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Real  l i fe

Dear Me, 
The most important thing I need to tell you is that you are beautiful. 
Right now, I know you won’t believe me. When you look in the mirror, 
all you can see is cellulite and your self-esteem is being chipped away 
further by a verbally abusive man. 

He tells you that you are fat, that you are ugly. The scary thing is you 
believe him – you’re now dangerously underweight and barely eating 
anything, yet you are convinced you are disgusting and overweight. I 
can still remember what it feels like to stare at that reflection. 

You’re 18 and working as a hairdresser in New Zealand. This man 
is older and you think you love him, so his nasty words reduce you to 
tears. But I am here to tell you: that is not love. 

I know it’s not what you want to hear. Your friends and family have 
already tried to warn you off this destructive man, but you’re stubborn 
and don’t want to listen, so you have shut them out. Alone and trapped 
in your own private hell. 

In a hurry to grow up, you landed a hairdressing traineeship straight 
out of school – ignoring your parents’ pleas to go to university. But the 
image-obsessed industry has warped your sense of reality to the point 
where you now feel like your worth is solely measured by how you 
look. You feel desperately unattractive and, as a result, worthless. 

You won’t always feel this way. Believe me when I tell you that 
you’ll find the strength to break out of this prison. You’ll soon find 
a rewarding career that will take you to some of the world’s most 
exciting places. You’ll meet interesting people who care about more 
than just looks and, in time, you’ll find a gorgeous man who will love 
you for the person you are inside and out. 

I can say this because I’m writing to you from Dubai. I’m 33 and 
working for a private airline. Four years from now, you’ll see an advert 
in the local paper looking for cabin crew for an airline. It’s the fresh 
start you’ve been looking for. Your relationship has ended and you’re 
ready to get out there and see the world. 

So much so that you’ll quit your hairdressing job to train – learning 
to swim and taking a French correspondence course. You’ll learn that 
you can do anything you set your mind to, Anya. 

In Dubai, you’ll meet people from different cultures and learn that 
everyone has their own perception of beauty. Some cultures think 
curves are beautiful. Gradually, you’ll learn to accept yourself for who 
you are. Cellulite and ‘cankles’ are not important – it’s honesty, how 
you treat and speak to people and how you hold yourself that counts. 
It’s because of these qualities that you’ll get promoted to private flying. 

I’m proud to say your self-esteem is healthy now, and you can spend 
your energy on more important things – like studying for a Bachelor 
of Science in Psychology. Yes! You are studying for a degree. You can 
imagine how pleased your parents are. You’re also planning on doing a 

masters and eventually finding a new career as a psychologist. 
You’re getting married, too. To a man who makes you feel good 

about yourself. He tells you that you are beautiful every day and 
supports you in everything you do. Your happiness is his priority. I 
can’t begin to tell you how wonderful it feels to be with a man who 
loves you unconditionally. 

There is so much more to life than how you look and so much more 
you can do with your time than try and get a smaller tummy. The 
sooner you realise that, the better.

With love, 
Anya

Lessons from the

VIVA asked three readers to write some 
words of wisdom to their younger self. 
Here are their heartfelt letters... 

 FUTURE
Dear Me, 
You’re not going to like what I’m about to say, but 
here goes: your dad is right. You need to slow down 
and stop being in such a hurry to grow up. 

I know it’s frustrating being the youngest of five 
children. With three protective older brothers, a big 
sister and your parents all telling you what to do all 
the time, it can feel suffocating, but trust me when I 
tell you that your independence will all come in good 
time, so be patient. 

You’re 18, about to start a degree in graphic 
design and desperate to be your own person. I 
can’t say I blame you. Everyone thinks they know 
what’s best for you, so few decisions are your own. 
You didn’t even choose your degree course – it was 
your sister’s idea, so you’d be on the same campus 
together. I can still remember how frustrating it felt. 
But your family only wants what is best for you. 

Lately, you’ve been fighting hard for freedom, 
even writing a letter to your dad. ‘I am 18 and I 
have the right to make my own decisions’ you wrote. 
But he won’t listen. He still treats you like a child. 
You get scolded for playing outside with the boys. 
You’re such a tomboy and love playing football with 
your brothers and their friends, but your parents are 
worried your skin will get too dark playing outside 
all day. ‘Nobody will marry you if your skin is too 
dark,’ they warn. Not that you’re allowed boyfriends 
yet anyway – your father and brothers make sure of 
that. I know you’re secretly seeing someone. I know 
you’re angry now. But don’t push your family away 
because the day will come when you’ll need them 
more than ever. 

There’s one person who knows your secrets, 
though. Your brother, Yuvene. You talk to him about 
boys, about friends and about your frustrations in 
wanting to be treated like a grown up. ‘Be patient’ he 
tells you. You should listen to him. 

