt pressured to see 

something that I did not see.  

In the days followed, though, we visited my father 

in the hospital every day. My mother told me later 

that I was concerned about him. I made him drawings 
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to cheer him up. I also ask my mom when Daddy 

would be normal again, not knowing and not 

understanding that everything had changed forever.  

When I was old enough to understand what had 

happened I learned that my dad was hit by a thirteen-

year-old kid on a bike while he was driving his moped 

to work. What exactly happened is unclear, but my 

father most likely hit the curb with his head after the 

boy’s front wheel touched the back wheel of the 

moped. Either my father landed with his chin or with 

his forehead on the concrete curb edge. 

Bystanders had his helmet off before paramedics 

got to the scene and this might have worsened his 

injuries. He had broken almost every bone in his head. 

He had a severe concussion and bruises all over his 

face and body.  

He lost his hearing right away. His hearing came 

back for a few days after several weeks after the 

accident, but soon everything went silent. His cochlea 

had been permanently damaged. From then on he 

would never hear again.  

His vestibular system, which controls the sense of 

balance (equilibrium) was also affected. He would 
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never walk straight again. He would never be able to 

dive into the water, sense which way was up or      

down, or be able to ride a normal bicycle or moped 

ever again.  

Never being able to communicate or get around in 

a normal way—it is almost too much to understand 

how much that impacts someone’s life. And not only 

my father’s life, but that of his wife (my mom) and the 

lives of all his close relatives and friends. It affected 

every interaction he had. It affected our family’s 

social status. Though we might have appeared to still 

be a normal family, we were not. Life would never be 

the same.  

But this change I mostly relate from logical 

surmise. It helps me understand how the family I 

remember came to be. Because my memory of the life 

before the accident is limited. I was 4.5 years old when 

the accident happened. For me, life has always been 

as it was after.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

 
 

There you are, 31 years old. In the midst of your 

life. You have lost your hearing as a direct 

consequence of the accident. But you have lost much 

more. You have also lost your job, your friends, your 

ability to communicate with ease, and a frustrating 

amount of your independence. That was what my 

father’s accident did to him. 

But the accident’s effects stretched beyond those 

obvious struggles. The whole dynamic of our family 

changed. My mom’s loyalty to my father was strong. 

She did not listen to the radio anymore because she 

felt it was unfair to her husband; he had always loved 

music. Nor would she go to movies or plays. 

In the meantime, she was trying to keep things 
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going as life goes on. My mom was a housewife before 

the accident and taking care of a four-year-old child. 

That didn’t change. But all of a sudden she had her 

husband at home as well. 24/7. And, for the year it 

took for them to both learn sign language, this was a 

husband with whom she couldn’t even communicate. 

My dad also had a period of grief and acceptance of 

his losses—physically, emotionally, socially and 

professionally. My father seemed disappointed in life, 

in what had happened. He needed to find a new 

identity that fit his changed circumstances. Him and 

my mother both. 

And for a while, those circumstances kept 

changing. From being able to communicate to not 

being able to communicate. From my father and 

mother only writing notes to one another to 

communicating by sign language, including lip 

reading for my father. On the work front, from my dad 

having a full-time job to being at home to recover. 

From him being a contributing member of society to 

being placed outside of it because of his limitations. 

From being self-sufficient to being dependent, then a 

little less dependent as new communication tools 
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were introduced.  

After the first couple of years, it looked as if things 

had normalized. Life with the changed circumstances 

was not life with the changed circumstances 

anymore; life was just life as it was. It seemed as if 

everything had adapted and adjusted. That a new 

normal was in place. My mother was listening to the 

radio again. My father did some voluntary work. They 

had both learned sign language, so they could 

communicate with each other. At first glance, you 

would say things were going well.  

On a deeper level, things were not okay. But 

nobody paid attention. Nobody noticed. Nobody       

was aware. 

Lunch and dinner were always shared as a family. 

It was almost a ritual. It was my time to talk about 

school, to share a new song or a new word. We sat at a 

rectangle table with four chairs. I sat on a short end 

across from my mother. My father sat on a long side. 

When Mama asked me about school, I always 

responded to her, specifically, because my father 

could not hear me. Most of the time I told the story 

sentence-by-sentence and my mother translated it 
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sentence-by-sentence for my father while I waited. 

Then my father responded to me. This was exhausting 

for all of us. When I was too impatient, I told the story 

at once.  

Around the age of seven or eight, my father and I 

tried to talk with him reading my lips. No room for 

impatience here as I needed to be calm to articulate 

well. Which meant I needed to lower my energy and 

talk really slowly. This was hard and unnatural for me. 

Imagine what it is like for a young child to not be able 

to be enthusiastic or angry or sad while telling a story. 

To have to sit still and articulate correctly. It was 

almost undoable and led to many frustrations on both 

sides. We gave up frequently. At one point it was 

almost a running gag that either one of us said, “Never 

mind.” It was sad, yet understandable when 

communication was so hard.  

Unfortunately it was indicative of how my life was 

at this point. It was normal to give up.  

Every morning started by my alarm clock. I got 

myself washed and dressed. I brushed my teeth and 

walked to school by myself. Both my father and 

mother were still in bed. Most of the time my father 
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was still asleep. My mother was awake and listened to 

the radio or to the sound of me getting ready for 

school. I can’t remember how old I was when I walked 

to school alone, but I guess it must have been around 

the time I completed my swimming diploma.  

We lived near a big pond and the road to school 

was along the water all the way. It was a path where 

you were only allowed to walk or bike. The pond was 

filled with ducks and swans and there was always a 

fisherman or two somewhere along the side.                        

I remember there was always something to see on the 

fifteen-minute walk—the green bushes in spring and 

summer, yellow and brown leaves in autumn, frozen 

water to skate on during winter and snow on the path 

to school. This is where my love of the seasons began. 

Yes, I loved those walks to school, but they also 

drew attention to the loneliness I felt getting up all by 

myself. Am I not worth getting out of bed for? The 

contradiction was that I felt pride because of the big 

responsibility. It was confusing. Why is mama not 

downstairs sipping her coffee? What I didn’t know was that 

my mom would watch me go to school from behind the 

window to make sure I was okay. I guess I made it hard for 
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her to know what to do. Because I caused a bit of confusion 

myself for my mother in what to do. As I wanted to do things 

in my own way and I told her she was in my way. 

When I came home from school I often found my 

parents in the living room. My mom would be sitting 

in an old leather chair while my father lay on the 

couch, most of the time reading a book, sometimes 

with the radio playing music in the background. This 

is not what they did all day but this is the image that 

comes to mind when I think of my childhood. For me 

it represents the loneliness of each individual and the 

separate lives we lived. 

Occasionally they’d be watching a sports game. 

They both had their favorites. My father loved 

watching cycle races like the Tour de France. My 

guess it had more to do with the landscape than with 

the sport itself as he liked beautiful sceneries. My 

mom was into almost every sport, especially the 

Olympic games. I remember she even set her alarm 

clock to get up in the middle of the night to see a finale 

when the Olympics were on. 

When I think back to that time, new memories 

keep popping into my head. Including the 
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accompanying feelings. My parents had no fights, at 

least not in my presence. They didn’t communicate 

much in general, as I recall. I don’t know if that was 

because of my father’s deafness, because they were 

with each other all the time and had nothing new to 

share, or if there was an underlying problem on a 

deeper level. But even though they did not 

communicate much, I could sense the energy between 

them. It did not have a whole lot of love. They were 

more together than many other couples and yet so    

far apart.  

Their marriage was an unstable one. My father 

always said that my mother needed a lot of changing 

and he thought that he could change her. So although 

they did not talk about their problems, I felt that they 

needed all their time and energy for themselves and 

each other. I did not want to bother either one of 

them. I will just play by myself. I will go to my room. My 

parents were both not working and at home all day, 

every day, yet I felt so alone. 

[Going back in time drains the energy out of me. 

This chapter has taken ages to write as I needed to put 

my book aside so many times. Seeing my childhood 
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through the eyes of an adult needs a lot of sighs. And 

sometimes a walk in the park before being able to 

continue.] 

Because of the way my mom was raised by her 

parents, she had intended to answer all my questions. 

She’d always been told that she was too young to 

understand and would learn later. Only later never 

came as both her parents died at a young age.                

My mother did not want me to grow up as she did. 

So she did the best she could to answer my 

questions. At least the questions that had a clear 

answer. And even the where-do-babies-come-from-

questions and sex-related questions were answered, 

with help from books from the library. But the 

questions I did not ask, the needs I had on a different 

level than a bed, food and clothes, were not met.               

I remember lots of times where I asked her something 

and had the feeling that she didn’t really answer what 

I asked. Perhaps she did not understand what I       

really wanted to know. I felt not understood on an 

emotional level.  

But this is me as an adult being able to give words 

to what I felt. At that time I did not understand any of 
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this. I could see a big question mark on her face. I 

guess she felt that she did not answer my question, 

and I see now she did the best she could.  

As for my father, I can’t remember him asking me 

any questions that gave me the feeling he was 

interested in me, who I was, what I liked, what I 

wanted. When the important subjects of profession, 

education, or relationships came up, my father had a 

clear vision of what he thought was right and wrong. 

He did not ask what I thought of it; he just expressed 

his opinion. And because his deafness left him with 

little control over the volume of his voice, he often 

expressed that opinion loudly. Which was interpreted 

by me as a done deal. I did not feel there was any 

possibility to do it any other way than he said.  

Complicating this was the fact that all 

communication was between me and my mother as I 

was not able to speak with my father without my 

mother. And even today, my mom is clumsy in her 

communication. When you show my mother a new 

second-hand car, she most likely will not congratulate 

you on the new car or say something nice about it; 

she’ll comment on the little scratch on the side of the 
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car. Which obviously leaves you upset. It isn’t that see 

doesn’t see the positive and nice things, but she 

doesn’t mention it. In her head she is two steps along 

and what she finally says out loud is something that is 

not positive. And that is what sticks with you.  

The family dynamics in communication grew into 

a triangle: I communicated only with my mom, she 

told my dad what she thought was interesting, useful, 

funny and my father responded to me (or not). It was 

a way of bringing information to my father. He did not 

proactively come to me to get information. 

As the years went by, he got used to this way of 

receiving his information. Yet communication is so 

much so more than words. As a child I was not aware 

of this. Sometimes, and I dare to say most of the times, 

the essence of a message, the feelings that belong to a 

message, were missing when my mother shared my 

story with my father. It was literally lost in 

translation. Part of it was because my mother did not 

pick up the part of the communication that was not in 

words. Another part was that my mother did not 

literally translate what I said to my father; it was often 

a shorter version. Which is what you do when you 
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share a story of someone else. It is never an exact copy 

of what was told.  

At that time I was too young to realize that this was 

a problem. My father did not notice this because he 

did not know he was missing information and my 

mother did the best she could. I did not learn sign 

language after my father became deaf. I was not able 

to communicate with my father between the age of 

four until almost my teenage years. The connection 

with my father has never been close, at least in my 

experience. I now believe the communication 

difficulties made us grow further apart. 

Looking back you can see things that you often 

don’t see at the time. Looking back you question all 

the unconscious choices you made. You just lived your 

life. Days, weeks, months flew by and you did not 

really think about your life, what you were doing and 

what the consequences might be. That’s what I did 

and so did my parents. 

Communication is already difficult without 

limitations.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

 
 

“Nienke? Could you go to the supermarket to get a 

bottle of red wine? You know the Côtes du Rhône. We 

have it more often.” 

More often? You mean every day! The resistance to go 

was huge because the last two times I went to the 

supermarket to get wine, the cashier asked all these 

questions. I knew I had to go, but I gave it a try. 

“Dad, I don’t want to go.” 

“Don’t whine. Here’s the money.” 

“But dad, they will start asking questions again.” 

“It is going to be okay. Go!” 

Why don’t you go? Why do I have to go? You are lying on 

the couch all day doing nothing.  

Knowing that my father did not take no for an 
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answer, I sat down and put on my shoes. I was seven 

years old. 

The supermarket was not even a ten-minute walk. 

We lived in a newly build maisonette house with a 

view on a big pond. The area was green—big trees, 

green bushes, and a peninsula in the middle of the 

pond with a big weeping willow. It was a child-

friendly neighborhood on the outskirts of the city. 

There were a lot of playgrounds and green courts. In 

the summertime, people fished or rowed boats. In the 

wintertime you could ice skate on the pond. I could 

spend hours watching from the balcony all that was 

happening near and on the pond. 

On my way to the supermarket, I tried to think of 

all the questions the cashier asked last time and how 

to answer them best. I knew I had to get the wine, 

otherwise my dad would not be happy. Daddy is 

drinking a lot of wine lately. He already starts drinking in 

the afternoon. Wine is something you drink with dinner or 

at a party, not on an ordinary day.  

At the supermarket I navigated easily through the 

aisles. I knew exactly where the wine aisle was. As I 

was too small to reach for the right bottle, I had to ask 
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someone to help me. I hesitated. I looked around to 

see who could help me. The first person I saw was a 

woman. She looked strict. I estimated her as someone 

who would ask questions. I looked the other way and 

I saw a man who was tall enough to help me. He was 

coming my way. He was not paying attention to me. 

That was good. He probably would just give me the 

bottle so he could do whatever he needed to do. 

“Sir?” I asked him. “Could you please pick that 

bottle for me? It is the one on the highest shelf. The 

Côtes du Rhône.” 

The man looked at me and then at the bottle. Please, 

do not start asking questions... I could see by the look on 

his face what he was thinking. He looked around, 

probably to see where one of my parents was. I put on 

my smile.  

He reached for the bottle and gave it to me. “Hold 

on tight, darling. You do not want to drop this.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

I turned around and I walked my way to the cash 

registers without looking back. Yes! One hurdle down. 

On to the next.  

It was quiet and I could walk straight to a cashier. I 
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looked around to see if I had a choice in cashiers. No. 

It was too quiet. There was only one cashier. I put the 

bottle on the conveyor belt. All the time I had the 

banknote in my fist, afraid of losing it when it was in 

my pocket. Again I put on my sweetest smile and gave 

the money to the cashier before she even had the 

chance to tell me how much I had to pay. Please, do not 

ask anything. Just accept the money and let me go. Please, 

please, please.  

“Honey,” she said. “I have seen you before. This is 

the last time I am letting you take the bottle of wine. 

Make sure that next time one of your parents is        

with you.” 

I immediately turned red. I felt ashamed. I cast my 

eyes down.  

The lady gave me back the change and the receipt. 

I mumbled a goodbye, still with my eyes down. 

Quickly I took the bottle. I was too scared to look into 

her eyes. I pinched the bottle in my hands to my chest 

and walked away with big steps, afraid someone 

would stop me. Once outside the supermarket, I felt 

safe. Mission accomplished.  

The whole way home I told myself to squeeze my 
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hands hard, afraid to drop the bottle. At home, I put 

the bottle on the kitchen table and threw the money 

and the receipt next to it.  

“This is the last time. The lady at the supermarket 

said so. Next time she won’t let me take the wine.” 

I did not want to see my father’s or my mother’s 

face so I quickly ran to my room and shut the door.        

I waited behind the door, listening for someone 

coming up the stairs. Nobody came. I did not know to 

feel relieved or disappointed. Do they have any idea 

what this fifteen minutes task was like? Do they care? I was 

feeling tired. I climbed up my bunk bed and I dropped 

myself. How can this be so exhausting? I am tired. But why? 

I have only been to the supermarket.  

I did not want to be around my parents in those 

days. I could tell that my mother did not always agree 

with my father. My father was very clear in what he 

wanted and left no room for my mom to say what she 

thought or stand up to him. Besides, she was verbally 

not as strong as my father was. And, unintentionally, 

he could be very intimidating.  

But it was more than that.  

Nowadays you have strict legislation about age and 
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alcohol. When I was a little girl these rules did not yet 

apply. To run an errand could be fun as a kid. The trust 

your parents had in you. Leaving the house without 

their guidance. The responsibility! And if it had just 

been a bottle of milk, it would have been different. But 

buying wine, with all the questions and the 

difficulties, was a burden. A big task. The link between 

my energy leaking and that big task was something I 

did not understand at that age. Looking back I 

understand why I was exhausted after doing 

something as relatively simple as going to the 

supermarket. I can still strongly feel how I felt back 

then. The loneliness, the heaviness. It immediately 

evokes thoughts like: Why? Why did nobody realized 

how I felt? Why was there not any empathy? A 

comforting arm around my tiny little shoulders?  

My adult heart breaks when I remember that tiny 

little seven-year old girl.  

 

 

 

 

 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

37 

 

 

 

 
 

CHAPTER FOUR 
 

 
 

Out of the blue, a move was announced. What? 

Why? Where to?  

My parents were gone for a day. This was pretty 

uncommon as they were always at home. But I had no 

idea that they were looking for houses. On the other 

side of the country!  

Soon after that particular day, they announced the 

move. It was during my summer break after finishing 

primary school and just before the start of high school 

that we moved. From the Western part to the Eastern 

part of the country, the more rural part of The 

Netherlands.  

I was almost twelve years old. The move was a big 

surprise for me. I had no idea that my parents were 
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thinking about moving. Both my parents were not 

working, so the move had nothing to do with 

changing jobs or a career move. It was never discussed 

or mentioned as something they thought about. For 

me it was an overnight change and a done deal. I had 

to leave everything behind that I knew. Not that what 

I knew was all that great, but it was what I knew. I had 

one really close friend during the last two years of 

primary school and I was really sad I had to leave her.  

I was flabbergasted. I had learned to keep my 

emotions to myself, to not bother anybody with how I 

felt and what I thought. But I was boiling on the inside. 

The tears were stinging behind my eyes. I had already 

chosen a high school to go to after summer. All of a 

sudden I had no idea where I was going, what the 

house looked like, which school I’d be going to and 

what it was like.  

I had all these questions running through my 

mind. But the thing that hurt me the most was that 

they did not include me in the process. Why was I not 

worthy to be a part of this? What have I done that I did not 

know about this before? 

The change was gigantic. Moving from a medium-
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sized city to a small village. I needed to cycle fifteen 

kilometers to school and back through the fields. Who 

wants to live so far from everything? I did not know 

anybody. Not even other family lived there.  

One of the things I can remember so vividly from 

the first days is a visit to the bakery. It was just 150 

meters from our new house. Inside the bakery there 

was also a post office. The person in front of me 

ordered something. I could hear her very clearly, but 

had no idea what she said. What did she say? The 

woman behind the counter grabbed a loaf of bread. 

The two ladies talked a bit more and I was just 

listening and trying to figure out what they were 

saying. Not that I wanted to eavesdrop, but I just had 

never heard anything like it before. I do not understand 

one single word! It was nothing like the language of the 

people in my hometown. The people in this village 

spoke a dialect. I would learn to understand it during 

my time living there, but it immediately made me feel 

even more a stranger because my speech was so 

different than everyone else’s. My tactic of not 

drawing any attention didn’t work here, as I was the 

new girl with a western way of talking.  
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I also wasn’t used to everybody saying hello to each 

other. Even people who did not know each other. 

When I cycled to the supermarket, all the people I 

crossed paths with said hello. The look on my face 

must have been one big question-mark, every time 

wondering if I knew that person.  

As we were the newcomers in town, the news 

rapidly spread about the western people who had 

moved in. The news was accompanied by a lot of 

prejudices about people from big cities. I was twelve 

years old and I was asked about guns, prostitutes, and 

drugs. I was really not streetwise at that age. I knew 

about those things but had never seen them, even on 

television. The picture people in my new village had 

of the big city was totally off from reality. Some even 

said things about my mom being a prostitute and 

assumed that on every corner of my hometown was 

somebody with a gun.  

My mother had said before we left our old house 

that I had to see the move as a new beginning. A new 

chapter of my life. One that I was able to start fresh. I 

could leave the old things I did not like behind and 

create a new life as nobody would judge me about my 
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past. In theory this sounded nice—a new chance, a 

new beginning. In reality I started with a handicap as 

I was the one with the weird accent. I was the one 

from a big city. I was the one with the weird clothes. 

They were all things I could do nothing about, but 

they gave people a reason to pick on me.  

Well, I could have changed my clothes maybe, but 

I just did not know that there was a half-year delay in 

fashion in that area of the country. So when 

something was in fashion in the western part of the 

country it was not in the stores in the eastern part yet. 

I was one step ahead and that was something for 

people to bully me about. Half a year later they walked 

in those same clothes, but by then it was fashionable. 

As soon as I discovered this, I tried to adapt, but the 

tone had already been set.  

It was a hard time for me to become the odd one 

out. In your teenage years your personality develops, 

and for me that involved a battle between being 

myself and being liked. Gradually I walked more and 

more away from who I was as I tried to figure out what 

the girls in my class liked so I could do the same or 

watch the same programs.  
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In which I also failed. 

The house my parents bought and the 

maintenance and other costs were close to what they 

could afford. They had to cut out luxury things like 

cable television. But because I had such a need to fit 

in, I tried to talk with my classmates about the 

programs I hadn’t actually seen. Embarrassing.  

When I think of that time I can only feel the pain 

inside, the longing to fit in, to have friends, to be liked. 

I tried so many things out of despair. I tried to draw 

attention to myself by lying about things. (My 

fantasies were colorful, but far from the truth.) I tried 

to be as attentive as I could be to win over their hearts, 

sending postcards with their birthdays or other 

gestures. Nothing seemed to work. 

When I think back about this time, I can recall the 

desire so strongly. I put in two years of trying and 

lying before I gave up. Every once in a while I’d make 

a new attempt, but it did not last long. The rejection 

was painful, too painful. Finally, after spending so 

many hours alone, I learned the hard way to not need 

anyone other than myself.  

When I was in primary school, I sometimes told my 
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mother about the bullying and my mom talked to the 

teacher about it. But it did not change anything. Not 

in my inner world and not in reality. So by high 

school, I had stopped telling her what was going on. 

As I had not learned to express my feelings, I did not 

talk about that either. I struggled. I struggled all by 

myself. Sometimes I walked through the school 

building, supposedly looking for someone. I did not 

want anyone to see that I had no friends. Nobody ever 

asked me anything. Nobody cared. That was what it 

felt to me. And maybe when somebody asked, I had 

learned to deal with it myself by telling myself that I 

was okay with it. So I did not see the problem 

anymore. So there was no problem. 

But it was lonely. I felt alone most of the time. In so 

many situations I decided to not tell my parents what 

was happening because I knew already that the 

response would not be what I needed. I had to figure 

it out myself and therefore I kept it to myself. Some 

things were best left unsaid and simply endured. On 

the outside, everything might have appeared fine. On 

the inside, I felt empty and dark.  

Adding to my isolation was the fact the marriage of 
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my parents was rocky again and I could feel the 

tension. It meant all their attention was on 

themselves and each other. The less attention on me 

the better, I suppose, but it also meant I felt more 

alone. Slowly I started to feel worthless. As if it didn’t 

matter that I was there, that I was around. There were 

moments when I wondered if I was wanted. My 

mother always told me that they wanted a child and 

that I was very welcome. But during this time of my 

life, it certainly didn’t feel that way. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

 
 

It was around 1993 on an ordinary weekday. At 

least that’s what it was to me. Well, not totally 

ordinary. I had a short break from school. I could tell 

by the tension I was feeling in the house that 

something was going on. I was told that we were going 

on a day trip. I looked forward to going to a city I had 

never been to before. Maybe do some shopping. Maybe I 

can persuade Mama to buy me some new clothes?  

“Mom, how far is it?” 

“About fifty minutes.” 

My father could not have a conversation while 

driving because of his deafness and Mom was not 

much of a talker anyway, so there was not much 

talking in the car. This was not uncommon.  
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What is going on? Did they had a fight? The air in the 

car was thick with tension. It made me feel 

uncomfortable. I was in the back of the car listening 

to my Discman as usual. I could hear the voice of my 

mother in my head: “Do not turn the volume on too 

loud.” As brave as I was, the volume was not full on. If 

somebody said something I would hear it. But I needed 

to get away from the tension that I was feeling. 