Right now, you’re so desperate to grow up that 
you’ll take a job with an ad agency aged 19, before 
you’ve even finished college. While your friends are 
drinking Starbucks and lazing under a tree after 
class, you’ll be racing off to the office. You’ll soon 
learn that if you keep living life at this pace, you’ll 
miss out on all the fun. 

Eight years from now, your search for independence 
will take you 2,000km away from your family in 
India to Dubai, and you’ll truly experience freedom. 
That’s where I’m writing from. I followed Yuvene out 
here and landed a job as a marketing manager. I live 
in my own apartment, drive my own car, manage my own team and 
live life on my own terms. I still love sports and even completed the 
Dubai Marathon. Dad thought I was mad, but I know deep down he 
is proud. 

But be warned Brinda: with this independence comes the realisation 
that you are solely responsible for the good things in your life as well 
as the bad. You’ll learn that if you take a wrong turn, you can’t blame 

your family. You have no one to blame but yourself. Take solace in 
the fact that when you fall, your family will still be there to catch you. 

So keep fighting for your freedom, but remember that you owe 
your strength to your family. They are your backbone. Even though 
you bicker and argue, know that you’d be nothing without them. 

Love, Brinda 

‘Everyone has their 
own perception of 

beauty’ 
Anya Chapman, 33, from New Zealand

‘Your family is 
your backbone’

Brinda Hora, 32, from India 
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Dear Me, 
First up, you have to know that one day you will find your true place in 
this world. Right now, you feel like you don’t belong anywhere. All your 
friends in Iran are preparing to study law or medicine. Your father wants 
you to study law, too. It’s a respected profession for a female, he says, and 
one that will find you a decent husband from a good family. 

You’re 18, waiting for your exam results to see if you got the grades to 
get into college, and it feels like your entire future is already mapped out for 
you. Having talked your father out of law, you’ve got a scholarship to study 
insurance management instead. You don’t want to work in insurance, but 
it’s a good school and it’ll make your parents proud. 

I know that you’re quietly dreaming bigger. You want to travel, meet 
new people and experience life outside Iran. These things will come. I 
know you’re afraid you’ll never fit in anywhere, but trust me, you will. In 
fact, you’ve already found the place you belong, you just don’t realise it yet. 

Think about the times that you’ve been happiest in your life. Travelling 
with your father on business and staying in huge hotels all over the world. 
Unlike many Iranian girls, you’ve been lucky enough to see places like 
Germany, England and France. Paris is your favourite city. 

Every time you check into one of these hotels, you have to catch your 
breath. You are instantly lost in the glamour, luxury and possibility. You 
watch enviously as chic, cosmopolitan women glide across the cool marble 
lobbies on their way to spa appointments and restaurant dates. It’s in hotels 
like these that you belong, Sanaz. 

How do I know this? Because I am writing this letter from the lobby of 
one of the biggest five-star hotels in Dubai – I’m 31, I work here and I love 
it. I run my own team and I get to meet people from all over the globe – 
just like you’ve always dreamed. I’ve even met celebrities. Recently, I had 
my picture taken with Hilary Clinton as she checked into a suite. Wow. 

I imagine you’re wondering how you got here? Well, after your 
insurance degree (you got the grades, don’t worry!) you will sign up for 
hospitality school in Dubai, aged 21, and get your first hotel job three years 
later. Be warned: your parents will take some convincing. Remember, 
back in Iran, hospitality isn’t considered something for girls to study. But 
they will see your obvious passion and grant their permission. 

Leaving home will be terrifying but you will learn to depend on 
yourself, so be brave. You are much more capable than you give yourself 
credit for. 

When you start at the Emirates Academy, there’ll be a polite, 
unassuming man at the back of the class. He’s the top student. His name is 
Kristian, he’s Norwegian, and he’ll be your husband one day. He’s nothing 
like the cocky, shallow boys you’ve dated before. 

He is honest and open and you can talk to him about anything. You 
won’t start dating until your graduation night – you’ll be classmates then 
friends first – and as you reveal yourself to him, little by little, you’ll be 
convinced he will run away like the others. But he’s not going anywhere. 
Trust that you can be yourself around him. You don’t have to pretend to 
be something you’re not. 

Even though Kristian’s from a completely different culture, your 
parents will see the way your face lights up when you’re with him and 
accept him easily. It’s tears of happiness that your parents will weep as they 
give you away at your wedding in Norway. 

So wait patiently for him. I promise you, he’s the place you’ll eventually 
call home. 

With love, 
Sanaz 

Sanaz Kollsrud, 31, from Iran 

‘You will learn to 
depend on yourself,  

so be brave’
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