My mother was restless. She moved around on her 

chair. She must have back pains. My dad scratched his 

throat more than once, his thing when he is nervous. 

All the muscles in his face were tight. From the back 

of the car, I watched his movements. His eyes were 

flat, skin damp, lips a small line, nostrils wider than 

normal. All signs of discomfort. 

“We are entering town,” my father said. “Could 

you please tell how to go from here?” 

My mother took the map on her lap and navigated 

my father to the destination.  

I looked outside. Where are we? This is not the city 

center? Where are the shops? We had stopped in front of 

a large ugly building. “We are in time for the 

appointment.” Appointment? What appointment? “Will 
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you wait in the car? It should not take long.” What is 

Dad going to do? He never has an appointment. I had so 

many questions, but I felt it was better to wait until I 

was alone with my mother. 

As soon as my father closed the door of the car I 

asked my mother: “What kind of appointment does 

Dad have?” 

“A re-examination for his disability benefits, social 

security,” she said. 

“Why is Dad so nervous?”  

I saw she was a bit surprised at my question. She 

might have thought that they could keep it away from 

me. It was not to be missed! “He is afraid he will (partly) 

pass the examination,” she said. 

“What happens when he passes the test?” 

“He will need to find a job.” 

I could sense by the way she said it that was not 

what my dad wanted. What is he afraid of? “What is bad 

about going back to work?” 

The answers came less quickly. She was looking for 

words. “He does not want to go back to work.”  

Not want to go back to work? Why? “I don’t 

understand. Why would dad not want to go back to 
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work? If he passes the test then he is able to work, 

right?” A memory from a few years back pops up in 

my head. My father did voluntary work for a few 

years. He was a taxi driver for people in wheelchairs 

and he wrote a computer program for the 

administration of that operation all by himself. He 

could do this for a  living, right? 

More doubt in her face. She slid her eyelids down. 

With a softer voice, she said: “He is going to 

exaggerate his disabilities and limitations, so he will 

not pass the test.”  

The answer perplexed me. Why would you make your 

disabilities worse than they are? It felt impolite to ask 

more questions. I could tell by my mom’s face that she 

felt she had betrayed her husband with her maybe-

too-honest answers. During the conversation, she had 

turned towards me to look at me while talking, but 

now she turned back in her seat to face the front. The 

conversation was over. She clearly had an opinion 

about it and was not on the same page as my father. It 

explained the tension I had felt. There was a lot at 

stake here for more than one reason.  

I put my headphones back on. I kept eyes on the 
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door of the large ugly building. I wanted to see my 

father’s face when he came out. I can’t remember how 

much time had passed when my father emerged. The 

car was too far from the entrance to be able to see his 

face clearly. He did not immediately come to the car. 

He took his tobacco out of his pocket and rolled a 

cigarette. His shoulders were down. He smoked his 

cigarette while we kept waiting in the car. I couldn’t 

tell if he smoked a cigarette because he was relieved 

or to release the tension. After smoking his cigarette, 

he came walking to the car.  

I could pick my father out in a large crowd if I 

needed to; I would recognize his walk easily. Must be 

feeling relieved. There was less tension on his face. I 

took a big breath of air before he entered the car. I 

hated the smell he brought along from smoking. 

I could feel that my mother was still uncomfortable 

when she asked, “How did it go?” 

“The re-examination was not a big deal. The doctor 

asked some things and I had to do some tests. The 

decision will be communicated within six weeks.” 

“What kind of physical test did you need to do?” 

“Walking in a straight line, which I failed.” 
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You say it with pride. Why are you proud to say you 

failed the test? I had a hard time understanding. Well, I 

didn’t, but I did.  

It was right there and then I decided that my life 

was going to be different. That I was going to be 

different. I had a hard time understanding why my 

father would choose to cling to his disability status 

over something else. That something else was, in my 

opinion, a better option. Even though I did not know 

what that was. But I could imagine things like a bigger 

social life, learning new skills, recognition by adding 

something to a business or to society, earning your 

own money, maybe even having more money per 

month to spend. All these things looked appealing       

to me. 

But maybe that was the difference between him 

and me. Maybe he didn’t see those things. Or he could 

see them, but they frightened him. Or they didn’t 

frighten him, but he saw other things that I did not 

see. In any case, I was disappointed in my father, in his 

attitude. This was not the hero father I could be proud 

of. He wasn’t going to fight. He was giving up. Giving 

up on his family. Giving up on himself. What is he seeing 
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that I am not seeing? What does he want? What is he      

afraid of? 

I never heard anything about the re-examination 

again. Or the benefits. Or anything related to it. I guess 

it all went perfectly. For him. Everything stayed as       

it was.  

But it wasn’t perfect for me. As a child, I had always 

accepted my parents’ reasons for why my father was 

not able to work. I had seen what he could still do 

despite his limitations and couldn’t imagine why he 

was not able to be of service to a company. I had still 

been loyal to him because your father should be your 

ultimate hero. But that day when he went for a re-

examination of his disability, that day he exaggerated 

his problems to keep himself in his dependent, 

helpless state, my father fell off his pedestal.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

 
 

”Nienke,” my mother said, “we have a surprise      

for you.“ 

 I was all ears after hearing these words. Surprise?  

“Next week, when you have an autumn week break 

from school, we are going on a holiday. We are going 

to Crete. We wanted to have your first time flying    

with us!” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, we are flying Sunday.” 

I was really blown over by this surprise. It was 

difficult to keep a secret from me because I usually 

noticed a change in behavior or other small things 

that told me something was going on. But this one I 

did not see coming. What’s the weather in Crete? Can I 
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swim? It is October. Which bikinis do I have? Do I need to 

buy a new one? 

”Nice! That is really a nice surprise.” I was touched 

by this gesture. It was very thoughtful of my parents 

to think of this. First time flying was something 

special. This was back in the time before low-cost 

airlines when it was expensive to fly. 

“You are 16 now, so you won’t be going on holiday 

with us anymore for much longer. That is why we 

decided to surprise you.” I could tell by the happiness 

on both my parents’ faces that they got the reaction 

they were hoping for.  

Understand that holidays with my parents were 

not exactly something I enjoyed and looked forward 

to. My first memories are the best. When I was 6/7/8 

years old I really enjoyed camping in France. Beautiful 

weather, playing outside with French kids whom I did 

not understand, sleeping in my own tent, swimming 

in rivers. Those were the best holidays. I loved being 

outside, playing in the sun, eating ice cream.  

My father’s idea of a holiday was to go as long as 

possible. This meant five out of six weeks of school 

holiday in summer. My first French words were “Deux 
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baguettes,” which means “Two loaves of French 

bread.” I was always going to the bakery in the 

morning to get fresh bread. The smell of fresh bread 

always reminds me of those early morning walks to 

the bakery. I enjoyed my parents trusting me to go 

there all by myself. Feeling the coins in my hand, a 

strongly held treasure. Saying hello, thank you, and 

goodbye in French. And the friendly faces of the 

people who must have found it cute to have this 

white, blonde girl with sun-bronzed skin in their shop 

without seeing her parents anywhere. 

I usually hated eating breakfast in the morning, but 

in France I loved biting into a crispy baguette with oily 

butter and chocolate sprinkles that had melted in the 

hot sun, even on early mornings. It was like having 

cake every day.  

And these were carefree days. Even the long drives 

were fun. Our first years, we drove an orange Citroën 

2CV with the nickname “Ugly Duck.” Later years it 

was a white Peugeot 205. I’d sit in the back seat with a 

Donald Duck holiday magazine or with my Walkman. 

I developed my own games to keep myself busy—

making names out of license plates or counting 
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certain colors. Those were happy days and               

happy memories.  

In those five weeks of vacation, we traveled every 

few days to a different spot. That meant that I had to 

make new friends every few days. But when I grew 

older I found it harder to make new friends again and 

again. With the knowledge that I would leave again 

after a few days, I’d think, What’s the point? I can 

remember being a bit whiny. Feeling my parents were 

not taking into account how it was for me.  

Most of the time we would be visiting camping 

grounds that had no swimming pool because they 

were cheaper. I was very happy when there was a 

river, so I could play there. Swimming, skipping 

stones (throwing a flat stone in such a way that it 

bounces off the surface, preferably many times), 

building a dam with rocks, running around in shorts… 

What else did you really need? After dinner, my mom 

and I would play badminton or jeu de boules (lawn 

bowling). I was not particularly good at playing 

badminton, but I loved it. And my mom was really 

patient with me. It felt like quality time. What I really 

appreciated were the trips we made to old cities as 
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Avignon in France, places like Auschwitz and 

Teresienstadt that grasped my breath and many 

ruines of the Roman empire scattered around Europe.  

When I grew older I became more conscious about 

what was going on beyond the fun part. I had more 

difficulties with finding temporary playmates so I 

stayed more close to the tent and entertained myself 

with reading books and doing puzzles. Then the 

destination changed from France to the Eastern part 

of Europe—Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia. They 

were cheaper, but not with the same weather 

conditions as France. I began to think that going away 

was the main purpose for my father. This was 

confirmed in my opinion when, even with weeks of 

rain, we would still be camping. We would still be 

away. Going home was not an option. Even with my 

mom and I complaining. Even when we had to drive 

around with the car and the wet towels after taking a 

shower to be able to dry them.  

I could not understand the fun of it. What was the 

purpose of being on holiday when it rained all day for 

weeks? You were not able to do anything on the 

camping ground. Everything was wet and muddy. 
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After a few days, you were tired of playing games and 

reading. There was nothing you could really do. It was 

incomprehensible to me. Why not drive to better 

weather? Why not go home? Why not take shorter 

camping trips to places that had swimming pools?  

A big part of the memories that I have on holidays 

concern alcohol and the amount my parents drank. At 

home, it was a part of their daily structure to drink 

alcohol. It started with one bottle a day, becoming 

more later on. Not drinking was not an option, at least 

for my father. Buying bottles of wine was too 

expensive at some point so my father learned to make 

wine. For years he had three or four big fermenting 

buckets producing wine in the attic or cellar. He made 

wine from elderberries or dandelions and other 

creative ingredients. During holidays alcohol was an 

important part of a day’s spending. Wine and pastis 

(descended from absinthe) in France, slivovitz in 

Eastern Europe, and ouzo and Metaxa in Greece. My 

mom did not drink as much as my father did. She felt 

her responsibility towards me. My father did what he 

wanted to do and did not take notice of others. At 

least, that is how it felt for me. The older I became the 
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more annoyed I was with the drinking. For me, it was the 

“easy way out.” Out of the here and now. My father 

didn’t bother anyone with his drinking most of the 

time. He just sat in his chair. I guess it was his way of 

having a good time. I mostly remember everyone 

doing their own thing. My mother read a book, my 

father watched people, and I entertained myself.  

On one of our last nights in Crete, our last holiday 

as a family, we went out for dinner. Afterwards, we 

went for drinks on the boulevard where there were 

lots of restaurants that all had much the same menu. 

Restaurant owners tried to persuade you to choose 

their establishment over their neighbor’s. Screaming 

neon signs lit the streets. Loud music played, 

sometimes even live music. On the seafront, it was a 

cacophony of sounds and colors. 

It was late when we walked back from the 

boulevard to the apartment. When we stepped off the 

main road, the quietness returned immediately. From 

the dazzling lights, we walked into darkness. The dark 

road was extra difficult for my father to walk. From 

the time the balance system in his inner ears was 

damaged, he had difficulty walking, especially at 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

59 

night. During the day his eyes compensated for the 

damaged vestibular system, but at night, when the 

eyes could not see a steady horizon, it was tough. 

I tried to ask my dad if he needed help. He 

mumbled something, but I couldn’t hear what he said. 

Since he had not looked at me, I assumed he did not 

want help. My mother was ten to fifteen meters ahead 

of us; I had stayed back near my father to make sure 

he got home in one piece. The road was not paved and 

he had to look down to avoid stepping in potholes.  

I saw him struggling. I could give him an arm, I 

thought. He could lean on me.  

I drew his attention by waving at him. I looked him 

in the eyes and asked if he was all right. In the corner 

of my eye, I saw him raise his arm. I look to the left 

and saw his right arm raised with a fist. I felt my eyes 

go big. I felt scared and angry at the same time.  

He did not hit me, but his reaction… 

Why is he angry? What have I done? What did I do 

wrong? I only wanted to help. I know how difficult it can be 

for him to walk in the dark, especially with too much to 

drink. Why?  

I ran away from my father towards my mother. She 
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hadn’t noticed anything was wrong. She kept walking 

as I spoke really fast, my brain spinning. I am not sure 

if I finished my sentences. I was in shock. I only offered 

him my help. I felt responsible for his wellbeing. His 

reaction was completely out of line. He could have just 

said that he did not want my help.  

My mother did not respond at first, possibly 

because of my stuttering incomplete story. But then 

she denied that my father raised his arm as if he 

wanted to hit me.  

What? I was so pissed. You could not have seen what 

happened. I could not believe her reaction. How could 

she choose sides? How could she back him up without even 

being part of it? Without even having seen it? Without even 

asking what had happened? I was speechless. I couldn’t 

believe what just had happened. Not with my father, 

but also with my mother. I only wanted to help!  

Back in the apartment, the discussion was not a 

discussion. My father denied everything and my 

mother backed him up. They were a front. It was two 

against one. I was not heard. I was not taken seriously. 

Not listened to, just denied and ignored. I felt helpless. 

How did my good intentions could turn back on me? The 
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denial of both my father and my mother kept me 

awake most of the night. Why did they not take it 

seriously? Why did they not take me seriously? Why does my 

mother protect my father and not me? He can take care of 

himself. He is responsible for his actions. Why choose sides? 

Why not ask questions? Why not ask how it makes me feel? 

Even if it the whole thing wasn’t true, why would I say 

something like this? What was my motivation? What was 

my need? 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

 
 

I don’t want to live with people who don’t believe me. I 

am moving out!  

The situation in Crete had hurt me deeply. The 

scene kept repeating in my head and each time it did, 

I couldn’t believe what had happened. And the 

feelings, the fear, and sense of injustice didn’t go 

away. They just got worse. 

A week later I had found a job at a supermarket 

where I could work fulltime, forty hours a week. And 

I had spoken with the principle of my school, 

switching my education from a daytime attendance to 

evening attendance program. The job and the 

employment contract gave me the opportunity to 

rent and afford an apartment. And the evening classes 
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enabled me to work during the day. It was going to be 

hard work and a busy and tough schedule, but it would 

give me a way out. Everything was in place. I only had 

to say yes and sign the papers. 

After a good night of thought, though, I decided to 

stick around a little bit longer. I had just turned 

sixteen. I weighed my options. Is it really that bad living 

at home? Yes, I hate it. Okay, but is it really life threatening? 

No. What is the opportunity? Push through and have a 

better start of my life, my career, and my independence 

when I wait just a little longer.  

It was a rational decision. If I’d let my emotions 

play a bigger part in the decision-making, I probably 

would have chosen differently. But that school year I 

kept attending classes during the day.  

The next year I applied for a fulltime day job that 

was in line with my education. I got hired and I did my 

last year of education in the evening classes. I was still 

living at home, but I was earning money to move out 

of the house. I was taking action, steps towards my 

goal. It made the situation at home easier to deal with 

as I was worked on my plan. Because I knew it was 

only temporary. It had an expiration date.  



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

64 

I had to lie to my parents about why I wanted to 

attend the evening program at school and work 

during the day. I must have been really convincing as 

they approved my plan.  

I can’t remember when it happened exactly, but 

during my teenage years, I had started to build a wall 

around myself. A self-protecting wall. As I worked on 

my plan I was still building this wall. I was less open, 

less approachable. I strongly felt that I was on my 

own. I hadn’t been a real rebel in puberty, but I’d done 

some rebellious things. For example, my mother had 

said once that she would kick me out of the house 

when I got a tattoo. This was around the time I wanted 

to move out but decided to stay. I got a tattoo and a 

navel piercing and my mother didn’t throw me out. 

There had been a rebellious boyfriend choice as well. 

It was a way to be out of the house. And when I was at 

home, I was in my room, my safe space.  

My teenage years were dominated by migraine 

attacks. These were partly from hormonal changes in 

my body, but looking back, I can’t help thinking my 

loneliness and insecurities about everything that was 

going on at home played a big part as well. Migraines 
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ran in my family, but the number of attacks and the 

heaviness I experienced was extreme. I was very ill on 

a regular basis. Three to four attacks a month was 

normal. The nausea, the headache, the light flashes, 

the tiredness. I had tried various medication, but what 

helped most were the injections. The first time I was 

too scared to do it myself so I asked my mom to do it. 

She had been a nurse before she had me.  

Each migraine attack lasted about four days, the 

first two days being the most severe. They were 

unbearable. Yet I did not want to miss too much 

school. My school performance was critical because I 

knew I would need it if I was going to move out. So 

whenever I could I would attend school, with or 

without a migraine. After school, I would study for my 

tests and exams, even with the severe headaches. 

Nowadays I have no idea how I did that. How I could 

read, let alone could remember what I read. My grades 

were not great, but I passed every test and exam. 

Sometimes I even went out on Saturday nights when I 

had a migraine. I just gave myself an injection, slept 

for two hours, and went into the city. The next day I 

felt hungover, not from alcohol, but from the 
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migraine. Crazy! It was my way of staying on track and 

I did not want to be ruled by my circumstances. 

The first full-time job I found was in line with my 

education. I was still in school, but already putting my 

skills into practice. In the evening I went to school 

three days a week to finish my last year before 

graduation. The school system in The Netherlands is 

different from the UK or USA, with different tracks, 

ranging from university preparation to vocational. I 

studied to be an Executive Secretary, which required 

a senior secondary vocational education. And my first 

full-time job was as an Administrative Assistant at a 

little factory that processed metal for various 

industries. After one-and-a-half years I had enough 

savings to move out of the house.  

I had been looking for another job before I moved 

out as I was ready to take on more responsibilities, but 

in this part of the country, jobs were hard to find. My 

biggest wish was to move back to the Western part of 

the country where I felt more at home. But I had a 

boyfriend whose family lived where we were and I had 

no idea if he wanted to move. After considering the 

options, he said he was open to moving with me, 
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which made my decision a lot easier. I started looking 

for a job in the West and soon found a job as a 

secretary at a law firm.  

My plan had started out of survival, out of a desire 

for a different life. A better life according to what I 

wanted for myself. Not what someone else wanted. 

Me. My desire. It was my first taste of goal setting and 

achieving and of creating something for myself. 

The phone call of the law firm with the job offer 

and me accepting the job offer was the door opening 

to the next chapter in my life. I got that call while 

working at the little factory. My direct colleague knew 

about my application and he shared my enthusiasm, 

not knowing that it was so much more than just a    

new job.  

I started looking for an apartment right away.             

I thought it was going to be a hell of a job to get an 

affordable place to live in a nice neighborhood. I had 

heard about the tough housing market. My boyfriend, 

Eric, was going to move in with me, but he would only 

be there on the weekends as his military training 

obliged him to be on base during the week. This meant 

that I needed to live in a neighborhood where I would 
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feel safe to walk the streets alone at night. I sent faxes 

to all the real estate agents in the city to ask if they 

had an apartment available. Soon I received a phone 

call from an agent with the news he had an apartment 

coming available in a few weeks. The description 

sounded perfect to me: a two room apartment with a 

kitchen and a bathroom in a very nice neighborhood, 

a neighborhood where a lot of rich people lived. It met 

all the requirements. I made an appointment to have 

a look, but in my head, I already made the decision. It 

was time and everything had fallen into place. At least 

for now.  

When I applied for the job at the law firm I did not 

really know what kind of job it was. I quickly found 

out that typing dictated documents for two lawyers 

was not making me happy at the end of the day. I came 

from a job where I had more responsibilities and had 

to multitask all day. This law firm job was repetitive 

work where personal initiative was not appreciated. I 

wasn’t fit for this job. 

Now, I had not paid much attention to the job itself 

while applying. It was my ticket to move out of the 

house and rent an apartment in the West. That was all 
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that had mattered. By the end of my third week, I had 

started looking for another job.  

Most jobs were still advertised in the newspaper 

back then and that’s where I saw an advertisement for 

my dream job—working as a top-notch secretary for a 

recruitment agency on temporary projects at various 

companies. I applied and was invited for a job 

interview. Of course I had not enough experience to 

be considered for the position, but the recruitment 

agency saw my potential and said they wanted to 

work with me on other projects first, to increase my 

experience. After two projects, both eight months 

long, I was asked to join the top-notch team. My bold 

action to apply for a job that I wasn’t qualified for and 

my readiness to master the projects they asked me to 

do paid off. 

It was such a relief to be out of my toxic home 

environment. Once I was living on my own I could feel 

and experience the difference. This was what I had 

been waiting for all along. For some time, I had slowly 

been getting angrier on the inside. Now I could feel 

the difference in energy. Also, I saw more possibilities 

as I no longer lived in an environment that kept me 
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small. I decided to stay as far away as possible from 

that negativity. And I started to blame my upbringing 

and my parents for their choices that affected me. I 

didn’t express that to them, but in my inner world I 

was angry. I held them responsible for my feelings, for 

not meeting my needs, for me still not being able to 

fully verbalize what those needs were. I only knew I 

felt miserable and that my childhood was the cause     

of that. 

Being part of this top-notch team gave me access 

to various companies. Each had its own culture, its 

own way of doing things. It was my job to make myself 

useful within a short period of time as I was mostly 

hired when the company was in desperate need of 

help. I was there to replace a long-term-sick employee 

or help with a sudden increase in workload. I learned 

to assess processes, situations, and organizations 

quickly.  

Most of the time I could not choose the project or 

the company I was sent to by the recruitment agency. 

This resulted in me working at companies I would not 

have chosen myself. But it gave me the opportunity to 

see different industries, meet all kinds of people, and 
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learn about a variety of jobs, organization structures, 

cultures, and management approaches. It broadened 

my knowledge and perspective. As both my parents 

did not work, work was never discussed at the kitchen 

table. It was like a crash course on the work world. I 

learned about my strengths and what kind of work 

suits me best. It gave me a strong foundation on which 

to build the rest of my career.  

Because I started working when I was seventeen 

and did not go to, what you in the USA and UK call 

college or university, I always felt I had to prove 

myself and work for it. To be honest, I had an 

inferiority complex. I always felt I had a disadvantage 

as I was not well educated. The question What have you 

studied? was often asked. I felt I needed to lie about it 

to be considered a worthy person. As if it said 

something about my intelligence. I never lied in job 

interviews, but when I met new people I was afraid to 

say the truth. I worried about what they would think 

of me.  

What I did not see yet was that I was the one who 

had to stop seeing my low education as a problem. 

Why would it be possible for me to do better than my parents 
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did? Than my family did?  

Now I honestly answer the question. The reactions 

vary. Some are astonished because they already know 

what kind of work I do and assume I must have studied 

to get there. Others are taken off guard but want to be 

nice and say something like, “Study is not 

everything.” (Which some truly believe and others 

don’t.) Some people ask more questions because they 

find it interesting that someone has walked a different 

path than what they’re familiar with. Most often, I 

think, I feel people’s judgment. Sometimes it’s 

curiosity and admiration.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

 
 

Sometimes you need to see or hear things multiple 

times before it gets to you. And when it hits you, you 

need time to understand it and to be able to change it. 

I was bullied at school. For all kinds of reasons. My 

hair that was too long or too short, my tip-tilted nose, 

the way I smelled, my clothes, my behavior, the lack 

of friends. Whatever a bully could say something 

about.  

Other time I had friends to play with. As I recall, it 

was in waves. Sometimes I had friends and sometimes 

I didn’t. Never a lot, just a few girls.  

I do remember going to the birthday parties of kids 

from school. I was invited. I am not sure if the kids 

really wanted me there or if the parents of my 
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classmates had a say in this.  

The bullying got to me from time to time. Most of 

the time I endured the name calling until I needed to 

unleash the hurt inside of me. Sometimes I cried. 

Sometimes I called back names which were never 

satisfying. When the nut in my stomach was big 

enough I would tell my mother about the bullying. 

Most of the time not in a direct way, but by telling her 

I had stomach aches or headaches and didn’t want to 

go to school. My mother tried to talk to the teacher 

about it, but it didn’t make a difference. In the end, I 

told myself to just suck it up.  

My parents had no friends. They had a good 

understanding with the neighbors and some other 

people, but no real friendships. My parents had a 

somewhat richer social life before the accident but it 

was hard to stay connected when you are not able to 

communicate with each other. For me, it was normal 

to have no friends or just a few. I had no example of 

what it would be like to have a house full of people on 

the weekend, or people over for dinner. Something I 

only knew from the movies. I guess this played an 

important role in my social skill development. I had 
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no idea how to make friends and build lasting 

friendships. I felt very lonely at times.  

Also, our family is a small family. It was only my 

grandparents from my father’s side of the family, a 

few uncles and aunts, and only three nieces. And not 

all of them would come to my birthday. Everybody 

lived scattered around the country and did not visit 

each other a lot other than for birthdays. And even 

then they rarely came on the same day. The room was 

never filled up with more than eight-or-nine people 

twice a year. My loneliness weighed heavily on me at 

times, but it didn’t feel right to express that. Because 

my parents didn’t seem to need other people in their 

lives so it seems, so why should I?  

Here’s a memory that brings it home…  

It’s a cold November evening when I’m sixteen or 

seventeen. The road is paved with yellow and red 

leaves. I have ridden this road a thousand times to 

school or going for a drink with friends in town. This 

time it’s different. I enjoy the damp coming out of my 

mouth when I breathe. I love the seasons; it makes me 

feel alive.  

It is getting colder, almost autumn, as I cycle into 
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town. A little bit out of breath, I arrive at the birthday 

party of my boyfriend. I park my bike in front of the 

greengrocery two houses down the road. My 

boyfriend’s house is big and almost in the city center 

of town. It is a typical house you see in this part of the 

country. The land is cheaper here. Fewer people. A 

house like this in my birthplace would cost a fortune. 

It is a town, but for me it is still a village compared to 

where I grew up. The house has a little pond in the 

front garden. On the driveway, there are two cars. One 

of the cars is a very old, tiny, red car. Almost a Dinky 

Toy. The front door is on the right side of the house. I 

walk past the living room and I can see there are 

already a lot of people in the room. I take a big breath 

before I ring the doorbell. 

Holy moly, I am so nervous.  

Soon I hear stumbling, giggling, and voices behind 

the closed door. It is not only my boyfriend’s birthday; 

it’s his 21st birthday. It is also my first time meeting 

his parents. No, his whole family!  

It takes forever for the door to open. A friendly face 

appears with red lipstick. This must be his mother. 

Before I get the chance to introduce myself, she starts 
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talking. I am not sure if she is talking to me or to 

herself. Is she as uncomfortable as I am? I am 

watching her mouth move, but I do not hear her 

speak. It is as if my ears are on mute. Where is Eric? I 

need him. Quick. Shaky legs, cold sweat. I am 

panicking. I put out my hand.  

“Hi, I am Nienke.” 

My hand is answered with a firm handshake. I 

notice that I am not the only one who is nervous. 

Finally, I hear what she is saying. 

“Everyone takes the back door. This door is never 

used. I did not even know where the key was.” 

O shit, what a disaster! What will they think of me? 

A critical voice in my head starts talking: I’m still the 

odd one out. I’ve lived here now for five years and I 

still don’t fit in. How could I be so stupid? I should 

have known. Everyone uses the back door here.  

With a smile and a nod, I am invited into the house. 

In the small hallway, I finally see Eric. With a big warm 

smile, he welcomes me into the house. He gives me a 

big hug and I feel safe for a moment. He introduces me 

to his dad who welcomes me literally with open arms. 

His eyes are sparkling and friendly. His younger 
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brother is a bit shy, but I can feel he is okay.  

The living room, though, is filled with people. Must 

be aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces. I feel overwhelmed. 

So many impressions in only five minutes. Breathe, 

breathe... When I see an empty chair I claim it and 

unconsciously label it as a safe zone. I need time to 

relax. I feel my shoulders are high up my neck and the 

tension is aching. Eric is busy hosting. His mother is in 

the kitchen. Eric’s father comes to me with his 

friendly eyes and puts a hand on my shoulder as if he 

is trying to lower the tension. 

“What do you want to drink?” he asks. 

“A soda, please.”  

The noise in the room is loud. Everybody is talking 

and it is hard to hear what they are talking about. My 

look is focused on the ground. I am not ready to make 

eye contact. I notice myself holding the chair on the 

side so hard that my knuckles are white. I need a 

moment to breath and process what just happened. 

My head is spinning. I still feel stupid with the whole 

door situation. I should have known to use the back 

door.  

When I feel a bit more at ease I take a look around 
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the room. It is packed with people—family and 

friends. They’re all sitting so relaxed, talking to each 

other. I have never seen so many people in one room. 

My birthdays were very different.  

The people in the room are not paying attention to 

me. I try to guess who is who. A look to the left into 

the kitchen yields a reassuring glance from Eric. He 

mimes that he’ll come to me soon.  

New people arrived through the backdoor. My 

breath is back to normal again.  

I feel proud when I look at Eric. He is handsome, he 

is sweet, he is tall, he is masculine. Did I already 

mention he is handsome? I feel as if I have won the 

lottery. He is favored amongst the girls. He has 

worked in a popular bar in town and has no lack of 

attention, but I can say I am his girlfriend.  

Eric is all caught up by new people coming in. He 

has no idea I am observing him. The people that 

arrived via the backdoor came through the kitchen 

into the living room. When they enter the living room 

they shake everybody’s hand and they all say 

something about Eric’s birthday.  

No, no, no, nooooooooo..... I try to keep myself 
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together. Don’t panic. Keep your game face on. I did 

not do this when I entered the room. I didn’t 

introduce myself to everyone. I didn’t shake their 

hands and say nice things. 

My head starts spinning again. Sh*t, sh*t, sh*t. My 

armpits are wet, again. I grab the chair to not fall off. 

I feel so stupid, AGAIN. Can I please disappear in the 

floor? Insecurity takes over. My heartbeat raises. How 

could I not have known to do this? What will they 

think of me? It’s my second mistake tonight. They 

must think that I am an arrogant city girl who thinks 

too much of herself to introduce herself properly. 

And the truth is that I am anything but arrogant. I 

just did not know all these things. I feel like a loser. I 

feel poorly raised. What a perfect first impression. 

The feeling of discomfort is back. Can I leave please? 

I’m so caught up with my own stupidity and thoughts 

that I haven’t noticed that the person who was sitting 

beside me has left.  

Eric uses the opportunity to catch me by surprise. 

He kisses my cheek. I jump up from my chair. Eric 

laughs real loud. He has no idea about what is going 

on inside me. And for a brief moment he lets me forget 
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what just happened. His smile, his gentle eyes, the 

way he touches me… I can feel the butterflies in my 

stomach. 

“Are you enjoying yourself?” he asks. 

Afraid of what he might think when I tell him about 

my stupidity, I smile back at him. “Yes, I am.” 

“My father totally loves you. You made quite an 

impression on him.” 

The only thing I can think of is my unmannerly 

behavior. I have no idea how to reply to what Eric is 

saying, so I just say nothing and give him a smile. The 

evening goes on and I try to forget about what has 

happened. I cannot remember much of the rest of the 

evening until people start leaving. 

Pay attention to what they are saying and doing, I 

tell myself. I started the evening on the wrong foot, 

but the least I can do is end it well.  

When I leave the party after midnight I do what I 

saw other people do. Shake hands, thank Eric’s 

parents for the lovely evening and say goodbye to 

everybody.  

On my way back home, back on my bicycle, I feel 

how tired I am. The whole situation has drained all of 
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my energy. Because the situation was one big 

confrontation. A confrontation with my lack of social 

skills and the small world of my upbringing. I had no 

idea how to handle a birthday party. A simple thing 

like a birthday party and I had no clue whatsoever 

what the rules were. Where have I been? How did I not 

know? I am so embarrassed...  

And that was when I decided that I would never be 

in a situation like that again. From that moment on, I 

observed everyone, everything, every situation, and I 

learned from it. What do people do, how do people act, 

what do they say? I decided that if I want to 

participate in the big world, I need to learn this and I 

need to learn it fast.  

This required some re-thinking of how I lived. 

Because without having friends in my life and with my 

emotionally-incapable parents, I had never had 

anyone to talk to about my life, my anxieties, my 

concerns, my feelings. I’d gotten used to dealing with 

things on my own. I solved my own problems. I dealt 

with my own fears. There was no one to give me 

another perspective on things because I dealt with 

everything on my own. Taking advice from other 
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people, most of the time well-intentioned unsolicited 

advice, was hard for me. I wasn’t used to it. And I had 

an allergic, defensive reaction when people tried to 

help me.  

It would take a long time for me to see this 

roadblock on my path. I just wasn’t aware that I did 

not ask for help.  

Writing this down comes with mixed emotions. On 

the one hand, I can’t believe that I couldn’t see this 

because it is so obvious to me now that it was a 

problem and it stood in my way. It would take until 

my late twenties, early thirties to discover that this 

solitary way of dealing with life was not serving me.  

I now laugh out loud when I think of this simple 

incident that’s a perfect example of how this way of 

thinking made me act. I was carrying two heavy bags 

with groceries. They were so heavy the handles of the 

plastic bags were about to snap. I was almost at home 

when I ran into my neighbor, who is also a friend. He 

offered his help and I said no, I could manage. Which 

I could of course.  

I will never forget his response: “It is okay to accept 

help, even though you don’t need it.” 
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Kaboom! It hit me hard as I instantly knew he was 

right. I felt stupid. Why couldn’t I accept his help? He 

is just being a gentleman. It kept me busy for quite 

some time. Asking for help was just not something 

that was in my system, and accepting help wasn’t 

either.  

Have you ever experienced something similar? An 

instant insight, crystal clear?  

From that moment on I started to see it more and 

more in my doing and thinking. I saw my pattern. I 

started to recall what people had said to me in my life, 

like, “You never show your hand. You never tell the 

whole story.” And, “You always tell me after you’ve 

solved a problem, but you never come to me when you 

have a problem. You are there for me when I am stuck. 

I want to be there for you, too.” 

Wow. Ouch. That hurt.  

It was an eye-opener for me. How did I become this 

way? And there was even more to it than I realized at 

the time. It affected my whole being. It was a red 

thread in my life that influenced so many things. It 

affected building and nurturing friendships as I was 

never showing my true self (which I had not found 
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yet) or letting my friends be there for me. I was 

keeping everything to myself or only sharing it when 

I had already dealt with it. I was not getting other 

opinions and other perspectives from things, so I end 

up doing things the only way I knew how. 

Unconsciously I was keeping myself small which was 

the opposite of what I wanted—to learn and to grow. I 

thought that being vulnerable ruled out being strong 

or being a leader. I felt alone, but I was the one 

keeping myself that way although I wasn’t aware of it. 

I was known as the girl who could take care of herself, 

so even when I was stuck, I felt the pressure to handle 

it on my own. I couldn’t show that I did not live up to 

that image. It was a vicious circle. 

It also had to do with the emotions and 

interactions I’d grown up with. I was raised in a home 

with two parents, but actually only raised by my 

mother as my father was there, but wasn’t. He didn’t 

have an active role in my upbringing. Communication 

was between me and my mother. My father and I did 

almost nothing together as communication was a 

problem. So imagine someone in the same room, same 

house, as you, but there is almost no communication. 
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He is there on the sideline at your sports game, he is 

playing a board game with you, he is doing the dishes 

with you and so on. There is interest, but there is no 

active communication.  

For me, it was normal that my father did what he 

did and the situation was what it was. I didn’t even 

realize my father’s absence, but as I grew older, I 

started to see it as strange. When I became older and 

starting to get homework I could have used some help 

with subjects like math. (Languages were more my 

thing, but math with geometry and structures? Not 

my best subjects.) To have a real conversation with 

my father was just hard. But how could he have 

explained math to me? Math was already frustrating 

for me and with the communication difficulties it was 

three times more so. 

As well, he had no real understanding of who I was 

and neither did I have a good understanding of who 

he was. He wanted to prepare his sweet little girl for 

the outside world which could be hard sometimes, so 

he tried to start discussions with me, thinking he 

could teach me to be more resilient. But what I 

probably needed most—the ability to express myself—
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he could not teach. Nor could my mother because she 

was not taught herself.  

My father actually made it worse. Not only because 

he was deaf, but because he did not listen to what I 

tried to say. When he did not hear arguments that 

changed his thinking, he proceeded. But the “battle” 

was unfair. I had not learned to communicate 

effectively, to express my thoughts, feelings and 

emotions, and how to give words to what I felt. Of 

course, you do not get the arguments, Dad. There was 

no winner. It was not equal. It was not fair.  

And I guess the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. 

My father did not learn to ask for help, to share his 

hopes, fears, dreams, and desires. And the same goes 

for my mom. In me, it was just history repeating itself 

again. I did what I saw my parents do. They were my 

examples. They saw no problem with acting the way 

they did and therefore did not change anything. Most 

of the time, discussions with them left me feeling 

helpless, powerless, stupid, and I ended up crying.        

It only confirmed my father’s view that his little girl 

needed to be hardened to be able to face the             

harsh outside world. An example of good intentions 
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going wrong. 

It’s awful, looking back, to realize how much his 

communication style hurt mine. His dominant and 

pushy way of starting a discussion with me was 

overwhelming. Because of his deafness, remember, he 

could not hear the loudness of his voice. So he could 

become loud and intimidating. And when that 

happened I wanted to become invisible right away. 

But when my father was on a roll, there was no escape. 

And since he was not really listening to what I tried to 

say, as he did not show any proactive interest in me, I 

felt unworthy and uninteresting. Because every 

discussion ended up in me crying and leaving him 

unsatisfied, the tension in the house increased.  

I felt not understood, and mostly very stupid. I was 

so tangled up inside because of the pressure I felt of 

meeting the expectations and of not wanting to 

disappoint my father, but feeling so terribly helpless 

and lost at the same time. It made me feel very 

insecure, unsafe, and uncertain. I just knew that I’d let 

my father down and had no idea how to make him feel 

proud of me.  

His “toughen up” conversations may have been 
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meant as a playful way to harden me, but they made 

me feel small, stupid, and miserable. Every time this 

happened, a little piece of my confidence was          

eaten away.  

And because I had never been taught how to talk 

about emotions, my conversations with my mother 

couldn’t help me past this. I could tell by her face or 

by the way her body was in the chair (body language) 

that she did not understand me. She did not see or 

hear my needs. Like when I had run the errands to buy 

a bottle of wine, she simply did not understand my 

feelings and I couldn’t communicate them to her.  

I now understand that she did not ignore me, but 

just could not recognize the signs of my distress. And 

because she could not pick up on my emotional needs, 

she could not tell my father about them, and my 

father didn’t learn about them either. Neither of them 

asked me what had happened after my disastrous 

errand to buy their wine. Neither of them came 

upstairs to ask me how I felt. Neither of them rubbed 

my back and said to me that this was the last time.  

What I often missed was to see safety in my 

mother’s eyes. Maybe someone does not have all the 
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answers, but when you have the feeling it will be okay 

in the end, you will feel more at ease. I was not 

reassured by her. Sometimes in words, but not by the 

look on her face. It is best described as if my mother 

read the script of a movie out loud, but without 

expressing emotions. A monotone voice. The message 

she said was always weakened by the non-

corresponding emotions on her face or the non-

matching body language. It sewed confusion,                

not comfort. 

In my adolescence phase, I was still ignorant of this 

pattern. I’d had a wakeup call at my boyfriend’s 

birthday party regarding my social skills, but I was 

still in the dark about who I was and why I acted the 

way I did. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 

 
 

Traveling has always played an important role in 

my life. Especially traveling alone. The traveling was 

not only an exploration of the countries I visited but 

also an exploration to and from myself. Who am I?  

In a foreign country, I was able to make sincere 

contact easily. I trusted my intuition and heard that 

inner voice loud and clear. At home with my parents, 

that voice was overwhelmed by the other voices in my 

head, but I started to see patterns and connections 

while traveling and I became more aware of the me 

that was hidden somewhere deep inside. That would 

only come out when it was safe. When it wouldn’t be 

judged. Like when I was traveling alone. 

Nobody knew me then. Nobody judged me because 
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of the history we’d shared.  

My first experience of solo traveling was when I 

was seventeen years old. With a tent and a backpack, 

I flew to Rhodos, Greece. It was just for a week in 

summer, high season. Nothing too exciting, actually, 

as the island would be packed with tourists in high 

season and it was a common holiday destination, but 

it was an adventure for me.  

I did not make advanced reservations for a 

camping, hotel or anything for at least the first night. 

I only booked a plane ticket. It was all part of the 

adventure. I can’t remember what my parents 

thought of this whole idea, but they brought me to the 

airport so I guess they approved. In the end, I spent 

the whole week with locals that I met. Their 

hospitality, their generosity, it was overwhelming. 

Something that I never experienced before in this 

way.  

I had heard about this hospitality, as my 

grandparents had traveled the world and I loved to 

hear their stories. The differences in culture, in 

nature, in habits, in food, in religion. I had hung upon 

every word my grandparents spoke. But to experience 
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it for myself and on my own was life-changing. This 

trip gave me the feeling I could rely on myself in 

situations that were not all planned, that I could take 

care of myself and that the hardest part was to make 

the decision to go.  

Everything else was easy. Of course I had my fears 

upfront. What if I am lonely? What if I get homesick? What 

if I don’t find people to hang out with? Is it uncomfortable to 

eat alone in a restaurant? What do I do when I am alone? 

But all my fears were needless. I came alone, but I was 

almost never alone. Only by choice, if I wanted to 

spend some time on my own. I definitely wanted more 

of this.  

Over the next few years, I traveled always with 

someone. Until I decided to take three months off 

from work and travel to Asia.  

It was easy to arrange the months off from work 

without losing my job which made it even easier to go. 

Ever since, I have traveled different countries, and 

sometimes not the most common and easy choices, as 

a solo female traveler. Think of countries such as 

Ethiopia, Jordan, Morocco, and Japan. The decision to 

travel alone was made out of a simple choice: to go 
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alone or not to go. Why should something that I 

wanted to do hold me back from doing it because I had 

nobody to go with? For me, it was a simple choice to 

go alone. Not going was just not an option. My 

curiosity was too big. My desire to see the world and 

to broaden my perspective was too large to be 

ignored.  

I wanted to learn about others. What I hadn’t 

thought of was how much I would learn about myself. 

The biggest gift, in fact, was to get to know myself 

better and to appreciate the things I had, as a person 

and in the material sense.  

Not everything has gone well. When I traveled in 

Laos in 2003, I choose to go off the beaten track. I had 

already traveled over five weeks by myself in 

Malaysia, Thailand, and Laos, and I had gained 

confidence. Laos was at that time not so often traveled 

as it is now. I had read about a more rural part of Laos 

that sounded appealing to me. I wanted to experience 

the real Laos, to escape the crowds, and to meet the 

inhabitants that were not used to tourists and earning 

their income from tourists. Not that I thought 

something was wrong with that, but I just wanted to 
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see the authentic, non-tourist-affected country. 

To go off the beaten track meant that public 

transport connections were no longer buses, but 

pickup trucks where you jumped into the back. If you 

were lucky there were only people in the back, but 

most of the time you had to share space with chickens, 

pigs, or other poultry. English was not widely spoken 

in Laos back then, certainly not in the remote areas. 

Hand signals and other non-verbal ways were the way 

to speak. And it worked. The whole route was 

connected by pickup trucks that traveled as far as two 

hours and then I was kicked off and I had to wait 

without proper instructions for the next car to pick 

me up. I’d have no idea how long I had to wait or if 

there would be enough space in the car to take me. It 

was quite an adventure and, to be honest, I loved it. 

Until I got stuck in a small village where I 

supposedly had to wait for a bus that came around 

midnight.  

At least, that is what I understood from an old man 

who was sitting on a pile of wooden crates in front of 

his house. 

It was still morning, so it would be a long wait for 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

96 

my ride. The village was situated near a little river. As 

with every village in Buddhist Asia, there was a 

temple that I could visit, but besides this there was 

nothing to see or do. I had to kill time. There was only 

a small shop where I could buy some cookies and 

water. That was it.  

The old man saw me walking up and down the 

street. As it was only morning, I had far too much 

energy to just sit around and wait. After a while he 

came up to me and he invited me for dinner later that 

evening. I was very grateful for his invitation. At least 

that gave me something to look forward to. This man 

had a really gentle face, friendly looking eyes. 

Something told me that he was an okay person.  

As I had never had to wait for such a long time for 

a ride, though, I got a little nervous about the 

connection. Was there really a night bus? Did I understand 

him correctly? What if I understood him wrong? How was I 

going to get a ticket? What if the bus was full? 

I had all these questions and there was nobody to 

answer them. There was not an office or a bus stand 

for information. I was just relying on the words of an 

old man. Something told me to trust him and the 
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situation.  

After a while I was tired and I sat down on a big 

trunk of a tree and started reading a book to kill some 

time. When the sun started to go down I looked for a 

nice spot to watch it go down on the river. It was 

breathtaking. 

Afterwards, as the road and village had no light—

they had to rely on generators and that was only for 

the rich people—I went back to the house of the old 

man. As soon as he saw me he invited me to his house. 

He took my backpack off my back and left in a 

separate room. In the main room there was a big oval 

table with small chairs. Almost for children so small. 

He motioned me to take a seat. I heard a lot of voices 

in the room next to the room I was sitting. I assumed 

it was the kitchen.  

After me, more people came to the house. It looked 

like it was kind of an evening ritual, a gathering of 

people. They had no electricity and therefore no 

television or other things to do besides come together 

and talk. 

Everybody sat around the oval table. At first I did 

not notice, but after a while I saw it were only men. It 
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gave me a bit of an uncomfortable feeling. But with 

female voices out of the kitchen next door I did not 

pay much attention to it. Dinner was served. It was 

fish, probably from the nearby river and some leaves. 

I never had seen something like it before. It looked a 

bit like spinach, but with more bite. It didn’t seem to 

me that you could eat the leaves, but all the men did, 

so I tried it. I wasn’t too fond of it, but I ate it anyway. 

I had no idea when my next meal was going to be and 

I could not only eat cookies.  

The fish was very tasteful. The men were very loud. 

Not only talking with a loud voice, but the sound of 

their appetite. I tried to ignore the smacking which 

was difficult as we sat very close together. After 

dinner, a bottle of alcohol came up the table. They 

referred to it as Laos whiskey. I know it is impolite to 

turn down a gift, in this case alcohol, and I did not 

want to be rude, but I wanted to have a clear head as I 

needed to catch the night bus. 

And I was in a room filled with only men, that made 

me alert as well. The men did not take no for answer 

and became very persistent on me taking a glass of the 

Laos whiskey. I tried to explain that I did not want to 
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drink, but they did not understand or they did not 

want to understand. I pushed away the glass, but 

every time I did that it was put in front of me again.  

I noticed a change in the room. The friendly and 

relaxed atmosphere had become more aggressive.  

I was cautious. I thought it was time to meet them 

a little. So I said that I would try it, but just one glass. 

I raised one finger to subtitle what I said. They nodded 

and I took that as an agreement. Somehow the table 

seemed even more crowded than at dinner, but all 

men. I took the glass and drank the shot at once. The 

booze was burning in my throat, my eyes started to 

wet immediately. Wow, this is high on alcohol!  

I was definitely not going to drink more of it. This 

was probably some home-brewed liquor. It was way 

too heavy for my taste. It burned all your taste buds 

away in seconds. I shook my head to get the liquor 

down my throat and have the feeling go away as soon 

as possible. This was heavy stuff!  

The guys at the table laughed really loud. They 

enjoyed seeing me die for just a second and they 

immediately poured some more Laos whiskey in my 

glass. I thanked them kindly, but I reminded them 
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that I was just going to drink one glass. I gave them 

my brightest smile to show them I was really thankful, 

that I did not want to be unpolite, but this was not my 

thing. The men put the glass closer to me on the table 

and gestured for me to drink it. I shook my head and 

confirmed it with a hand gesture to let them know 

that I was not going to drink that second glass.  

As little English that they spoke and understood, 

from that moment on they decided not to understand 

anything from me anymore. They were not taking no 

for an answer.  

I felt the change in atmosphere again. I wanted to 

stand up from my chair, but I was only halfway when 

I was pushed back in my chair by the men on my left 

and my right side. I tried it again, but they grabbed 

both my arms and sat me down, hard. What I had not 

realized until that exact moment was that I was 

trapped. I sat on this oval table with my back against 

a wall. There was no room between my chair and the 

wall and I was sitting between five or six guys on my 

side of the table. There was nowhere to go without 

being stopped by these men.  

I must have looked frightened with all these 
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thoughts running through my head. How can I escape? 

What can I do? Where is that gentle old man? I haven’t seen 

him all night! What is going to happen to me? While I was 

quickly considering my limited options the men on 

my right side thought it was time for me to drink. He 

picked up my glass, put it to my mouth, and forced me 

to drink. He opened my mouth with his hands. The 

men on the left side held my hands so I could not push 

away the glass. And before I knew it, I had drunk 

another glass of Laos whiskey. 

I was scared, but I remained calm. I wanted to 

think. Panicking is not thinking. It was hard to think 

though because those men were so loud. And the 

alcohol was hitting me hard. I had not really eaten 

that much during the day. The fish dish was shared 

with many people, so it was enough to not feel hungry 

anymore, but it wasn’t a full meal. And I’d had some 

cookies in the afternoon, that’s all.  

I was shaken out of my thoughts and back to reality 

when my arms were held again and another glass was 

put to my mouth. I tried to keep my lips closed, but 

with force, my jaws were opened and the glass was 

emptied into my mouth. I considered for a brief 
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moment to spit it out, but there was nowhere to spit 

to other than onto the table spraying other people. 

That did not feel as an option at that moment, so I 

swallowed. This was repeated some more times. I lost 

count and I lost all sense of time. I had no idea if 

minutes or hours had passed. The percentage of 

alcohol must have been really high.  

All of a sudden in a brief moment of seeing clear I 

saw the old friendly man. He looked at me and the 

situation and he acted decisively. He pulled me over 

the table as I if I was as light as a feather and he 

supported me walking to a bed. In a blink I saw my 

backpack and felt a bit of a relief there was something 

of me nearby. Something recognisable.  

The old man lay me down on the bed, but as soon 

as I lay back, my head started spinning and I vomited. 

Ungracefully and ungratefully all over the man.  

I was so embarrassed. I had all these mixed 

feelings. I was so grateful the old man had saved me 

from that situation. On the other hand, I was scared of 

what might have happened if he hadn’t come. And of 

course I was embarrassed because I had vomited on 

him.  
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The old man said nothing. He gave me a smile. He 

wanted to reassure me, I guess. Let me know I was in 

good hands now. I wanted to speak, but no words 

came out of my mouth. I wanted to go to the 

bathroom. The old man walked me outside as the 

toilet was just an outdoor shack. When I got back I 

noticed that the living room that had been packed 

with loud men just a few moments ago was empty.  

Did I dream? Was this just a bad dream?  

I sure hoped it was, but by the way I felt, I knew it 

wasn’t. The friendly old man was waiting for me by 

the bed. He had cleaned the room in the meanwhile. I 

had lost sense of time. And at that moment I had 

totally forgotten why I was there in the first place. I 

remember the friendly old man saying he would wake 

me as the bus came and soon I shifted away to sleep.  

Only minutes later—at least that is how it felt for 

me—I was awakened to get on the bus. The friendly 

old man took my backpack and directed me to the bus. 

The bus was fully packed, but they squeezed me in 

somehow. Maybe the friendly old man said something 

about my condition to the porter because I was given 

a chair while the whole bus was overloaded so people 
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were also sitting in the aisle.  

I remember seeing the clock. It was just after 

midnight. Right after that I dazed away in a long deep 

sleep.  

When I woke up it was light. All of a sudden I 

realized that my backpack was not with me. My heart 

dropped to the floor. The last thing I remembered was 

that the friendly old man took it. My mind drifted off 

to the bits and pieces of the night before and I forgot 

about my backpack. It was probably in the bus 

somewhere. At this moment I couldn’t care about my 

backpack. I felt ashamed and embarrassed about what 

had happened—the vomiting, the helplessness, that 

friendly old man... And I’d been in such a state that I 

had not even thanked him. 

I started to beat myself up for what happened. How 

could you be so stupid to sit on a chair where you couldn’t 

escape? How could you be so naive? How could you trust 

these strangers? You were in the middle of nowhere. What 

were you thinking?  

All of a sudden I was taken off the bus. It was the 

first time standing in hours and I could feel that the 

alcohol was still in my body. I wasn’t hungry at all. I 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

105 

was shaky and had a big headache. I guess that wasn’t 

so strange after what happened. My backpack was 

taken out from the luggage space below the seats and 

I was told to wait here for a pickup to take me to the 

next village.  

Then the bus was gone and I was standing on the 

side of a road with nothing that looked like a village, 

a bus stop, or anything else. It was just me and a road. 

As far as I could see it was a hilly sandy plain. A quiet 

road with little traffic.  

I had to laugh. You thought you were in the middle of 

nowhere yesterday? Well, look at you now.  

As everything had seemed worked out with public 

transport so far, I knew I had to just sit, wait, and trust. 

I sat on my backpack.  

I felt miserable. The sun was shining bright and I 

started to sweat. It felt as if the alcohol was coming 

out of my body, as if I was sweating alcohol. I found 

some water in my backpack and drank so I would stay 

hydrated. After half an hour, a pickup arrived and 

took me along.  

The transport network seemed so chaotic and 

without rules and timetables, very amateurish, but in 
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some ways it worked better than the one back home. 

It took me three days to get where I wanted to be, but 

I wasn’t so sure if I wanted to be there anymore after 

my whole adventure with Laos whiskey.  

I was sick for two more days. High fever. A lot of 

sweating. I’m guessing it was some kind of alcohol 

poisoning as the alcohol was so much stronger than 

my occasional wine or beer and the amount definitely 

exceeded my usual one or two glasses.  

It was definitely a hiccup in my travel adventures.  

Sometimes I start thinking about what could have 

happened if the friendly old man hadn’t come back. 

What if...? I should have... I could have... It doesn’t get me 

anywhere. It never changed my view on the friendly 

people of Laos or to traveling in general. I have had a 

great time traveling their country and I have met so 

many nice people.  

I always saw this experience as an eye opener, a 

way to get me to listen to my inner voice and never 

question it. And how hard it is at times just to trust. 

Oh, and whiskey? I will just stay with my 

occasional glass of wine every now and then. 
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CHAPTER TEN 
 

 
 

Stuck in traffic. Again. Third time this week. 

Aaaargh!  

I turned up the music. An old time favorite by 

Mariah Carey. This reminded me of my teenage years 

and watching MTV and all the music videos I watched 

while doing homework. The MTV unplugged version 

of Mariah Carey was impressive. I was singing along 

with all the old Mariah songs. I was not paying 

attention to everything around me. What is that sound? 

That does not belong to the song... Then I realized it was 

a car honking real loud.  

Oops! I was all caught up in Mariah. The queue had 

disappeared.  

My ride back home was always the moment to let 
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go of whatever happened that day. It was fifteen 

minutes, this time, of standing still. Waste of time! Oh, 

well, maybe not. I totally forgot about my boring work day 

at the office.  

The project I had been working on was not really 

inspiring. My colleagues were nice, but I would have 

loved to be doing something more challenging. I had 

joined the Elite team, the top-notch team of 

secretaries I spoke earlier about, with excellent skills 

and experience. At least that is what we told our 

clients. (You’ll recall I had only two years of 

experience when I started and I still felt like a rookie.) 

And we needed to be immediately useful, instantly up 

and running every few months in a different company 

with a different culture, values, and expectations.  

What I had learned in this period was how to just 

jump right into new situations. I always managed to 

keep my head above water. And I felt working for this 

company could be a stepping stone to more 

responsibility, more earnings, more knowledge, new 

skills.  

Growth! I was hungry for growth.  
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I parked the car in front of the house. Not my 

house, at least, not yet. Unofficially, I had moved in 

with my boyfriend at the time. Chris was already at 

home, cooking dinner. I loved it. Coming home to 

someone who loved me. Who cooked for me, not 

because I expected him too, but because he loved 

doing it. 

“Hello love,” he said when I walked in. “How was 

your day at work?” 

“Okay-ish.” Something is about to happen. An 

ominous feeling hit me. 

“Want to talk about it?” 

“No, I just have to be patient. I’ve asked the agency 

to try to find me a more challenging assignment.” 

“Oh, before I forget, your grandfather called. He’ll 

try again later.” 

Granddad? Strange time for him to call. Why did he not 

call me on my mobile? “Oh, okay. Shall I try to call him?” 

“No, he insisted that he would call you.” 

That sounds even more strange. What could it be? “Do 

you think that grandma is okay?” 

“I have no idea, Nien. He didn’t say anything else.” 

I tried not to think about it too much. “What’s for 
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dinner?” I asked then put my arms around his neck, 

stood on my toes, and gave him a kiss before he could 

answer.  

“Pfffasssfaaa,” he managed. 

“What?” I tickled him while he was trying the pasta 

to see if it was al dente, as the Italians would say. I 

jumped to sit on the kitchen counter. I loved being 

close to him while he cooked. Talking. Watching him 

cutting the vegetables. Enjoying his company.  

Rrrrrrrrring... Rrrrrring...  

The phone. Probably my grandfather. I picked it 

up. 

“Hello, Nienke speaking.”  

I could hear my grandfather taking a deep breath. 

And another one. My grandfather has pulmonary 

emphysema.  

“Hello, Granddaddy,” I said with a smile, hoping 

that would be enough to keep the darkness away. I 

could feel there was bad news on the way. 

“Nienke.” Followed by another deep breath. 

“Yes, Granddaddy. What is it you want to tell me?” 

“Your dad is on his way to you.” He paused.  

“My dad?” My dad lived almost three hours away. 
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Why would he come to me on an ordinary day? Why is my 

grandfather calling me to say that my father is on his way? 

Why is my mother not calling me? Why is my father coming 

alone? 

“Your father left us about an hour ago, so he will 

be with you in about half an hour depending on 

traffic. He has a message for you. You are not going to 

like it.” 

Message? Personally? The voice of my grandfather 

was low and serious. I could sense that he did not like 

what he’d just heard. I felt the urge to ask for more 

information, but I knew my grandfather wanted my 

father to tell me himself. He was very correct in these 

kind of things. A secret was a secret.  

“Okay,” I said. “Then I will wait for him to come.” 

“Bye, Nienke. And know that we are here for you.” 

“Thank you...” is all that I could say. I hung up the 

phone.  

Chris looked at me. My face must have been full of 

question marks. 

“My father is on his way with a message,” I said. 

Chris had only seen my parents once or twice. The 

connection with my parents was not really warm or 
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frequent. I didn’t know what to do or think. The whole 

situation was weird. I have never experienced 

something like this before. For some reason, it felt 

official. I had no idea whether I should be mad, angry, 

sad or nervous. My mind was blank. Apathetic. I 

couldn’t think of what my father might be coming to 

say. 

Chris brought me a cup of tea. 

The time went by quickly or maybe my father 

speeded to get to our place. I don’t know. But the 

doorbell rang sooner than I expected. And when I 

opened the door, I saw my father with a pale face. His 

shoulders looked as if he had a thousand pounds 

sitting on them. 

I invited him in by opening the door wider. Neither 

of us spoke. I was cautious. I was wary. I was prepared 

for bad news. It had to be bad news. What else could it 

be? My stomach ached. The tension had built up in the 

last few hours so I’d become nervous and the whole 

situation, uncomfortable. 

From the hallway, he entered the living room and 

Chris welcomed him. They shook hands. My father 

looked helpless.  
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Then he stood in the middle of the room. He looked 

little. My father was not a tall guy, but with tree-tall 

Chris standing beside him, he looked even smaller. 

“Would you like some coffee?” Chris asked. 

My father did not respond. He did not hear him.  

I signed to my father to look at Chris and Chris 

asked him again. I observed my father’s appearance. 

It was as if my father had lost his voice as well. He did 

not understand Chris, but he said nothing. 

Chris repeated the question and made a signal as if 

he had a mug in this hand and brought it to his mouth. 

“Yes. Coffee please.” 

It was the first thing my father said out loud. I 

directed him to the couch and sat him down. The 

suspense was killing me. My father was looking for the 

right words. I could tell by his eyes moving to the 

right. He did not know how to start. He did not look 

me in the eye. I waited.  

He scratched his throat before he started talking. 

“Nien, I am here to tell you that I am going to divorce 

your mother. I have just visited my parents, your 

grandparents, to tell them and I am telling you now.    

I have met someone online and I am moving in          
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with her.” 

I was flabbergasted. I was in shock. Not with the 

divorce. For me it was inevitable that it was going to 

happen someday, but… Moving in? With a stranger? 

When did this happen? Not a word about Mom.  

Overwhelmed by his cold way of presenting the 

facts, I started crying. My old way of reacting to 

situations with my father.  

Funny how old patterns easily arise when in 

certain settings. Maybe you recognize this from your 

own situation—stubborn patterns that are hard to 

break? 

My father did not look at me. I felt a lot of things, 

but when I tried to think of what I felt my head was 

blank. I thought of my mother. How is she? Probably 

shocked. My parents had not had a good and warm 

relationship. My father was always trying to change 

my mother. And my mother was dependent on my 

father in more than one way. My mother had no 

friends, nobody she was close to. That meant she was 

all alone at home with no one to talk to.  

Anger rose up in me, but also the feeling of 

connection. I wanted to make contact with my father. 
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In a desperate way I let myself fall into my father’s lap. 

He sat still, unmoving. He did not give me a sign of 

comfort. He did not even put his hand on the small of 

my back. He did nothing. He had no idea what to do. I 

felt, again, ignored, unseen, and insignificant.  

It is not about me. And besides, why do you even try? He 

hasn’t changed.  

I got back up. Felt weird. There was nothing left to 

say. Not for him and not for me. I wanted to call my 

mother. To hear how she was doing.  

“I think I will be going,” he said. “It is a long drive 

home.” 

I still had no idea what to say to him. My father had 

always been a stranger to me and this situation only 

confirmed it. 

“Sure,” I said. “I will walk you out.” 

“Bye.” 

“Bye.” 

As I closed the door, I could only laugh, laugh really 

loud. What the F... just happened?  

Chris looked at me and had no clue what to say. 

“Chris, welcome to my weird family.” 

“Nien, are you alright? Your father didn’t respond 
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to your emotions at all.” 

“Yeah, I’m all right. It still hurts every time. It 

doesn’t surprise me, but it still hurts.” 

Thoughts were running through my head. Why are 

you still looking for his recognition? Why do you let him hurt 

you? Stupid! I was self-critical. I was hard on myself. I 

felt stupid that I still had expectations of him, 

knowing that he was never going to meet those 

expectations.  

“I have to call my mom,” I said. 

A few months later—I was twenty-three at the 

time—I made a choice that was good for me. I needed 

it to give myself a chance to break free from what was 

holding me back. A choice with big consequences. A 

choice that was made out of a desperate pain. Again. I 

was in so much pain that I had to make this decision. 

I could not think of any other way. When I think back 

to that time, I immediately feel that intense pain 

again. I chose to sever all contact with my father. A 

break with negativity, a break with thinking in 

problems, a break with impossibilities, a break with 

his strong opinion that was dominating my mind.  

Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh...... I do not want this anymore. I am 
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fed up with this voice in my head. I do not want this 

negativity any longer. It is done. DONE! FINISHED! I just 

cannot take it anymore. Tears were falling down. First 

slowly. It is okay Nienke, you can cry about this. Soon the 

tap was open and the tears kept coming. Why? I do not 

want to do this. But I have to. Is there another option? I 

cannot see what else I can do. It is the same story over and 

over again. It has to stop! A whole conversation in my 

head. Desperately seeking for a way out of what was 

coming. I knew what was coming. You will hurt a lot of 

people with this. I know, but now it is hurting me. I have 

swallowed so much. I cannot do it any longer. I cannot take 

it anymore. I felt nauseous. It was almost that I literally 

could not take any more in. I was full. Feeling as if I 

needed to throw up. The physical reaction was 

making it more clear to me that things needed to 

change. Radically and drastically. It was up to a point 

that something needed to happen. I could not ignore 

my physical, mental and emotional state. Do you 

know that moment that you have felt and maybe even 

seen that something needs to happen, but you have 

been avoiding it for a long time and then it can no 

longer to be avoided anymore? 
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I wrote a letter to my dad in which I let him know 

how angry and frustrated I was. Being ignored. He did 

not reach out one single time since that message 

about the divorce. Not a sign of empathy. Never a 

question about how I felt about the divorce that was 

not a divorce in the end. It was only me, myself, and I 

for my dad. At least, that is how it appeared to me.  

The past was repeating itself again. The silence, the 

lack of communication or interest. I needed to get 

away from this. So many drops were filling my inner 

tank and I didn’t know if the tank could contain them 

all. It was difficult for me to see, to experience, to feel, 

but no matter from what angle I looked at the 

situation, I saw no other way than to cut this line that 

was holding me back. No other solution would let me 

live the life I had seen for myself. It felt selfish. It felt 

unnatural. It was an inner struggle, but not for long. I 

did not want to accept it, I did not want to see it, but 

in the end, I saw no other way. I had to cut my father 

out of my life.  

It was a force of nature that I felt deep inside which 

I could not hold back. Nothing and nobody could stop 

me. I had reached my limit. I did not really think of 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

119 

the consequences. As thoughtful and considered as 

my normal speech and actions were, so impulsive was 

this. But with a strong feeling of doing the right thing. 

A strong feeling of survival. A strong feeling of need.  

Freedom! 

The marriage of my parents had never been a 

strong one. In this period, with my father wanting to 

divorce my mother, it was hanging by a thread. 

(Spoiler: They worked on their marriage and are still 

married to this day.) 

During this fragile period, my mother made small 

attempts at mediation between me and my father, but 

when she felt I had made up my mind, she stopped. 

What I did not see coming was that my mother felt she 

had to choose between me and my father. She was in 

a loyalty conflict. She was desperate to save her 

marriage, but didn’t want to lose me. In the weeks that 

followed this loyalty conflict surfaced. My 

relationship with my mother was not a good one, but 

it wasn’t bad either. I tried to let my mother know that 

for me there was no issue between me and her. I 

literally said it to her. I told her she did not have to 

choose between us. 
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She said she realized it, but felt she had to. 

I knew it would not be easy to stay in touch, but if 

you want something to work there is always a way. 

Not for my mother. Just as I saw no other way forward 

than to part ways from my father, she saw no other 

way than to be loyal to her husband and to part ways 

from me.  

She dropped me hard. 

This was a hard thing to deal with. I felt betrayed 

by my mother that she chose my father over me. How 

is it possible for a mother to disconnect with her child? What 

is that unconditional love thing all about? I am not a 

criminal? And even criminals are not being left out by their 

mothers. I respect her decision to stay with my father even 

when I think she deserves better? What did I do that she felt 

she had to choose?  

It took me some time to learn that it had nothing 

to do with me. But holy cow, that was a hard nut to 

crack. For months, even years, I wondered what I had 

done to her that she felt she had to choose. Was I not 

worth fighting for? Losing my mum was collateral 

damage I had not foreseen. And even though I could 

understand her choice, knowing who she is and that 
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she would only do it when she felt she had no other 

way, it hurt. It hurt deeply. And still, when I think 

about it, there is a part of me that doesn’t understand. 

It still gives me a nagging feeling in my stomach. And 

I have a hard time swallowing. A physical reaction of 

emotions, still to this day.  

Whenever I was asked by friends about the 

situation with my parents and I told them, I often got 

the reply, “But it’s your father!” Said with outrage and 

incomprehension in their voices. Not able to 

understand what can drive someone to this decision 

and act.  

At first, I defended my decision. I explained what 

had happened and that it wasn’t an overnight thing. 

But I soon found out that people who react like this 

have a totally different understanding and upbringing 

than I had. And I understand when you come from a 

different place that a decision like this is hard to 

understand if you can understand it at all. It made me 

feel lonely. Was I the only one feeling like this? Was I 

the only one in a situation like this? I could hardly 

believe I was, but I did not know any other people who 

were.  
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I finally stopped talking about my family situation, 

and when I was asked I was very clear in what I said. 

Clear enough for people not to ask more questions as 

I was not willing to talk about it.  

Looking back I can only say that it was a good 

decision and I still fully support that decision. Because 

it brought me what I was looking for. Being able to 

discover and develop myself. Though, I am sad that 

this was what was necessary for me because, of 

course, I wished it wasn’t. I needed it. To be able to 

breathe, to be able to live, to be able to find myself. 

The situation was not doing me any good. I just could 

not handle it anymore. I did not know if cutting those 

ties would make things better. But it was not going to 

be worse. I had no certainty, no guarantees, but I felt 

that I had no other option. I did it out of survival, to 

save myself. I literally needed a breakup with my 

father to cut loose from everything that was holding 

me back. With the knowledge I have today, I can see 

that I could have done things differently if I had 

known how. But with the knowledge I had at the time, 

the way I was conditioned by my upbringing, I did 

what I knew. And I did it because I thought it was 
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necessary. 

Afterwards you can connect the dots. I can see that 

I slowly started living after the break. Not right away. 

It took years. Because my upbringing and all the 

experiences I had gained in my life thus far had had 

more impact on who I was than I realized. I knew it at 

some level deep inside of me. I felt it, but not on a very 

conscious level. I could not see it and put it into words 

yet. All the expectations, the criticism, the pleasing. 

All the patterns we had as a family, in our behavior, 

our communication, our way of doing things. And 

how unpleasant those expectations were and how 

unpleasant the situation was and how unpleasant I 

felt. 

It was all so familiar. I knew what I’d had. I knew 

how it felt. It was something to hold on to. And now it 

was gone. Now everything was open. That was a relief, 

but it was also scary. I had been a hamster on a wheel, 

running in the same direction. Now I’d stepped out of 

that wheel and I needed time to stand still and see all 

that had happened, why it happened, and how to go 

on.  

The period that followed was stepping into the 
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unknown. And I had no idea that it would take years 

to transition from one phase of my life to the next.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 

 
 

And there I was, clueless actually. No idea what to 

do, no idea what to think.  

What is the next thing you do after choosing your 

own path out of survival? What is the next thing you 

do when your mother chooses her husband over her 

daughter? What do you do when you are filled with 

bitterness, pain, and disappointment and you have no 

idea what to do with it? What do you think when you 

feel you weren’t worthy enough to fight for? 

I choose to do what I knew how to do and that was 

work. For the next few years, my focus was on work. 

And on my romantic relationship. Those two things 

were important to me. I tried to focus on what I had 

and not on what I didn’t have. In the meantime, I was 
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sad and disappointed, but I just put it aside. There was 

nowhere to go with those feelings. It was my choice, 

after all. Well, not completely. But I told myself that I 

had to take responsibility for the choice and deal with 

the consequences.  

After four years Chris and I split. I fell in love with 

someone else. To be honest, I’d been telling myself a 

lie all those years with Chris. That I was really in love 

with him. Looking back, I knew after only a few 

months that he wasn’t the one. But then the whole 

situation with my parents happened and it shifted my 

focus. I think I unconsciously decided to make the 

relationship with Chris work. Because without my 

family, with almost no friends, I was all by myself. I 

needed a replacement, a family of my own. Chris was 

a good partner, so why couldn’t we grow old together?  

And we had a good life together. We went on 

holiday multiple times a year, went to concerts and 

musicals regularly and often went to dinner. I even 

stood on the sidelines of his every soccer match every 

Saturday. To the outside world we had a good, maybe 

even perfect relationship. And it wasn’t bad. Not at all. 

I really wanted it to work. Every time a little voice 
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popped up in my head that said something like “This 

isn’t you,” or “You don’t want this,” I told myself to 

look to what I had—a man who loved me, a beautiful 

house, a car, enough money to do whatever we 

wanted. We had fun and only an occasional 

discussion. 

As time passed, though, that little voice became 

louder and more frequent. I couldn’t tell myself a lie 

anymore. I wanted it to work so badly, but the truth 

was that I wasn’t in love. The truth was that I wasn’t 

happy. The truth was that I did all these things that I 

did not like doing, like being the weekly soccer 

supporter, that just weren’t me.  

The sad part was that Chris hadn’t seen it coming. 

I had not only told myself a lie, but told it to him as 

well. And he had no reason to not believe me. I wanted 

to believe me. 

But when I fell in love with someone else I could no 

longer fool myself. Me ending the relationship was a 

bolt from the blue for Chris. I didn’t tell him that I’d 

fallen in love with someone else. I didn’t want to hurt 

him any more than I already had with my “out-of-the-

blue” decision. But I told him that I wasn’t happy, and 
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that was the truth.  

So I fell in love with Ralph. I never thought that a 

man like him would fall for a girl like me. He was nice, 

intelligent, good-looking, and he seemed emotionally 

stable. Came from a good family. He seemed to have it 

all and he was interested in me.  

I couldn’t believe it at first, but he sure did his best 

to win my heart. And he did. The whole situation with 

my parents hadn’t changed over the years. I was not 

ready to deal with it yet. I really needed time to be 

away from everything that had hurt me deeply. And 

for the first time in my life, I felt loved the way it was 

supposed to be. I felt seen, no longer ignored and 

denied. I harshly dismissed every attempt by my 

parents to try to reconnect with me. I returned 

Christmas cards without opening them. And when my 

mother called me after three years, I told her that my 

father was dead to me. That I had grieved and that I 

was over him.  

“You cannot make a dead person come to life 

again,” was what I said. 

The truth was that I hadn’t been dealing with the 

breakup from my father for all those years. I was just 
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trying, not too successfully, to get my life on track. At 

the exact moment of my mother’s call, I was in my car 

with all my belongings, as I was leaving Chris. It was 

easier at that moment for me to deal with a dead 

person. It was my way of dealing with the situation.  

Ralph was always full of ideas and life with him was 

never boring. As I had seen my other relationships 

fail, I was desperate to make this one work. Ralph had 

a clear idea of how things were supposed to be and 

what that looked like. He didn’t like my job, for 

example. It wasn’t good enough for him or the outside 

world. The way I dressed did not please him and he 

slowly started to suggest changes. I was a very 

insecure girl at this point as I still had almost no 

friends, and was convinced I wasn’t able to maintain a 

romantic relationship. So I was open to any 

suggestion. I tried to meet his expectations. 

Okay, I guess I was still clueless about who I was 

and what my dreams and desires were. I had never 

thought about it. The only thing I knew was that I 

loved traveling and that Ralph shared that interest. 

We traveled to many European countries together. 

We scuba dived. We hiked the Andes. We went glacier 
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walking in New Zealand. And we bought a sailing 

yacht which we sailed across the Atlantic. With my 

eagerness to learn and my curiosity, I was open to all 

sorts of things. And I was easy to persuade as I had no 

clear direction of my own. “Why not try it?” is what I 

thought. How could I tell if I liked scuba diving or not 

if I’d never done it? How could I say no to hiking in the 

mountains if I’d never given it a try? 

What I didn’t realize was that I had once again 

adjusted my life, my lifestyle, my dreams to the people 

around me. As I didn’t have friends that knew me for 

a longer period of time, there was nobody who asked 

me something about this which could have opened 

my eyes. Nor I was not in contact with my parents, so 

they couldn’t question my choices or actions. (Not 

that I would have listened anyway at this point in my 

life.) 

On the outside, I looked happy and sometimes I 

thought I truly was happy. I measured it by the happy 

faces I saw around me, not by my inner feelings. I gave 

worth to what other people did and liked. I attached 

myself to other people’s dreams and wishes. Not 

consciously. I unconsciously did it. I never said 
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anything about it, because I truly did not feel or see 

that I was doing what I was doing. There was no inner 

voice shouting that I was not on my path, but on 

someone else’s path. Well, okay, maybe, there had 

been a little nagging voice every now and then that I 

ignored. But I ignored it because I had just no idea 

what to do with it. I had no idea what that voice was 

trying to tell me. It was if that voice was speaking 

Japanese to me. I just didn’t understand. What was 

there not to be happy about? We traveled the world, I 

had someone in my life who loved me, and we were 

having fun. We had the same interests. And his dream 

of sailing the world, wow! What was there not to like 

about it? I was unaware that I had no clue who I was 

and what I liked and didn’t like. This was normal to 

me because I had no direction of my own in life.  

And then all of a sudden the fairy tale ended.  

This time it wasn’t me who ended the relationship. 

This time I hadn’t seen it coming. I was shattered into 

a thousand pieces. I was supposed to marry this man 

in four months. We were planning our wedding. The 

week before, we were at the city hall to give notice of 

our marriage. The evening before, I had been talking 
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about fabrics for my dress with the girl who was going 

to design and make it. The quotation of the location 

was ready to be signed. We were planning our four-

years-around-the-world trip.  

What happened? What did I miss? Where did we go 

wrong? What did I do wrong? What did I say?  
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 

 
 

“Nienke,” said my friend Demi, “why don’t you 

come over to Ibiza for a few days? You are so busy 

with the renovation of your apartment. You could use 

a few days of sun and relaxation. And I have plenty of 

room in the villa. It is just me and Sophie.” 

“That sounds perfect! Just what I need. I am going 

to book a ticket right away.” 

Demi stayed in Ibiza for the summer with her 

daughter. I was definitely ready for a holiday after my 

relationship breakup and a house renovation that 

was, to say the least, a challenge. 

Everything that could go wrong had gone wrong 

with this renovation. I was exhausted from driving 

back and forth between my more-than-a-full-time 
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job, my under-renovation house, and my temporary 

house. Traffic and distance put them hours apart and 

it had been going on for months. There was leak after 

leak, which caused problems with the neighbors on 

the floor below mine; before I even moved in they 

were going to hate me. The contractor had so many 

personal and business problems that he spent more 

time on them than on the renovation. He forgot to get 

the necessary permits at the city hall for the 

renovation. His dad passed away during this reno. He 

was understaffed and had non-skilled employees 

working on my renovation, which I wasn’t aware of at 

that time… 

It was a messy period and a big headache. I needed 

a quick break and a few days on Ibiza sounded more 

than perfect. 

A few mornings later, my second day in Ibiza, I 

woke up refreshed. After a relaxed breakfast at the 

house, we drove to a beautiful beach to spend our day. 

The sun was hot and it was only ten in the morning. 

We were looking at a long hot day at the beach. 

Swimming, sleeping, reading, talking, eating, 

relaxing. All those things that I really needed. 
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My friend Demi and her daughter Sophie had a 

villa at their use for three weeks. I was only here for a 

long weekend, but it already felt like a week.  

In the car, my mind drifted back over the past few 

months. I was moving to the biggest city in the 

country which was a dream come true. But how did I 

get here? I was supposed to be a married woman, but 

instead I was single again and renovating an 

apartment that I bought by myself. While living in a 

dump in a little town I had never heard of before.  

I was supposed to go on a four-year world trip with 

my spouse and our sailing boat. What the hell happened?  

Demi parked the car near the beach. The sun was 

so bright that the reflection on the parking lot blinded 

me for a moment. Everything was bright white. I hate 

sunglasses, so I never wear them. I either sit on them, 

forget them or they slide off my nose. At this exact 

moment, though, I wished I had a pair.  

There was a slight breeze that lifted my hair up. I 

closed my eyes and stood still in the sun for a moment. 

This so the sun no longer hurt my eyes, but also to be 

in the present. I am here and now. It only took me two 

breaths and I was here, no longer thinking of all the 
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troubles at home.  

In our flipflops, we started walking to the beach. 

The sound of the flipflops echoed between the cars. 

Sophie walked next to me and I talked to Demi who 

walked a few meters ahead. She asked me something 

and without really listening to what she said, I replied, 

“Doesn’t matter.”  

Sophie immediately sprinted up to her mother and 

said in a low voice so I couldn’t here, but did, “Mom, it 

never matters to Nienke what we are going to do. She 

always says, ‘Doesn’t matter.’ Does she not have an 

opinion of her own?” 

Ow! This observation of a seven-year-old child hit 

me hard. Ouch, that hurt. I hadn’t been aware of it, but 

as soon as I heard her say it, she touched something 

inside of me. It was as if I’d been struck by lightning. 

My whole body stopped for a moment. The whole 

world stood still for a brief second. 

It was true. It was so true!  

I don’t know what was more painful—the fact that 

a seven-year-old saw right through me or her spot-on 

analysis of my being. Or both.  

As if it was scripted, I met someone not long after 
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this who saw my core, my essence, before I could even 

see it. He cared for me, without personal interest. It 

was so much different from what I had experienced 

before. He was genuinely interested in me and my 

opinion and I could sense that he would care for me 

anyway. Whatever my answer was, his view on me 

would not change. He truly valued my opinion and 

challenged me to be myself, to find myself. He created 

a safe space for me to discover who I was. I could feel 

he loved me unconditionally. It was not only his 

words, but his true interest towards me.  

But how did he know I had to find myself? How did he see 

who I was and what I needed?  

He did not ask me to be a certain version of myself, 

but he valued the real deal. The only person who I had 

experienced this with before was my grandfather. He 

saw the real me. And I felt that. Those moments were 

precious. It was only as an adult I could give words to 

what I experienced with my grandfather. I knew it 

was different, I knew I was different when I was in his 

presence, but I did not know why that was. I only 

knew that I loved being with him. He made me feel 

special. 
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I believe strongly that you meet the right people at 

the right time in your life to help you to grow in life. 

This person, after my grandfather, was a true gift on 

my path. Loving me unconditionally, seeing me for 

who I was and having an unlimited trust in me.  

I could be very harsh on myself. Not allowing 

anyone to see that I was in pain or that I was hurt. I 

can vividly remember this good friend being angry 

with me at some point. I came home late from work 

feeling ill. He had invited himself over to cook for me. 

Which I had tried to stop him from doing as I didn’t 

want a lecture from him about taking better care of 

myself. Pigheaded as he was, he’d ignored me and 

bought all the ingredients for a healthy homemade 

vegetable soup and some pasta. He told me clearly to 

make myself comfortable on the sofa as I looked like  

a mess.  

I like honesty, but this honest?!  

He also told me that he was no longer playing along 

with me being the big girl who could take care of 

herself.  

I resisted at first. Who is he telling me what I can and 

cannot do? I even tried to deny. I can take care of myself. 
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A good night sleep and I can go to work again tomorrow. 

Calling in sick? No way!  

But I was sick, I looked like a mess and he was right. 

I hate you for being right. And he was more right than I 

wanted him to be. My head was a mess as well. And it 

was not because of the blurriness that was caused by 

the cold. I was too tired to keep my mask up much 

longer and I started crying. My big harness came 

down, my mask fell off my face. I could no longer hide 

it anymore. I had a cold, a fever, but most of all I had 

so many things piling up inside of me that it was too 

heavy to keep up appearances. I’d been understanding 

less and less of myself and of life for much for too long. 

Something needed to change.  

And even with how miserable I felt at that time, at 

the exact same time when that happened, I could feel 

this person loving me for who I truly was. He did not 

care that my eyes were swollen, my nose was running, 

my skin was all pale. He saw me. It was if he looked 

right through me. He saw something I could not see. 

In the months after that, I slowly let the layers fall. 

Layer by layer. He encouraged me consciously and 

unconsciously. For him, it was normal to see me, the 
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real me. And because I could feel him being genuine, 

it felt safe to show my true colors. I built my 

confidence in his presence. It was okay to be me.  

At the beginning, it was sometimes strange to be 

me. To speak up and experiencing that things were 

okay and that what I said was accepted. No discussion? 

You take my word for it? Once I found myself it was 

irreversable. It all fell in place. How could this have been 

so difficult? 

In this period I gained more friends. It was almost 

effortless to make new friends. And most of them 

stayed and are still here today. Of course this period 

was not all champagne and caviar. I also lost some 

friends. In the old days this would have bothered me. 

And don’t take me wrong, I was sad about losing 

friends, about the discussions that preceded the 

losses, the confusion I saw in their eyes. And I had a 

hard time letting go of certain people. But I was 

certain and I felt so strongly that this was the person 

I was and wanted to be that, if it meant someone did 

not like it, then they didn’t like the real me. I was no 

longer playing a role. I did not want to hold on to 

someone who wanted to hold on to how it was and did 
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not want to see and be with me.  

I had gained self-worth and I was no longer 

pleasing people to be liked.  

Do you know that moment that everything falls 

into place? This was such a moment for me. I felt it so 

strongly, that nothing could take me off guard. For the 

first time in my life, I experienced inner peace. I had 

an inner compass. It made me feel certain about my 

direction. It made it easier to make decisions, no 

longer thinking of what other people thought of me 

and my decisions. They had to like me the way I was. I 

had learned that I was a nice, loving and intelligent 

person and that I had a lot to give in a friendship, but 

it is a two-way street. The amount of energy I had 

wasted on people who were not interested in me was 

endless. I couldn’t change the past and the past 

brought me here to this point in my life. I promised 

myself that from this day on nothing would ever be 

the same. And it hasn’t been. 

My move to Amsterdam, the capital of The 

Netherlands, was the starting point of finding my true 

self and really living my true life. Only at that time, I 

didn’t know it yet. After being in relationships after 
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relationship from the age of fourteen, I was single for 

the first time. I had just bought my own apartment 

and moved to a new city where I knew hardly 

anybody. I had to start over again.  

The only thing that was still the same for two more 

years was working at the IT company. As the IT 

company was 60 kilometers from Amsterdam I had to 

leave home just before 7 a.m. to avoid traffic jams and 

I returned around 7:30 p.m. for the same reason.  

In those years it was really hard to build a social 

structure in my new hometown. In the evening I was 

tired of the long day. I also wanted to do some exercise 

or running, eat, and relax a bit. As I do best with a 

regular schedule and my eight hours of sleep, bedtime 

was soon after eating dinner.  

When I later accepted a job offer near my house I 

could bike to work as we Dutchies do. I suddenly had 

more time to work on my social life. In those years and 

the ones since, I have invested a lot in building new 

friendships. It was the next step after discovering my 

true self.  

One of my highlights of the last few years has been 

my 35th birthday party with (almost) all of my dear 
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girlfriends. I felt so rich. I felt so grateful. I felt so 

proud. It was the result of my hard work, my 

dedication, my perseverance, and the long road with 

ups and downs. When I arrived at the dinner, I saw a 

room filled with love, with my family of friends, my 

support system. They were there because they 

wanted to be. Not out of obligation, not because they 

were ought to be there, but because of me. 

And it wasn’t just my personal relationships that 

changed. When becoming my true self I noticed 

changes in my work life, too. When I recommended 

something in the past, nobody did something with 

what I recommended, but when I changed into a more 

authentic person people changed in the way they 

absorbed and used the information I gave. So when I 

recommended something, people started using the 

thing I recommended or bought a book I read.  

It was one more confirmation for me that I was 

more becoming my true self. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 

 
 

After working for an IT company for 8.5 years it 

was time to move on. Learn new things.  

The funny part was that I had only planned to work 

at the IT company for four months. The owner of the 

company really needed to persuade me to come to 

work for him. I’d liked the job where I was—seeing 

different companies from the inside, getting to know 

various fields of endeavor, having a change of scenery 

every few months, getting to know new people. But I 

could see myself learning many other things working 

for the same company for a longer period of time.  

Still, in my head, when I accepted the job offer, I 

was going to work at the IT company for two to three 

years maximum. What kept me working there was 
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that I reinvented my job every once in a while. I 

created my own job. If you want to see opportunity 

then you will see opportunities always and 

everywhere. Nothing is static. Nothing is impossible.  

I created a human resources (HR) position. I 

showed my skills and was trusted with more 

responsibilities. I went to school again to learn about 

HR. I read books, I read HR magazines, I updated my 

knowledge, I spotted trends and applied them. I 

researched. I wrote proposals and presented them to 

the management. I initiated new projects and was 

proactive. I did not take no for an answer. I fought for 

what I thought was right and necessary for the 

company and the people working there.  

Being in HR is really nice when you work at 

companies that flourish. You get to recruit new 

colleagues, think about how to invest in employees by 

mentoring and education and all other kind of things. 

When you work in HR and the company has to deal 

with market changes, profitability changes or other 

challenges, that HR work involves cutting costs and 

letting people go. I have experienced both sides, a 

slightly bit more with that last part, and it’s tough. 
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Still, seeing the opportunity in declining 

possibilities can be a good challenge. What could I do 

for the remaining people with the little resources I 

had? How could I convince managers and boards to 

look out for their people, including the ones who 

don’t look like they need attention, like the high 

performers?  

Time went by fast and before I knew it I was there 

more than eight years. I could have worked there 

much longer, but it was time to learn new things and 

to get out of my comfort zone. Also, I had started 

working there before my move to Amsterdam, and 

now I wanted to spend more time in that city. The 

traveling between home and work took away a lot of 

my spare time. By finding a job closer to home would 

leave me with more time for social activities and 

getting to know people in my own neighborhood.  

I had gained so much knowledge and skills that I 

was ready for the next step in my career—a bigger 

company and more responsibilities.  

I applied for many jobs but got rejected most of the 

time without even a chance of presenting myself. Just 

by my letter and resume. And I knew it wasn’t my 
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motivation letter. I had already seen thousands of 

motivation letters as an HR professional. I knew how 

to write a good letter. No, it was my lower level of 

formal education. With a diploma to be an Executive 

Secretary and an advanced course in HR, I was not 

considered a suitable candidate for a senior HR 

position, so I got turned down over and over again.  

That was hard. Recruiters did not value my 

working experience. It took me about nine months to 

get invited for my first job interview. Finally, a 

company valued my experience more than my level of 

education and believed in me and my capabilities.  

But those nine months? I had to keep pushing 

myself and keep believing in myself and my 

capacities. I knew my value. I knew that I could bring 

value and I needed a company who could see that too. 

Yet I can tell you that every rejection ate a piece of 

me. Despite knowing deep inside that there was 

nothing wrong with me. Despite knowing that I wasn’t 

failing. Despite knowing that eventually, everything 

would turn out okay. It still hurt. Self-doubt was just 

around the corner. But I did not give it a chance to 

surface. It was an internal battle in which I defeated 
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my thoughts not with hopes, not with wishes, but by 

truly believing in myself. With my experience, I knew 

I could really be of value to a company and to the 

people working there. Maybe it wasn’t acknowledged 

by a piece of paper that was signed by a university, but 

I knew when a company gave me the chance I’d be 

able to show it.  

And because of my perseverance, I got the job on a 

level that suited my experience. I had to work for it, 

but it paid off. 

That experience sure influenced my outlook on 

recruiting people. I am a successful recruiter. I am 

good in reading people, reading between the lines and 

seeing what they are capable of. In the selection 

process, I attach great importance to character, 

intelligence, and personality. A certain diploma or 

education has less of my interest. Measuring 

intelligence through education is an outdated 

principle, I think. I do not underestimate the gained 

knowledge through college or university, nor 

overestimate it. It says something, but it does not say 

everything. In certain areas of expertise, education is 

critical—to become a doctor, for example—but in 
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other areas, experience might be the deciding factor.  

Every HR job has an upside and a downside. To the 

outside world, the downside in HR is involvement in 

performance interviews when employees are not 

performing well (enough), coaching managers how to 

deliver bad news, preparing managers to let people 

go. But for me, this downside was actually an upside. 

This was one of the areas I could really add value to an 

organization. In organizations, there are a lot of 

elephant-in-the-room situations. By trying to avoid 

the inevitable, things get worse and worse. People 

who are not performing well enough are not getting 

the necessary feedback. By talking behind people’s 

backs about their flaws instead of speaking to them 

directly, nothing changes. And all because we want to 

be liked and are afraid of confrontations.  

When managers and people learn about the 

importance of giving feedback and how to do it, when 

they learn how to handle difficult situations and 

conversations, most of the difficult situations become 

not so difficult after all and dealing with them pays off 

in the long-term. People also get a chance to work on 

themselves and are more likely to succeed.  
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I have seen too many people ultimately lose their 

job because they were not given feedback. This is 

something I can get really wound up about because 

it’s unfair, unnecessary, and unpleasant for all parties 

involved. There’s a ripple effect where we often only 

look at the problem in the here and now, but not at 

what has caused the problem. It is too big of a subject 

and too off topic to go into further in this book. But I 

can help if/when you struggle with this.  

Anyway, I was working long days and that was 

working out as long as other things in my life were in 

balance. When I slept enough hours my energy level 

was sufficient to do what I wanted and needed to do. 

It was when I experienced personal difficulties with, 

for example, a relationship breakup combined with a 

housing move, that I noticed a difference in my 

energy level and how much I could handle. In the last 

decade, we have had an economic crisis in The 

Netherlands and other parts of Europe. That had a 

great impact on work in general and the workforce 

and therefore my work as an HR professional. In 

addition, there has been a digital transformation 

needed at companies because of new technologies. 
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The companies I have worked for had to deal with 

either one of them or both. I have spent a lot of my 

time reducing staff and transforming departments. 

Always together with management of course.  

This is always a part of HR work, but in those years 

it was where I spent the majority of my time. And that 

had a great impact on me on an emotional level. I tried 

to keep that door shut. I tried to see it as work. But 

heck, it is about people. My work is all about people. 

People with needs, with desires, with families, with 

mortgages. And I saw those people every day. Doing 

their work, laughing at the coffee machine, working 

hard, giving their best. All while I was coming up with 

a plan to reorganize their jobs or their department, 

mess up their routines, and sometimes even put them 

in a very difficult personal situation by having to fire 

them.  

It ate at me. I knew what I was doing what was right 

long-term for the organization, but on a daily basis it 

was tough. 

And not every decision was one I approved of. 

Sometimes I had to do hide my personal opinion and 

do the work I was asked to do. All together it was 
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almost too much for me to handle. Especially when I 

found myself dealing with decisions that didn’t fit a 

strategy, values, or vision that I could identify with.  

I could feel it eating at me. 

One of my other responsibilities was to guide 

people back to work after a long period of being off 

due to overwork or burnout. So I knew the symptoms. 

I knew I had to take care of myself. Yet I felt the 

responsibility weighing on me to perform and do so at 

an above average level. I ignored all the signs and I 

knew I was ignoring them and still I was surprised to 

find myself in bed on Easter morning not being able to 

move.  

What had happened? My whole body was aching. 

As if I’d gotten the flu and run three marathons on the 

same day. All my muscles ached. Lifting an arm or a 

leg was just not possible. I could literally not move out 

of bed. It took me, not joking, an hour to make myself 

fall out of bed and crawl on my arms to the couch in 

the living room. Because I had ignored the “little” 

signs my body had given me, it had sent a bigger signal 

that I could not ignore.  

Well, it got my attention all right. It scared me. On 
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the other hand, it didn’t surprise me. At that moment, 

I knew I had to do things differently or the 

consequences would be even worse.  

I felt so stupid, sitting on that couch, moving like a 

robot zombie. I knew it was coming and still I couldn’t 

change things. I had seen a lot of colleagues who had 

traveled that road and it took them months, and some 

even years, to recover. Why had I been so pigheaded? 

Why would I be so stupid to risk my health and my 

wellbeing? Why could I not have listened earlier? 

I have to be honest now. I had not wanted to 

change things. I’d chosen short-term over long-term 

and I needed that serious signal to make me choose 

differently. On that Easter day, I had a clear mind, but 

felt tired. And not just tired, but really worn-out tired. 

Moving my arm to write things down was exhausting, 

but I knew I had to sit down and come up with a plan.  

Because of my knowledge and experience, I knew 

exactly what I needed to do and what needed to 

change. The next day I shared my plan with my 

manager. I told her what had happened the day 

before. My manager took me seriously right away as 

she knew me as someone who never complained and 
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she agreed with my plan. 

The plan contained a list of my real priorities and 

not all the nice-to-have things. And strict working 

hours (no overtime) for a period of time. And a two-

week holiday in September to get my energy battery 

recharged. 

Another thing I did was inform all the people 

around me what happened and my plan. I needed 

accountability partners—people who would be honest 

with me and confront me when they saw behaviors 

that contradicted my plan, people who care about my 

wellbeing. 

And the plan started working because I followed it. 

I had the approval from my manager which made me 

feel I could say no to things. I realized that I was still 

the one who had to take care of me—nobody else 

could do that for me—but it helped to feel the support 

of my boss and the team I’d created around me. The 

funny part was that I had to say no to my manager 

sometimes. And we would laugh about it. She’d 

approved the priorities. Everything that wasn’t a 

priority was not ending up on my to-do-list.  

In a couple of months I was back on my feet again. 
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I had recharged my battery. I had learned an 

important lesson and I knew how to get myself back 

in good condition, physically and mentally.  

And the lesson? Part of it was recognizing why 

saying no to demands had been such a problem for 

me. I’d felt that I had to prove I was worthy of the 

position they hired me for. I had to make up for my 

lack of education. Of course, that was just my 

insecurity; they’d actually hired me because they 

trusted I had the right skills and knowledge to do the 

job. But I felt certain expectations and I wanted to 

meet those expectations. So I crossed my boundaries.  

I also found out, soon after starting the job, that 

there were major discrepancies between what they 

told me was the state of the HR department during the 

job interviews and what it actually was. This gave me 

a false start.  

Now, I am not a person who hides behind 

circumstances. To be honest, I have an allergy for 

people who do this. But not mentioning this and just 

trying to take the department to the next level was an 

unhealthy expression of my need to overperform. I 

sacrificed myself.  
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Stupid. Just no other word than stupid. I was 

constantly working or thinking about my work. 

Checking my email day and night for example. And I 

did not notice it at first. It was a slippery slope—less 

and less social activity, hard time falling asleep, 

waking up early... A negative vicious circle.  

So, stupid as I felt when I analyzed all this, I was 

grateful to be doing well again. It was a harsh lesson, 

and it could have been worse. I needed to feel my own 

limitations so I would never get there again. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 

 
 

Slowly I was coming out of the dark. My eyes had 

started to open after several long relationships that 

didn’t work out. And after finding my true self, I 

realized I had been chasing dreams that were not my 

own. I had adjusted my life, my lifestyle, my dreams 

to the people around me. But what did I want?  

In previous years, I had been drifting more and 

more apart from the real me, as I had no clue who the 

real me was and how to be her. I had changed my 

colors so many times that I was used to adapting. But 

now that I knew who I was, what was the next step? I 

knew that I had to learn new ways, new things, as my 

old way of doing things was not working for me 

anymore.  
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When I became my true self and started to 

surround myself with people that liked me for who I 

am, I knew I had to take another step. I had to express 

my feelings, share my thoughts and fears. I had to be 

open and be authentic. It sounds easy, but I had just 

discovered who I really was and I had to apply what 

I’d found right away.  

Standing up for who I was and my standards in life 

was scary at first. Not only with my old friends but 

also with my new ones. Having a different opinion 

than someone else was not a new situation, but 

sticking with it made me anxious. What would they 

think of me? Will they still like me? I was used to 

morphing myself to fit all kinds of people and all kinds 

of situations, so this was like walking on thin ice.  

The advantage I had with new people was that they 

did not know the old me, so they probably wouldn’t 

see a change. And for others, maybe my change in my 

self-confidence was so gradual that they didn’t even 

notice. For me it was huge. It let me present my inner 

self, so that if people wanted to be with me, it was 

because that’s what they wanted. The whole package, 

including my opinions, my ideas, my flaws, my 
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hurdles, my happy moments.  

All those years I had done so many things in order 

for people to like me and now that I was my true self, 

I attracted the right people almost effortlessly. My 

world opened up even more when I opened up by 

sharing my thoughts and my fears with my friends. 

We also shared the good things that happened and 

celebrated personal victories together or just had a 

great laugh.  

I learned that being honest and vulnerable can 

exist next to being strong and a leader. Why didn’t I see 

this before?!  

I could feel the benefits in sharing things with 

other people and not having to do everything on my 

own and figure everything out by myself.  

The benefits were not only noticeable in my 

private life, but also working out in my professional 

life. It was a major breakthrough. By working together 

with people, by sharing ideas I experienced that you 

can make things better with cooperation. This was a 

whole new experience for me.  

To be honest, I feel a bit embarrassed to write this 

down. This seems such a normal simple skill that you 
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most likely learn in your younger years. I had to learn 

it in my early thirties. It’s never too late to learn.  

Setting my boundaries and being able to express 

myself when that boundary was crossed.  

Choosing for myself with the knowledge I wasn’t 

doing anyone a favor not choosing for myself.  

The fears I had at first, wow, they kept me awake 

at night. Worrying and thinking. Having stomach 

aches. Wanting to crawl back into my shell being 

ignorant. But when I did what I knew was necessary, I 

felt excited. And as I felt excited about the reinvented 

me, I felt relieved. Being able to express myself made 

me feel lighter as life was easier than before.  

This is a surprising paradox. The enormous steps I 

took out of my comfort zone made my life easier.  

And as a bonus, being my true self meant I stopped 

taking things personally. Well, except for those 

moments I need to take it personally, of course. When 

you take things personally that are not personal, you 

lose energy on fighting something that isn’t yours or 

not helping you. In the time I was insecure and 

approval seeking, I needed others to validate my 

being and give me happiness and emotional security. 
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In fact, what happened was others questioned who I 

was and what I believed. I gave power away, power 

over myself. When being my true self, I stood tall and 

wasn’t easily taken off guard. I knew who I was and 

didn’t allow others to influence me and tell me who to 

be. With that power, because that is what that is, you 

act on your own authority. You take responsibility for 

your choices and you stay true to yourself.  

Why did I did not do this earlier? Why did I not know 

about this before? Why was there no one who told me this? 

It was a game changer.  

Because I was used to doing things on my own, 

solving my own problems, I had this belief that I did 

not need anyone. This was not a conscious belief, I 

acted on it unconsciously. When people offered help, 

I said no. I can do this by myself. When people suggested 

talking to someone, I said no, or maybe, and then no. 

I did not actively ask for help. I am on my own. I am 

stubborn. I am the way I am. I need to live with that. Nobody 

can help me with that. I honestly thought that I was 

doing okay, but I could have made things so much 

easier by accepting help.  

A good thing I did unconsciously was look for role 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

162 

models. That was my way of learning things. When I 

searched for role models, I looked for people who 

lived the life I wanted, had the skills I wanted, or had 

gone through something that I was going through and 

dealt with it well. Unconsciously I was looking for 

coaches, for mentors. But if you had asked me if I 

needed a coach or a mentor I would have said no. But 

by surrounding myself with people I could learn from, 

I grew as a person. 

I was, simply, eager to learn. I learned from 

managers I worked with and people I got to know. 

Some became friends and colleagues. What were their 

habits, their character traits, their way of thinking? I 

watched them, I copied them and made it my own. My 

mental power increased and improved from the 

people around me. The people I learned from were all 

kinds of people. It had nothing to do with status or 

social background. They just could do something I 

could not do yet.  

If you are willing to learn and be open to new 

experiences you will find something to learn                    

in everything.  

But now I was at a point that looking at other 
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people and learning from them was just not enough. I 

had to look within myself on a deeper level as I was 

ready from some more transitioning. I had already 

made transitions on various areas of my life, but to get 

to another next level I needed someone to work with. 

And oh boy, that was scary at first. No idea of what 

was about to happen. Do I need to talk about the past? 

What if I did, what would happen if I opened up? 

I want to say it was not scary at all and it was the 

best thing that I ever did for myself.  

Okay, I have to be honest here and paint a true 

picture. In general it was not scary. But I had moments 

of not wanting to face the truth, my truth, my pain. I 

had been stalling and postponing what needed to be 

done. Partly because it’s exhausting to work on 

yourself. But as I had already done some work on my 

own and it had awakened me. I could see that I needed 

to get through the resistance and the difficult 

moments to experience more inner peace and clarity. 

I knew I was on the right path. 

Ultimately, the skills I gained gave me more time 

on my hands as I was not worrying all the time. I 

experienced more energy. And I craved for more. 
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More to know, more to understand, more growth. 

With one-on-one coaching, I began gently 

transitioning to the next level. With someone next to 

me who held me accountable while being supportive, 

understanding, and honest.  

Why is it when we have a toothache we go to a dentist or 

when we have backpains we go to a physiotherapist, but 

when we have emotional issues we don’t go to someone who 

can help us?  

Getting to know myself on a deeper level was a 

natural step toward dealing with my past. The time 

had come to take a closer look. What I found out was 

that the things that happened in the past mattered 

and I needed to understand why I had become the way 

I was. I needed to hear that some things were not me, 

that I was a product of my environment and of my 

upbringing. What people told me at an early age like 

parents, teachers, and sports coaches had a great 

impact on me. So yes, who you are is partly your DNA, 

but it’s also your environment and how you adapt        

to it. 

I needed this understanding to learn that, if my 

childhood environment (my upbringing) had had 
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such an enormous impact on me, my belief system, my 

way of thinking, and my behavior, maybe I could 

change things by changing my adult environment.  

I needed that insight to look back at my life to see 

that I had already done that unconsciously by 

changing the people who I hung out with, the way I 

ate, my habits. I’d changed so many things already, 

but I was not fully aware of it. I already had the proof 

that I could do it and that it made me feel better. That 

it made me feel happier. I had this inner drive that 

already was in action mode, but I had just not been 

aware of it. What people saw was that girl who knows 

what she wants and goes after what she wants. But 

now I could see it too! 

For me, it was normal. But when I became fully 

aware of it, it was not normal. I saw my gifts and 

talents, and my self-esteem started to grow. No longer 

acting out of survival mode resulted in more 

headspace to learn in other areas of my life. I’d had no 

idea that the situation I was in took so much away 

from the space in my head that there was no room for 

anything else than normal daily life.  

Getting to know yourself, being yourself, demands 
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you be brutally honest with yourself. It is not easy. I 

found out that I told myself all kind of things all day 

to justify my actions, to create a false sense of 

security, to feel better about myself. I felt naked and 

vulnerable being honest. Not hiding in false truths, 

excuses, and circumstances. The paradox was that it 

made me feel stronger, it gave me the feeling I had 

more power over myself when I was truly honest with 

myself. Because it gave me a choice, a choice of who I 

wanted to be. However difficult the situation, 

however much I might not like the choices I had, I 

always had a choice. And that was powerful. 

All obstacles I have had in my life made me the 

woman I am today. Life without obstacles is 

impossible because change is inevitable. But obstacles 

do not have to bring you down. It is all about how you 

see these obstacles. 

There was a time when I believed that I was the 

way I was because of my DNA, a fixed state. I never 

consciously allowed myself to be a victim of things, 

but unconsciously I did. There were times when I 

thought, Why is this happening to me? Why me all the 

time? Or Life is unfair. I am worthless. Then this set of 
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beliefs slowly faded and a new set started to arise: that 

I was worthy, that I had skills and knowledge to be of 

service, that I could be of value.  

When you go from one phase into another you 

have an in-between phase. This is always a strange 

phase as you are trying new things, experimenting, 

and finding out what works for you. It feels 

uncomfortable, it feels exciting and scary at the same 

time. Most of the time you can only see and 

understand it afterwards. Looking back I can see the 

different transitions in my life as they played out 

physically, mentally, emotionally, socially, 

environmentally, and spiritually. Just knowing things, 

seeing things, was not enough to make a shift. I had to 

live it and that meant taking action. Acting on my new 

belief, acting on my goals, acting to grow as a person. 

I believe life is about learning and growing. I found 

out that when I was just about done with a particular 

situation and was open to learn my lesson, life would 

throw obstacles on my path to move me along. They 

came in different shapes, situations, and forms, but 

when I started to see the pattern of my obstacles, I 

could see the lesson life wanted me to learn. 
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Sometimes I needed to hear and see things multiple 

times before I stopped doing the same thing again and 

again, expecting a different result.  

As we get to the end of my story and my life so far, 

you can see that my life has been filled with obstacles. 

It didn’t start out all glorious, easy, and happy, but I 

have always intended to live my best possible life and 

enjoy it. I did not start with a strong mental state, but 

with the obstacles, adventures, setbacks, my mental 

strength has increased throughout the years. I needed 

time to gain self-esteem, to gain confidence. I needed 

little and big successes to grow and step out of my 

comfort zone to grow even more. This took time, 

years. Step by step. Small steps and big steps and a 

period of no steps, time to recharge for the next step. 

I fell and got back up.  

The confident, self-assured woman I am today was 

created through the years. Becoming my true self, 

finding alignment within myself, taking ownership of 

my life has made me blossom and live my life on my 

terms, with inner peace. With that inner peace, I have 

experienced the outer world with less anxiety.  

The process was not an easy process. I found that I 
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could go as deep or as high as I wanted to as I was in 

charge the whole process. Transitions can take 

months and transformations, a year or sometimes 

years as in my case. And I am still not finished as 

change is inevitable and growth is a choice. I take it 

one step at a time and sometimes a leap into the 

unknown. Which is scary and fears arise, but I have 

learned to see fears as information.  

A long search for the origin of my own feelings 

inspired me to share my experiences. This is my story, 

based on my choices. It is not a guideline or formula 

to follow because your life is different from mine. It is 

to show you that there is always a way if you want to 

see it. Maybe you don’t know how yet, but the how 

will follow the what and the why. There are a few 

things that can help you in life. Maybe you have 

figured it out already by reading my story. In the next 

chapters, I will explain it in more detail.  

You can be overwhelmed by life itself. I have been 

there as you might have noticed. Life can be pretty 

full, busy, and demanding. There is so much to do, to 

want, and to think about, especially in the rapidly 

changing world we live in. There are no shortcuts. 
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And therefore it is even more important to be 

yourself, to become your best self, and to have 

alignment within yourself.  

Let’s be honest—life is pretty boring without 

change and growth.  
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DEAR MOM AND DAD, 

 

 
 

Thank you both for your trust in me and in 

particular the trust you have in me during the writing 

of this book. You have been open-minded and non-

judgmental about the process. I know you know, but I 

would like to stress that it is not my intention to hurt 

either one of you with my perceptions and my truth. 

I have written down my life story, and every 

experience, every circumstance, every impression, 

every feeling shaped who I am today. 

Mom, five years ago I was on your doorstep. We 

hadn’t spoken in about eight to nine years and I 

suddenly felt the urge to see you, look you in the eyes 

and know how you are doing. I acted on a gut feeling. 

As you didn’t know that I was coming, I got your pure 
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and honest reaction. Shortly after realizing you 

weren’t dreaming, you invited me in, both physically 

and emotionally. 

You raised me with all the power and strength you 

had in you. I was not an easy child for you to raise. My 

emotional understanding was so much bigger at a 

young age than you could handle at an adult age. You 

really did the best you could. Knowing where you 

were and where you are now makes me proud. You 

have come a long way and you have put in the work 

to get there. We have had our difficulties and we still 

have, from time to time. Our willingness to listen to 

one another and to ask questions, to be vulnerable, is 

what brings us closer. I truly admire your way of 

dealing with our relationship and I am grateful for 

your patience and understanding. Our relationship 

evolves every time we see and talk to each other. This 

truly makes me happy. I feel a lot of respect and 

acceptance from you, even though things are maybe 

not always as you want them to be.  

Thank you!! This means the world to me. 

Dad, we are very much alike and yet so different. 

And that has been inspirational for me. I would not be 
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where I am today without that inspiration. It is the 

paradox of our relationship. Because the way our 

relationship developed is not what you had foreseen 

for us. 

It was not your intention to hurt me, not at all. 

There has been a time I have been deeply 

disappointed in you and I have been sad about my 

upbringing and your part in that upbringing. I have 

seen that you could have done a better job than you 

did. I have seen, and still see, your potential and that 

was what I wanted for the both of us—you in your full 

potential.  

This is the reason I have been hard on you and I am 

sorry it took me years to be able to tell you that. I 

sincerely want you to be the best version you can be 

and have the best quality of life possible. There is 

more in you than is coming out.  

After almost 14 years of not speaking to one 

another, we are now finding our way of connecting. 

Our reconnection is fragile as it is still very fresh. Dad, 

I look forward to discovering this journey with you. 

Along the way, I will push you and encourage you to 

discover the best in yourself and shine bright, because 
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you deserve it. I invite you to do the same with me as 

I deserve it too. I am positive that we will create the 

best relationship with love as the vicious circle is 

broken and we create a new path by choice. 

Thank you both for loving each other and having 

me as a result of that love. You both gave me what I 

needed to live my best life. 

Nienke 
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PART 2 
 

 
 

In my work as a coach and an HR professional, I 

have worked with a lot of people who were stuck in 

their lives for a variety of reasons. The things that 

interested me as I did were things like: 

 

• Why do some people crash completely when 

they experience a setback while others never 

seem to experience setbacks?  

• What is stopping people from achieving their 

goals? 

• What is the reason that people with the 

education to do the job underperform? And 

why is that person who does not have the 

skills or knowledge on his way to be the top 
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performer of the team?  

• Why are some people, no matter what the 

circumstances, always complaining?  

 

What also intrigued me was how different people 

react to the same message. Everyone differs from one 

another in behavior, knowledge, and skills. But what 

was the red thread? What were the common factors? 

What helped people to get unstuck? And what was 

going on when people said this life event was the best 

thing that ever happened to them? When did people 

feel more confident? What was it that made people 

feel that they were better and stronger than before? 

Important questions. 

And here’s the most important one: What kind of 

situation are you in right now? Maybe you have read 

the first part of the book and maybe you found 

something in it that you can relate to. When you read 

my life story, you probably noticed my insecurities, 

my pain, my struggles and joys, my lows, my highs. 

Maybe you haven’t read the first part and directly 

went to this part in the hope you will find some 

answers here. A way to a better life. A way to more 
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confidence. To get unstuck. Or just to learn more than 

you already know.  

Let me be honest with you. I have no magic pill and 

no shortcut. Life is a bumpy ride for everyone. 

Without lows there are no highs. Without pain and 

struggles, no joy. There is no pain-free life for anyone. 

We all know people who, from the outside, look like 

they have a pretty comfortable life. But trust me when 

I say that they have had and still have their struggles. 

They had to overcome insecurities and difficulties. 

Maybe those issues were in other areas than yours or 

mine, but everybody will experience pain and 

challenges in their lives. That is why I have shared my 

story—to show that this is how life goes. It is normal. 

I have worked with a lot of people in my career and, 

with my natural curiosity in people, I have observed a 

lot of personalities and situations. The difference in 

how people lead their lives is determined by what 

they choose to do with those lives, how much they’re 

willing to struggle, and how they react to setbacks. All 

these qualities make up their mental fitness. 

Based on my own experiences and from what I 

have learned from coaching people in various areas of 
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their lives, I have distilled what will help you improve 

your mental fitness so you can deal successfully with 

challenging circumstances and keep functioning 

when you face change. Building up resilience and your 

adaptive capabilities are key to dealing with an ever-

changing world. 

I am not going to dive deep into how to handle 

good feelings because most people are good at 

handling good feelings. But I will stress how 

important it is to appreciate what you have as most 

people do not consciously do that. And I will help you 

to understand how to become a more resilient person, 

a person who handles impactful experiences in a way 

that helps you move ahead in life. I will show you how 

those experiences do not need to break you down, 

how you can bounce back if you choose.  

It is not a magic trick. It is not a secret. It is all about 

consciousness. You cannot see if you don’t know what 

to see or what it looks like. Becoming aware is 

necessary; it is the first step.  

How do you become aware? By learning more than 

you already know. By being open to new ideas, to new 

experiences. Being open to feeling uncomfortable. We 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

179 

all say about ourselves that we are curious and open 

and willing to learn. But that usually means up to the 

point when it feels uncomfortable, or when our fears 

surface. Then, all of a sudden, we change from curious 

to disinterested. We find reasons not to proceed and 

we shut down and most likely walk away from a new 

insight, a new experience.  

Of course, there can be legitimate reasons to not 

proceed, as when you are about to bungee jump from 

a bridge. Sure, it looked like an exciting new 

experience. Maybe you had encouragement from 

your friends. Maybe you didn’t want to look like a 

wimp. But now you are standing on that bridge 

looking over the railing and you see the height. Yikes! 

You start to have a conversation in your head about 

why you’d even consider doing this, and all the 

reasons to not do it talk the loudest. This is the point 

where you have to choose. Do you choose to jump in 

spite of your fears? Or do you choose not to jump? 

Some people will say you chickened out if you choose 

not to jump. Others will say it was a wise decision.  

You do not jump off a bridge on a daily basis, but 

you have similar situations and conversations on a 
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daily basis. Most likely even multiple times a day. 

Every time you are faced with a choice, there will be a 

conversation in your head. If the choice is about doing 

something you are not familiar with or have had a bad 

experience with, the conversation may be about fears 

and reasons to proceed or not. And you make a 

decision.  

Most of the time we are not aware of this 

mechanism. We make automated choices. We have no 

clue why we do what we do, but we have been doing 

it for months, even years, and do not even think about 

it. Unfortunately, what worked for you years ago may 

not work for you today. Your life hasn’t been the 

same. Chances are you need something else in your 

life. And that may require making new, different 

choices. 

That’s why an awareness of the internal 

conversation you have when you’re faced with 

choices is really valuable. When you are aware of it, 

you can ask yourself questions and change the 

conversation. You may not change the outcome, but 

you’ll be conscious of the choice you make. 

You’ll also become aware of how you look at life, 
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how you perceive your life, and what your inner state 

is. You get more conscious of your being. Once you are 

more conscious, you can make different choices. And 

you won’t be able to be unconscious again in this area 

and maybe even other areas in your life. This means 

you benefit from this the rest of your life. 

Transformation is often preceded by a life event or 

a situation that has a huge impact on a person’s life. 

Think of a burnout, the death of a loved one, a job loss, 

or a divorce. These make you re-evaluate your life. 

You think of your motivations, your decisions, what is 

important in life. Still, I truly believe that you don’t 

need a life event to think about these things and re-

evaluate your life. You can reflect on yourself and 

your life anytime you choose. Don’t wait for a life 

event to think about what is important to you. Don’t 

wait for an external factor that makes you have to 

choose for yourself. Don’t wait to live your true life. 

Don’t wait to be your best self and have others enjoy 

your best self. In starting your own transformation, 

you are not only doing a favor for yourself but for 

everything and everybody around you.  

Your foundation is established by your 
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environment and your upbringing. In your childhood, 

you learn by observing and copying what you see. You 

adapt to the culture by learning the rules, norms, and 

values that are accepted by the community you live 

in. You search for acceptance, for validation and 

approval. Your thinking and your thinking patterns 

are mostly based on conditioning. In your late 

adolescence phase until your mid-twenties or mid-

thirties, you start to find your own identity, your own 

voice. You have your own opinions and make your 

own decisions. In this phase, you re-evaluate your 

foundation and let go of what doesn’t serve you 

anymore. You also learn new skills that strengthen 

your foundation.  

But it isn’t only in your late adolescence that you 

have the chance to re-evaluate your life. You can do it 

in any moment you choose. You could choose right 

now, for instance, to become more resilient. 

A resilient person is a person who bounces back 

from setbacks and life events. Resilient people live 

their lives on their own terms. They are not 

completely taken off guard by a negative or an 

unexpected experience. They are able to see that they 
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do not always have a choice on what is thrown onto 

their life path but that they have a choice in how they 

respond to it. They rise stronger after falling. They 

have a more stable inner world. They have a clear 

vision of what they want for themselves. They know 

what is important to them and can focus on that.  

It is never too late to find your inner resilience. It 

is always of use.  

In all my years of being with people and observing 

them, I have found a pattern in what is important to 

become resilient, the skills that resilient people have, 

and I’m going to talk about them below. The order of 

the skills and abilities is arbitrary, but I do 

recommend you consider mindset first as that is 

where it all starts and ends. 
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Mindset 

 

“Things start  and end with you and your 

mindset .”  

What do you believe is  true?  

Believe it or not, we choose our thoughts. And no 

matter what the problem is, our experiences are just 

outer effects of those inner thoughts. Your thoughts 

can empower you or disempower you. That is why 

your thoughts matter.  

You choose your thoughts and therefore you can 

change your thoughts. You choose what you think 

and what you believe. Do you give up trying because 

you don’t believe you can do it? Do all your attempts 

fail because you don’t really believe you deserve it? Do 

you believe that life is against you? When you think of 

it, you maybe see it is always the same people who run 

away from difficulties, while another set of people 

always see opportunities in difficult times. It is always 

the same people who blame the circumstances or 

other people for a result, while the other set of people 

always look at themselves. It is their mindset. It is 

what they believe. 
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We all have little saboteurs living inside us, little 

voices in our head. Those saboteurs are influencing 

our choices, our actions. Do you want to eat that 

whole chocolate bar even though you know you 

shouldn’t? A whole conversation in your head starts. 

All of a sudden you start justifying why you can eat 

that chocolate bar because you look at someone else 

who is heavier than you and think, I still don’t look like 

that. So this one doesn’t matter. And off you go. This is 

your saboteur talking.  

Become aware of your saboteurs and silence the 

negative self-talk. The biggest suffering you 

experience in your life is in your mind. There can be a 

war going on inside yourself. You can have whole 

conversations with yourself in your head. This can 

even give you the feeling that you have worked on 

something for months, but in reality, you did not do a 

thing. It did cost you a lot of energy, but nothing 

actually happened other than that internal struggle.  

When a saboteur starts talking, challenge that 

inner voice and question it. Is it true what this voice 

is telling me? If not, then replace that voice with a 

positive voice. This is not the same thing as positive 
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thinking. Positive thinking is close to wishing and 

hoping. If you want something to change you cannot 

hope and wish it to change, you need to do something.  

There are situations that are beyond your control. 

But you always have the choice of how to think, feel 

and behave with what comes onto your path. You 

can’t control how other people feel. Nor can you 

control what other people do (though you might 

influence it). You can’t control train delays, the 

weather, and the past. Losing energy on trying to 

control the uncontrollable is making your life 

miserable. Ultimately, it can backfire and create even 

more stress. Use your energy and time on what you 

can control.  

 

Example 1 

 

“They say bad luck comes in threes. In the space of 

six months my mother died, I got divorced, and I had 

a health scare. Just one of those life events could make 

someone stumble, but this all together could knock 

someone down so hard they’d never get up again. To 

my own surprise, I navigated through these stormy 
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months with flexibility. In the midst of all this, I saw a 

new opportunity to change, to move in a new 

direction. I started pursuing an education that I’d 

always wanted to do, but hadn’t in order to please my 

father and follow his footsteps. With everything that 

happened, I re-evaluated my life. I felt I had nothing 

to lose and it was my time. My dark days were not so 

dark anymore as new hope glimmered on the 

horizon.” 

 

It is the way you look at things, what you believe, 

that makes a difference. And that means you have to 

become aware of this. It does not matter what the 

circumstances are. It is about what you are willing to 

see and believe. It is your mindset. The limitation is 

only within you. If you see it as a limitation then the 

restriction is there. Think in terms of how you can 

make it possible. Don’t get caught thinking about the 

tough market, difficult circumstances, and lack of 

resources. Because when you start looking for the 

can’ts you will always find them. It doesn’t matter 

what time you live in, where you live, how old you are, 

what education you have; there will always be reasons 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

188 

to not try. Turn it around. Think about how it can be 

done, how you can make it possible. You will be 

surprised to see how many possibilities you will see. 

Even when economic or other trends look bad. When 

you want to, you can find stories that validate and 

justify your actions, or you can find reasons to not 

push through. Look at the stories of people who had 

positive results in declining markets, in difficult 

health situations, or economically challenging 

times—those stories are there as well. But only if you 

want to see them. It has nothing to do with luck, but 

with the way you look at things. Think in can’s instead 

of can’ts.  

You are not stuck with the way you are now. By 

getting to know yourself, by understanding where 

you come from, why your thoughts and your 

conditioning are the way they are, you can start to re-

evaluate your foundation. You can expand your 

knowledge about yourself. When you are in the valley, 

you have a different perspective than what you have 

on top of the mountain even though the two places 

aren’t far apart. The view of the valley is obstructed 

by the mountain. On top of the mountain, there is no 
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obstruction blocking your sight; you see all there is to 

see. Are you in the valley or on top of the mountain or 

somewhere in between?  

Everybody struggles with their limitations of what 

they see and do. Your actions are determined by your 

thoughts. Learn to see how you think. When you see 

and master this for yourself, it will also make you 

gentler to others and in your thoughts about others. 

You will see we all struggle in life, everybody with 

their own limitations. Your perspective is always 

limited by how much you know.  

Companies like hiring professionals athletes. Why? 

Because they have a strong mindset. They had to 

overcome disappointment, injuries, and other 

setbacks. They have strengthened their brain muscle 

in their sports career and this is something they can 

benefit from their entire life. They are strong leaders 

of their own lives. They will use their strong mindset 

in a working environment as they will use their skills 

always and everywhere. Once you have learned these 

skills, you will not lose them.  

It takes time to comprehend your mindset and to 

develop your mindset. You don’t need fixing; you are 
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good the way you are. You can become better with 

improvements in your mindset. You can become more 

resilient.  

When you currently are in a difficult situation 

these question can help you get clarity and take 

action: 

 

• What is a troubling or difficult situation in 

your life? 

• What is there you are not wanting/willing to 

see? 

• What is causing you to keep it as it is? 

• What would you rather be experiencing? 

• What will you do to make that happen? 

• When will you take that action? 
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Leadership 

 

“Whatever you want to  do,  wherever you 

want to  go,  i t ’s  up to  you.”  

Are you l iving your l i fe  or  is  l i fe  l iv ing 

you? 

Often we feel trapped by our life, our work, and our 

circumstances. We forget that we are responsible for 

where we are. Your life isn’t your circumstances. Your 

life is not determined by others. When you are not the 

person leading your life, life will live you. As life goes 

on, you will continue to breathe and put one foot in 

front of the other. Life passes by. You run from one 

thing to another and you do things without knowing 

why you do them. You feel tired, stressed, unfulfilled, 

unhappy, or maybe even simply too busy to feel and 

think anything. Or maybe you think of life as unfair as 

things are not going the way you want them to.  

It is time to remove yourself from that situation 

and become the leader of your life (again). Leadership 

is about taking responsibility.  

Whatever you are facing, in whatever situation you 

are in, the common denominator is you. Which can 
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sound very negative, as if everything is your fault. 

Have a more compassionate look at this phrase. There 

are things you can influence and there are things you 

can’t influence, but the life you live is based on the 

choices you make. Life is more difficult, more painful, 

more frustrating when you are not the leader of      

your life.  

Taking responsibility for your life means that you 

don’t complain, you don’t hide yourself in reasons 

why you can’t affect the situation or the outcome, and 

you don’t blame others. It’s true you can’t control 

other people or all the circumstances that affect you. 

But you can make a choice to concentrate on your 

own life, your own choices, and the things you can 

influence. Why would you waste your time and energy 

complaining and blaming where nothing changes? 

Sometimes we choose to fight something that is not 

worth fighting for. We waste an enormous amount of 

energy on things that we cannot change. Why not 

save that energy and spend it on things that we can 

change or influence. It is a choice where you spend 

your time and energy, but you have to become aware 

of it.  
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Also, you have more influence on situations than 

you might think. It is your thoughts that matter in this 

situation. Your perspective on things defines your 

actions. If you decide to choose to believe the thought 

that your manager is to blame for your current 

working conditions, then that is your truth, but it 

doesn’t mean that it is the whole truth and that there 

is nothing you can do about that situation. When you 

become aware that you have a choice in every 

situation, that you have more influence than you 

might see at first, and you act on it, you are taking 

responsibility for your own life instead of being a 

victim of your circumstances. If you choose to be the 

director of your own life, you will be more fulfilled, 

happy, and in control. 

A pitfall of taking responsibility for your life is you 

might start to blame yourself. Why would you do that? 

Taking responsibility is not blaming yourself. It is 

good to have a look at a situation that didn’t go as 

expected in order to learn from it. But it doesn’t help 

to overthink it and beat yourself up with what you 

could have done differently or what you should have 

said. There is no right or wrong; there are different 
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ways. And every experience is one to learn from.      

You need those experiences to find a way that works 

for you.  

By taking responsibility for your life you take on an 

active role in your life and not a passive role. In all 

situations, not only the good situations. It is easy in 

good situations to say that you have done a good job 

and your hard work paid off, then you face a challenge 

and it’s someone else’s fault. Don’t shift responsibility. 

Own your challenges and learn from them. 

When you take responsibility for your life, you will 

see solutions when difficulties arise. When you are in 

a negative place and not taking responsibility for your 

life, you get stuck and you only see impossibilities. 

Taking responsibility for your life is not meeting 

society’s standards or doing what is dictated by the 

culture you are living in. It requires you to go deep 

within yourself to see what you want and act 

accordingly.  
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Example 2 

 

“The day I collapsed of exhaustion is a vivid 

memory. While I was extremely fatigued, mentally 

and physically, and I couldn’t think straight, the one 

thing that caught me was this: I had been exploiting 

my mind and body for years and years. Why? I was 

proving everybody that I could do it all. I was strong 

enough to be a good mom, a good wife, a good 

employee, a good daughter, and a good friend. I was 

running from one thing to another with a smile. A 

fake smile. I was keeping up appearances. And I kept 

running so I had no time and peace of mind to give 

that nagging voice in my head space to tell me that I 

wasn’t happy. I knew what was wrong. Stupidly I 

needed this breakdown to do things differently. 

Because I couldn’t run anymore, I was forced to have 

a closer look at my life and myself. It was a hard thing 

to admit that I was not able to do it all. On the other 

hand, a load fell off my shoulders as I was no longer 

being an actor in this ridiculous play I’d written for 

myself. It was a wakeup call and now I am a better 

version of myself.” 
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Your feelings of helplessness can seem perfectly 

justified in certain situations. For instance, sometimes 

things seem unfair. In this sense of unfairness there is 

something for you to see and learn. Ask yourself first 

if this is actually a feeling or a thought. Ask yourself if 

it is real. Most of the time it is a fear or an anxiety and 

within that is more information. Or when we feel 

unfairness, it is often self-interest we face. We don’t 

like the situation, but it isn’t truly unfair.  

Even when your feelings are based on something 

real, don’t magnify the situation by giving it all your 

attention. When you give it attention it will grow. 

When it grows you are not able to see solutions as you 

are in a negative place. Ask yourself what those 

feelings are trying to tell you. You can find a lesson for 

you to learn or something you need to do based on 

who those feelings want you to be.  

When you have worked hard but get passed by for 

a promotion, for example, there are various ways you 

can react. You can be angry, sad, or disappointed in 

your manager. When you look closer, you realize that 

your manager has had his reasons and he did his best. 

The reason you don’t like it is because it is not in your 
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interest. But what is there that you could do now? 

What is there to discover? The answer to these 

questions are personal. It could be you need to stand 

up for yourself, or it could be you should quit your job,  

or it could be an insight, a realization that you actually 

don’t want that promotion, but you wanted to win. 

Figuring this out and taking action is how you take 

responsibility for your life and empower yourself. And 

you spiral up your awareness and your consciousness. 

Life can be overwhelming from time to time. 

Sometimes it’s so overwhelming you go into survival 

mode, trying to do everything you think you have to 

do. And before you know it, you are reacting to life 

and you are not in the director’s seat anymore. In 

every situation, you have the ability to pause and 

reflect. What is the next step you can take that is 

within your control? What is the opportunity within 

the difficulty?  

There is a great power in you which is taking 

responsibility for your life. You have the ability to 

create your life in a way that empowers you. What do 

you choose to do with your life? 
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Values can help you prioritize and help you with 

decision making. A little exercise to find out what 

your personal values are: 

 

• Identify the times you were most happy, 

proud, fulfilled. 

• Identify the times you were lost, upset, angry 

or frustrated. What do they tell you about 

what you need and have maybe suppressed? 

• Identify what is most important to you. What 

do you need, beyond the basics, to feel 

fulfilled? 

• Are there values that are related? Group them 

and give them a central theme. 

• Determine your top 5 (max 8) values. 

• Prioritize your top values 
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Growth 

 

“Life  is  growth and growth is  l i fe .”  

Growth is  the prevail ing state  of  nature.  

Growth is  change,  something that  is  

inevitable .  Do you al low change to  happen?  

Change is often perceived as something negative. 

Change brings uncertainty and that is the part we 

don’t like about it. We like certainty because it’s 

predictable. But change is inevitable in life. Nothing 

ever stays the same.  

Whatever you do you will always experience 

change. You can try really hard to have everything 

stay the same, but that is just impossible. And since 

change is inevitable why not change the way you look 

at change? Why not see change as growth as growing 

is a natural gift. Without growing, there is no life. And 

with growing we feel alive. It is an invitation to 

explore new areas of your life. When you start to see 

life and life events as lessons to learn, you can see 

more opportunities. You might even come to love 

change. Life challenges you and not every challenge is 

to be understood with your mind. Life is not logic. But 
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there is always something to understand from 

situations and life events—the information within the 

situation. Each challenge brings the opportunity to 

learn something. And that something is worth 

exploring as it can make you better than yesterday.  

The true, full picture is that growth can be painful. 

Growth often comes from challenging times, which 

can be painful. And when you face challenging times, 

it is hard to think clearly. Probably your first reaction 

is to try to hold on to what is, to what you know. The 

process of letting go of the old things and welcoming 

the new things is an uncertain journey. Holding on to 

the old can be very painful as you are fighting the 

inevitable. Ignoring the new can be painful too. The 

need for certainty is different for everyone. We try to 

avoid pain in different ways. There is an invitation in 

uncertain times and that is for you to discover in this 

uncertainty what empowers you. And when you find 

that, you are able to grow. Part of the learning process 

is to learn to feel comfortable with the uncomfortable. 

You have to step into the unknown. When you are 

able to feel comfortable with the uncomfortable, you 

experience change and growth with less anxiety.  
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When you have a better understanding of what you 

need, you will experience challenging things—

change, uncertain times, stepping into the unknown, 

failures, challenges, and hard lessons—with less fear. 

You can even come to like them. Life is pretty boring 

when everything stays the same all the time. We need 

change and we need variety. Every person needs a 

different uncertainty and that is why we all do 

different things. We have daredevils among us that 

seek their thrills in skydiving and you might be 

somebody who gets variety from setting a PR goal in 

weightlifting, or from traveling, or from gambling. 

You probably have both empowering and 

disempowering ways of fighting boredom. What is 

your empowering way? 

Feeling uncomfortable is inherent to personal 

growth. When you learn to be comfortable with the 

discomfort you can benefit from growth. And you will 

perceive your life with more joy as you will be proud 

of yourself and the steps that you are taking. Trying 

to hold on to what you know and trying to keep 

everything the same in a world that is constantly 

changing is exhausting. The energy you lose in doing 
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this could also be used in a positive way. It is the same 

amount of energy whether you fight change or 

embrace it, but the outcome is far better if you 

embrace it. Change is a natural occurrence and it is 

there to help you grow. I believe that failures, 

challenges, and hard lessons are stepping stones to a 

better understanding of your life. Life challenges you 

to be able to grow. And growth is life and making you 

feel alive.  

Growth doesn’t come from ego-play. When you are 

untouchable, there is no opening. You are literally 

closed. Growth comes from being open, willing to 

listen and learn. And if that means we risk failure, so 

be it. We are afraid to fail, but we will fail anyway. And 

you will only fail when you are not learning from what 

you did. So are you open to growth, to change? It is a 

serious question to ask yourself. 

You can live your life navigating from A to B and 

choose comfortable over growing. For example, you 

could stick with a job that gives you security. But what 

if you chose to go after that job that made you happy 

and gave you a feeling of fulfillment? Which one 

would you rather have? There is no right or wrong 
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answer here as for each person the answer is personal. 

But be aware that it is a choice. 

A pitfall is that you think pursuing what you want 

for yourself is selfish. It is not! It is not choosing what 

is best for you and leaving others behind or letting 

them down. When you do it from a place of love for 

yourself and when you choose to look from love you 

are never selfish. You do it from alignment with 

yourself. And the people around you will love that you 

choose to do what you want, what makes you happy. 

If this isn’t the case, then you should question the 

people you hang out with. Do they have good 

intentions? Turn it around. Why should you let 

yourself down?  

Another thing to address is that growth isn’t 

connected to age, gender, culture, time, or money. It 

is connected to choice. Choosing to allow yourself to 

grow is accepting a natural process that is already 

within you. Choose to see life as a growing process. 

Growth is about becoming a more happy and 

complete person than yesterday. When we are kids we 

love to learn things. We love to learn how to ride a 

bicycle, for instance. Despite falling, despite bruised 
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knees and elbows, we continue to get back on that 

bike. That moment that you can ride your bike 

without one of your parents holding you and without 

supporting wheels is a moment of pure joy and 

excitement. Later, we lose our natural desire to learn 

new things because we are afraid to fail. And you are 

likely to miss out on opportunities when you stop 

learning new things. Why are we afraid to try new 

things? We have been damaged in that area during 

our time growing up. It might have been from a strict 

teacher or overprotective parents. It is most likely 

that these people did not want to bring you down. It 

is most likely that they did what they did because they 

wanted the best for you. But it happened anyway. 

Why not change your outlook on trying new 

things? Because living your life so cautiously and 

never going anywhere is not actually living, is it? You 

will miss out on the chances of experiencing exciting, 

fun, and valuable things. I don’t mean to minimize the 

fear of failure, but I do want to invite you to have a 

closer look at your thoughts and beliefs and challenge 

yourself to look at it from another perspective. It is 

what you choose to believe that is true. 
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What is the worst thing that can happen? You 

stumble and fall, but you can get back up again as that 

is in your power too. It is a choice when you stay down 

and don’t get back up again. And why would you stay 

down in the pain and the frustration? You want to get 

back on your feet as life is better there. Resilient 

people often utilize change/life-events as an 

opportunity to branch out in new directions. Are you 

ready to embrace growth? 

Living in your past is not helping you, but you can 

learn from your past with a little help from these 

questions: 

 

• What kind of events have been most stressful 

for me? 

• How have those events affected me? 

• What have I learned about myself during 

difficult times? 

• Have I reached out for support in working 

through a stressful experience? If so, to 

whom? 

• Have I been able to overcome obstacles? If so, 

how? 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

206 

• What has helped me to make me feel more 

hopeful about the future? 

 

Decision making 

 

“The power of  choice” 

Where do you choose to  l ive? What do you 

choose to  do? Who do you choose to  be? 

What do you choose to  bel ieve?  

Every single day we make choices. We make easy, 

everyday choices like what to have for lunch, what 

clothes to wear, and what TV show to watch, and we 

make hard choices. We often don’t realize that we 

make these choices. The easy ones just happen. The 

hard ones… Well, we are usually aware of when we face 

a hard choice, but even then we often don’t realize 

when we actually make a decision. Like ignoring that 

pain in our back that probably comes from stress. 

That is a decision too. Ignorance is a more 

unconscious choice that keeps us in pain because we 

know somewhere deep inside of us that if we don’t 

ignore it, we’ll have to make a different choice, which 

might be a tough one when we really think about it. 
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We often make some kind of automated decisions. 

Decisions based on our conditioning. The way we are 

raised. The beliefs we have because of our upbringing. 

We sometimes don’t even understand why we do what 

we do. That has to do with our beliefs and our 

conditioning.  

You always have a choice, in every situation. Once 

you know and see that you always have a choice, you 

can make choices that are in alignment with who you 

are and what you want for yourself. These might be 

tough, uncomfortable choices, but empowering ones. 

They might let you grow so you will be able to change 

things for the better.  

To become aware of what we want and don’t want, 

we have to stand still for a moment. And learn to listen 

to the signals and become aware of them. Without 

judging them. Without convincing ourselves that 

everything is fine. We do things to keep ourselves 

busy to avoid tough decisions and then we end up in 

an unhappy situation. When things start to feel really 

unhealthy and uncomfortable, we think, How did I end 

up here? But it all started with every choice we made 

in the first place. 
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It can be overwhelming to know that you always 

have a choice. And the choosing process can be 

overwhelming too. All those choices and how do you 

know how to choose correctly? Or maybe you don’t 

even know where to start and you get paralyzed. 

Here’s how to get past that. Know that a decision is 

not forever. You choose something for right now. And 

staying where you are is not empowering you. By 

choosing to accept the consequences of your choice, 

you empower yourself to make a decision. You can 

always make a new decision. Things never go as 

planned and you cannot prepare yourself for 

everything. You will have to adjust your plan anyway. 

Make a choice with the information you have.  

The amount of information is enormous. You can 

get lost in the piles of information. Especially when 

you think that you need more information to make a 

decision. Know that everything is true, depending on 

your perspective and what information you look for. 

And what information you look for is a choice. Do you 

seek for information to convince you to proceed or 

seek for information to stop? See your pattern and 

you are able to make a change. 
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Choices—some can make you feel uncomfortable. 

Sometimes you feel that the decision you are going to 

make will change everything. This can bring feelings 

of excitement, discomfort, anxiety, or even fear. This 

is where a lot of people get stuck. Afraid of making a 

decision. What if you choose wrong? Fear of stepping 

into the unknown. What is there to find? Afraid to 

stand out from the crowd. Sometimes it even feels 

that you are going to make a decision and there is no 

way back. It is within these moments that a lot of 

people back down and don’t proceed. The feelings are 

overwhelming, the worrying starts to take over your 

mind, and with all that overwhelm we do not know 

what to do anymore. 

Choose without judging. Don’t label things wrong 

or right, good or bad. And don’t judge yourself. Make 

a choice and go for it. Up front you don’t know what 

the outcome will be. You will only find out by 

choosing and acting on it. When you see everything as 

information, information is not your enemy. Don’t 

lose energy on judging your good and bad choices in 

the past. You did what was right at the time.  

Don’t delay on decision making. You are making it 
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more difficult than it already is. Things are not going 

to go away if you ignore them or delay dealing with 

them. That can even make things worse. While there 

may be no fast or simple solution, you can take steps 

toward making your situation better. Focus on your 

progress and keep stepping, rather than becoming 

discouraged by the amount of work or the feeling of 

being overwhelmed. Often we know what to do, but 

we don’t come up with the necessary courage to do 

what we know we should do. Emotions affect our 

decisions. There should always be room for emotions 

and feelings, but when it comes to decisions, we have 

to differentiate feelings from facts. Feelings are not 

facts and emotions are not telling the (entire) truth. 

They are part of a broader perspective.  

Within that overwhelm and chaos is an 

opportunity, an opportunity to grow, to learn about 

yourself, to create awareness of what you really want. 

What is this situation, with your inner conversation 

and all those feelings, trying to tell you? When you 

start a true conversation with yourself, you can find 

answers. To create clarity in the chaos, you need to 

get out of your head by writing things down. With 
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questions, you can get clarity about what is causing 

that feeling of discomfort, anxiety, or fear. And you 

can ask yourself if it is true. What is the worst case 

scenario? What is the best case scenario? And what is 

most likely going to happen? You are stretching 

yourself to have a close look underneath the chaos. 

There is information there, information that you can 

use to help you with your decision. This is creating 

awareness about yourself and the choices you have.  

Another thing is to distinguish between “feeling 

uncomfortable” and “not the right thing to do.” There 

is a difference between having a gut sense something 

it is not the right thing to do and being scared of doing 

something difficult, feeling discomfort because that’s 

an inherent part of the growing process. Be honest 

with yourself which one you’re feeling. Do not fool 

yourself. I personally believe that every person knows 

deep down inside what to do in every situation. It’s 

only choosing that option that most people are scared 

of. Because we don’t want to accept the consequences. 

We want to avoid uncertainty, we want to avoid pain. 

We try to make ourselves feel better by avoiding what 

we actually need to do. We justify our actions by our 
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thoughts, by choosing the thought we want to believe. 

We are not going for a run when it rains, even though 

we shower and get wet anyway after a run. We stay 

with partners we stopped loving a long time ago 

because we tell ourselves that is how life goes; we 

won’t admit it’s actually because we are afraid to be 

alone.  

When you make a decision that comes from trying 

to avoid pain, you choose short-term over long-term. 

And you want to choose long-term over short-term, of 

course. The choice to avoid pain short-term can lead 

to regret long-term. Choosing what’s best for you 

long-term will give you discomfort, but a different 

kind of discomfort. The discomfort of growth. And 

this growth is only temporary as you will transform 

that discomfort into joy and making your life better 

than it was before. While regret stays forever.  

How do you want to use your energy? On feeling 

regret and being unhappy and feeling unfulfilled? Or 

on being happy and proud of yourself? Choose wisely 

what you spend your energy on. 

 

You always have a choice in every situation. You 
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are the constant factor in every situation. Be truthful 

with yourself about why you make the choice you 

make. And when you are about to make a choice that 

is scaring you, ask for help. It is human to be scared, 

and it is a strong choice to ask for help. What will your 

life look like if you choose to embrace discomfort? 

What will your life look like if you choose to embrace 

falling and get back up your feet again? What will your 

life look like if you choose to do whatever it takes to 

get where you want? What if you learn to choose from 

desire instead of from fear? 

The most important thing is that you make a 

choice and commit to it. You will face difficulties and 

challenges, but when you stay with your 

commitment, you will see change, you will experience 

growth. It takes courage to choose and to commit. 

Avoiding things to experience certainty is not living. 

It is a false certainty. It stops you from experiencing 

anything, including the good things. Waiting for life 

to get easy, or hoping someone will tell you what to 

do, is waiting forever. Choices make a difference.  

What empowering choices can you make in         

your life?  
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A few questions to help you with decision making: 

• What are the facts (not emotions) of your 

current situation? 

• Do you know where you want to go? 

• What is helping you towards this goal? 

• What is the next thing you can do to come one 

step closer? 

• What is the opportunity within the situation? 

 

Mindful hard work 

 

“One of  the hardest ,  yet  fulf i l l ing things 

you can do is  work on yourself .”  

Are you wil l ing to  do what it  takes?   

When you decide to do something new, to 

experience something you haven’t experienced 

before, a feeling of discomfort is part of the process. 

Ask yourself first—and you have to be brutally honest 

with yourself—do you really want it? Or do you like 

fantasizing about what you want, but not really want 

it? Do you like the outcome, but are you not willing to 

put in the hard work to get it? There is no judgment 

in these questions. However you answer these 
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questions and act or don’t act is fine. It is your choice, 

it is your life. But if the honest answer is that you like 

fantasizing, like the outcome, and are not willing to 

feel discomfort and pain and struggle to get there, 

then stop wasting your time saying you want 

something. 

It takes courage and commitment to dive deep into 

yourself and expose yourself to uncertainty and 

feelings of discomfort. If you are willing to look into 

yourself, ask yourself questions to find answers that 

you probably want to run away from, you are 

courageous because you are facing your fears and 

your anxieties. If you are willing to confront yourself 

and see what there is to see, you are able to shift to a 

place that serves you better. You are able to grow. 

And, therefore, this is also the place where people get 

stuck. They are not willing to look behind their fears. 

When you feel resistance within you, when you 

feel discomfort, that means you feel something you’d 

rather not face—fear of rejection, fear of failing, fear 

of pain, fear of the unknown, maybe even fear of 

success. But what if you do face it? What will happen 

if you are willing to look underneath your fear look 
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from a place of love and kindness? Listen to your 

feelings. What do you feel in the situation you are in? 

Don’t judge the feelings you are having. Listen to 

them. What are they trying to tell you? These feelings 

are just information and you are allowed to feel them. 

Being overwhelmed by emotions and feelings makes 

it difficult to see what there is to see. Give room to 

your emotions; you have them for a reason. And don’t 

only give room to the happy, pleasant feelings and 

emotions. When you have sad or painful feelings, give 

those space as well. What do you notice when you give 

them space? In the word emotion is the word motion. 

There is something that wants to move. If you are 

willing to listen you might see what wants to move. 

Maybe you’ll discover that your fear is not a real fear.  

You have feelings and thoughts and those are two 

separate things, but we tend to mix them up. We think 

we feel ‘...’ (fill in any emotion). When we look at our 

emotions without the thoughts it is just sensation. It 

is our mind which gives the sensations a story and, 

based on that story, we start to have whole 

conversations with ourselves. We make assumptions, 

and we start to think about what others might think 
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of us, and before we know it we drift away from what 

we felt. Thoughts are taking over and we make 

decisions based upon our thoughts instead of our 

feelings. Feelings that are allowed to be there, that 

give us information if we are willing to listen to them. 

When this happens to you, be gentle with yourself. 

When you become aware of how your feelings and 

thoughts have gotten mixed up, you can choose to 

listen to your feelings again and act on them.  

To get out of your comfort zone is necessary, to 

step into the unknown, to do something you haven’t 

done before. You will never achieve or reach what you 

want if you stay inside your comfort zone. You need 

to stretch yourself and face your fears and your 

doubts. There is no magic pill, no quick fix, no secret 

code. You have to actually face it and do the work. Do 

something that you have not done before. It can be 

scary, but if you really, really, really want what you 

say you want, you need to step out!  

Running away from your problems is never a good 

idea. Removing yourself from a situation without 

addressing the root of a problem is like putting a 

band-aid on a broken arm. You have to be honest with 
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yourself. It is okay to move from a situation when it is 

not doing you good, but a temporary fix is not going 

to solve anything. Nor will just fixing things that 

aren’t the real problem, but just things that flow out 

of it. When you only focus on the symptoms, they will 

most certainly return. You need to find out what the 

origin of the problem is. You need to be willing to dig 

deep and not settle for the obvious. The digging can 

be painful as it can be hard to admit to yourself how 

you are not positively influencing your own life with 

your beliefs and thoughts. We often protect ourselves 

from pain but also from the truth. Try to look at the 

situation from different angles and be willing to face 

your emotions and behavioral patterns. 

Obstacles are only obstacles when you allow them 

to be obstacles. You can see them as your education. 

Nothing is easier than looking back and knowing what 

you should have done. But of course now you know 

the outcome. The truth is that you actually needed all 

those steps to come where you are now. You could not 

have skipped one of them.  

Everything in life is giving you information. Why 

do certain things go smoothly while, in other 
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situations, everything seems to go wrong. And still we 

pursue things without asking ourselves if we still want 

what we are pursuing. Maybe when we think clearly 

about the situation and our own feelings, we’ll find we 

do not want a particular thing after all. How many 

times have you said, “I should not have done this.” All 

the signs were there, but you made your decisions 

unconsciously or maybe consciously but for the 

wrong reasons. Maybe you took a job because you 

needed the money or because it promised status. Or 

you bought a house because your father would be 

proud of you, even though you’d rather be traveling 

the world with your backpack. Maybe you choose to 

go to law school, but you would rather be a graphic 

designer. Mindful living means being conscious of 

yourself and taking conscious decisions that are 

aligned with who you are and what you want for 

yourself. Not because anyone else wants you to do 

something, not because a voice in your head tells you 

what you should do, but it’s what you truly want. 

But it is not only fear that is holding you back; 

protecting your self-image also interferes. We care 

about what others think of us. We want to maintain 
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our reputation and don’t want to harm our self-image. 

We do stupid things to avoid a broken reputation. We 

care about how we see ourselves and how other 

people see us. What would happen if you stopped 

caring about what other people think of you? Would 

you make other choices? 

And each time you face your fears, you become 

stronger. It becomes easier to look your fears in the 

eyes. If you do this often, it becomes a natural part of 

your process. You empower yourself. You are building 

on your self-esteem. You are developing the skills and 

abilities to combat the challenges you face.  

This is mindful, hard work. It’s work that is usually 

not noticed by your family, friends, and colleagues 

because it happens inside you. This can sometimes 

lead to incomprehension. You struggle, learn, fall, and 

get back up. It takes up a lot of your energy and 

headspace. It can be confusing and chaotic as you 

challenge everything you know. You can feel tired and 

react irritably. The confusion, fatigue, and irritability 

is what the people around you notice and they have 

no idea what is going on inside of you. It helps when 

you communicate about what’s happening as openly 
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as you can. You don’t have to go into detail if you don’t 

want to, but you get a better understanding from the 

people around you when you let them know, for 

example, that you are working on your personal 

growth. When you have a broken leg, it is obvious that 

you have limitations. When you are dealing with 

growth, there isn’t a clear sign. That doesn’t mean 

that it doesn’t exist. It is perfectly normal that you will 

experience some physical discomfort.  

Do you change your perspective and frame of 

reference by doing difficult things? 

 

Example 3 

 

“After my brother lost his job, he became 

depressed. He worked at a bank and, as a result of the 

economic crisis, he lost his job. He’d been married to 

his work. He experienced becoming unemployed as a 

failure, he was a failure. His job had defined who he 

was. I saw up close how he was affected. A few years 

later I lost my job as well. With his experience in the 

back of my head, I was determined to stay positive. It 

took me nine months to find a new job. At times it was 
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really hard to stay positive. What helped me was a 

routine that gave me guidance every day. One of my 

routine elements was keeping a journal. I had never 

kept a journal before. To be honest, I don’t know why 

I started it, where I got the idea, but it kept me 

focused. After three months I started to write down 

what I was grateful for. To be able to spend more time 

with my kids was one of the things I found was a 

blessing in disguise. The job I finally found was closer 

to home and with a better salary. It was better than 

the job I had before.” 

Life is not all fears, tough decisions, and stress. 

Every day you experience all kinds of things. Some are 

nice, exciting, and make you happy. Other things are 

sad, frustrating, and embarrassing. We tend to focus 

on the things that do not go so well while we take the 

things we like for granted. To feel gratitude for all the 

good things in your life is important. Because when 

you only look at what goes wrong, you forget to 

appreciate what you have. And do not forget to see 

what you have already done thus far. You choose how 

you feel. When you focus on the good things, it is more 

likely that you will feel good. When your attention is 
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on feeling unhappy, you will feel miserable. When 

your focus is on the negative, you are slowly 

damaging yourself. You choose your thoughts, you 

choose your focus, so make sure you see what you like 

about your life and life in general. 

 

• Dealing with fear can be daunting, to give you 

a little guidance these questions can help you 

to face fear: 

• What is the fear that is rising within you? 

• Is it true? If not, ask yourself what you need to 

proceed. If yes, ask what is the worst thing 

that can happen?  

• Keep asking yourself “So what?”’ to find out 

how bad it really is and if you can handle the 

outcome. If you consider the end-game, you’ll 

find your resilience and sense of perspective. 

• Sometimes fear exists within you and you can 

still choose to proceed. Despite the fear. You 

acknowledge your fear, but don’t let it be in 

control. It is not stopping you from moving 

forward.  
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Moving forward 

 

“Take action and discover your 

potential .”  

If you want to skip all of the above and want to go 

straight to the move forward part, be my guest. But 

that will not serve you. It is the complete package you 

need to read, know, master, and apply to be able to 

move forward and become resilient. If you want a 

result different from what you have gotten so far, you 

have to change your strategy, and that starts with 

your mindset. There is no quick fix.  

Are you a  dreamer? Are you always saying,  

“Someday,  I ’ l l . . .”?  

What have you accomplished of your dreams? 

What have you actually done about that problem 

you’ve been talking about? Have you given it a serious 

try, with a belief in the effectiveness of your actions? 

And what? It didn’t work out? What did you do next? 

Nothing? What are you going to do about it? Nothing? 

Why?  

I tried.  

Good for you. Do you feel better?  
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No.  

Why?  

Because I failed.  

Were you committed?  

Yes.  

Really?  

Yes.  

And yet you tried only once. What are you telling 

yourself? Do you actually believe you were 

committed? 

The hardest part of everything we want in life is 

taking action and staying committed. We do not hold 

ourselves accountable for the actions we have 

defined. There are always excuses, reasons, and 

circumstances why things didn’t happen. What did 

you do to make it happen? Did you really commit? 

To stay committed to a goal or an agreement is 

really hard. You have to break through barriers. Your 

mind barriers. Despite your fears and the 

uncomfortable feelings, act anyway. And when you 

have done that you have to, keep going. Things are 

going to be difficult, and when they are, that is when 

you do not give up. This is where you make the 
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difference. Keep going, keep finding your way to what 

works. Life challenges you and it is never a straight 

line from A to Z. You have to be persistent. Face 

rejection, fears, criticism, setbacks, and find your 

discipline. Take risks. You are moving forward, you 

are becoming better than yesterday, and you become 

more resilient every time you proceed. And 

remember, bad times are a temporary state of affairs. 

Are you someone who knows how to break through 

tough times? 

With commitment you stay focused. You can ask 

yourself with everything you do, “Does this help me 

closer to what I want?” When the answer is no, skip it. 

Nobody will be showing up on your doorstep with a 

big, nicely wrapped package of what you want. You 

have to work hard for it. Do not confuse hard work 

with working many hours; it’s about breaking 

through barriers and staying committed to your 

defined actions. A dream is just a dream unless you 

take action.  

Gaining knowledge about yourself and what you 

want is one thing, but it only works when you take 

action. Knowledge is only worth something when you 
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use it. Knowing is not enough. 

When you have that feeling of excitement, when a 

voice inside of you tells you to act on something, don’t 

wait. Take action. Start with little steps. Who can you 

ask to help you? What do you need to go after what 

you want? Write down your ideas and desires and 

chunk them into steps. Each step will bring you closer 

to what you want. With the little achievements, it is 

more likely you will continue moving towards what 

you want. And maybe what you want will change 

along the way. That is fine. It is all about the process 

of taking action. It doesn’t have to be perfect. You will 

stumble and fall. But when you get back up and 

continue, your path will unfold before you. 

A pitfall I often hear about is a lack of time. It’s 

almost never the real problem. Your planned actions 

didn’t lack time; they lacked priority. Everybody has 

24 hours in a day and 7 days in a week. We all have the 

same amount of time on our hands. But you get to 

choose how to spend your time. If you choose to have 

children, you choose to spend a certain amount of 

your available time on them. If you choose to do 

sports, you choose to spend a few hours a week on 
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that. Every choice has a consequence. What a lot of 

people do is refuse to choose to put themselves first, 

put their important desires or personal growth ahead 

of other things. Or they just want it all, for a variety of 

reasons—they expect it from themselves, they think 

others expect it from them, or they see others 

seemingly do it all and they want the same. 

Not choosing where you spend your time is also a 

choice, accepting the chaos, accepting that you’ll 

make nobody happy, especially not yourself. If you 

don’t ask yourself if this is what you want and why you 

want it, you’ll spend your valuable time on things that 

are not important to you. Why do you want the things 

that you want? Do you really want it or is it an 

expectation? Be aware, when you think of this, of your 

thoughts and your feelings. It can be that you are not 

really honest with yourself because you are afraid of 

the consequences. Maybe you are afraid of what other 

people will think of you. Maybe you are afraid of 

breaking a commitment or promise. Maybe you are 

afraid of losing people or letting somebody down. It is 

normal that you feel this way. It’s important that you 

become aware of these thoughts and feelings and pay 
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attention to them. If you want to live your true life, 

you have to be honest with yourself. Living somebody 

else’s life, or living your life by unspoken expectations 

of others, is a false life.  

A pitfall is that you compare yourself to others. 

Everybody is unique and so are you. Only compare 

yourself to (the older version of) yourself. 

Comparison-itis is the mass-murderer of dreams and 

action. There is always someone better educated, 

slimmer, happier, or prettier. But there is also always 

someone poorer, clumsier, or less successful. Do not 

compare yourself to others. You are you, and you are 

unique. 

The same goes for experiencing pain. Human 

suffering is, in principle, similar in experience. The 

internal pain of a millennial is no less severe than a 

war victim’s pain. It is a personal experience. Only 

compare yourself with you.  

Perfectionism keeps you from taking action. You 

can’t think of everything beforehand; that is just 

impossible. The most important thing you can do is 

take the first step. You can improve and adjust along 

the way. You will see that things start to flow when 
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you take steps. Recognize that if you talk yourself out 

of taking action because of your perfectionism, it’s 

actually a fear of failing. So go after your dreams by 

taking the first step, then keep walking, putting one 

foot in front of the other. And collect information 

along the way that can help you to improve whatever 

you are after. You cannot decide to learn to play the 

piano and play it perfectly on day one. You need to 

practice and keep practicing until you master it. 

Recognize when perfectionism invades your thinking. 

When you’re waiting for the “right” frame of mind, 

for example, or when you haven’t found the “perfect” 

way to do it. Ask yourself what you can do to take a 

first step closer to where you want to be. Doing this 

helps you break the circle of waiting. 

Being honest with yourself is a powerful tool, as I 

have explained before. It empowers you to see what 

your current status is and what needs to be done next. 

You will not get the results you want when you are 

not honest with yourself, when you are convincing 

yourself that you have done everything you can while 

you really have only done everything you know. You 

are an effective step away from your result. It is 
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foolish to not be honest with yourself. You don’t live 

in reality but in a story, you tell yourself. When you 

are not living in reality, you can not take the next 

action that brings you a step closer to the result   

you’re after.  

And what is the next action? Think of the 

possibilities you have and choose! You can not choose 

wrong, you can not make a bad decision. You have 

gained information and with that information, you 

are one step closer to where you want to be. Don’t be 

paralyzed by indecision. Choose and act. Take action. 

You are on your way to become more resilient. You 

are moving forward to your full potential. 

Don’t play on the safe side if you want something. 

What helps is to see things for what they are. Often we 

are taken off guard by something and we have an 

emotional reaction. That’s completely normal. But 

when you stay stuck in this phase you miss out on 

what is actually there, the actual situation. When you 

see the situation for what it is, you will most likely see 

the required action. When you get out of the drama, 

out of the stress, you see the information you have 

and move you forward. You are not dealing with your 



THE POWER OF CHOICE 

232 

problem if you are worrying, complaining and 

overthinking, or lying awake at night, or talking to 

someone about your problem. You need to make a 

decision after considering the possible solutions and 

take action. Resilient people are able to see situations 

in a realistic way. 

In the beginning, I asked you if you really want 

what you want. Another thing that can hold you back 

from taking action is the commitment to do whatever 

it takes to get what you want or where you want to be. 

When the required action comes with a feeling of 

discomfort, people often quit. But playing safe does 

not get you where you want to be. Knowing things 

does not get you where you want to be. Making a 

decision does not get you where you want to be. It is 

taking action, staying committed, and keeping going 

that moves you forward. You need to see setbacks as 

part of the journey, and picking yourself up after 

falling as making you more resilient. Perseverance 

and trust in your ability to work your way around 

obstacles are important. You gain courage and 

confidence as you work on your mental fitness.  

Just a little checklist to help you with achieving 
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your goals and moving forward: 

 

• Chunk it down: Set smaller goals that lead to 

the big goal. 

• Realistic goal setting: Set achievable goals. 

• Achievements: Celebrate your achievements. 

• Embrace obstacles: Expect obstacles and learn 

from them. 

• A plan: Make it not set in stone, but designed 

to guide you. 

• Visualisation: Visualize how you will feel 

when you achieve your goal. 

• Support: You don’t have to do it alone. Create 

a support team. 

 

You don’t know what you don’t know, but now you 

know more than before. Or you have read again what 

you already know deep down inside of you. Knowing 

is not enough, though. You have to take action and 

apply successfully what you have learned.  

I have seen that these things make a difference in 

how people react in life, how they see life, and what 

they choose to do with their life. It is not just a theory; 
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it works. I promise. When you put in the work, when 

you take action, when you are persistent in using 

them, I guarantee you will have results. It will work 

once you become conscious and gain insight. “In” 

“sight”—within sight, in you. Once you see it, you can 

never unsee it. It will seem as if you were blind before; 

how could you have not seen it? It’s so obvious, maybe 

even simple. And you become more resilient each 

time you apply your new or improved skills. These 

skills are used by resilient confident flourishing 

people, consciously and unconsciously. When you 

develop and use these skills and abilities you’ll 

experience a greater sense of control of your life, see 

more possibilities, and experience more inner 

stability. You’ll experience less chaos, less emotional 

instability, and less overwhelm.  

When we experience challenging times, we tend to 

neglect our own needs. We stop going to the gym, we 

don’t get enough sleep, we eat less healthy. It is a 

common reaction. Especially in troubled times, it is 

important to make time for activities that you enjoy 

and which have a good influence on your physical and 

mental health. With a healthy state of being, you deal 
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with situations that require resilience better.  

It is when you face challenges, as we all do in life, 

that you must still pursue what you want for yourself. 

This is where you make the difference. A resilient 

person bounces back from difficult situations. They 

experience stress, emotional pain, and sadness. But 

they adapt well in the face of significant sources of 

stress and change. And that adaption is very helpful 

in the rapidly-changing environment we live in. It is 

something you can develop and learn. How you learn 

it is unique to each person, but it helps to know what 

it takes to become more resilient. Working on yourself 

is one of the greatest gifts you can give yourself 

because it helps you to feel more inner alignment. 

When you have inner alignment and are less taken off 

guard by stressful situations, you’ll have a different 

outlook on life and a different experience of it. With 

the willingness to be curious, to learn, and to be open 

to the idea that we have limits to how much we know, 

we become better listeners.  

Personally, I believe each individual is responsible 

for their own life and together we are responsible for 

a better world. Everything is connected and we are in 
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motion as the world is in motion. But all of us live with 

our own timing in life. So when you experience 

happiness, your friend can experience a tragedy. With 

you in a strong mental fit state, you are able to see 

more opportunities and be of service to them without 

losing yourself. We humans like to be of service. We 

want to contribute. When we know how to bounce 

back from stressful situations, we can be of better 

service to others. We have a more loving and 

understanding view of others as we see that everyone 

is doing the best they can. We are all works in 

progress. We are all moving forward to our full 

potential.  

If you choose to do so. The power of choice. 
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