
A Dutch birthday is a cosy event, and to make sure nobody is left out, we all sit in a circle. As Jutta’s family was living abroad, Sylvia and I were the only guests. Ilse was very surprised that we congratulated her on her mother’s birthday. Welcome to Holland, girl. The entire atmosphere was tense. Jutta and her daughter were clearly nervous. Sandor was wandering to the kitchen and back, and Sylvia did not seem to feel at home. The interior of her living room had transformed completely. Modern, Minimalistic. Ugly.
I walked to Sandor in the kitchen. And that means: we walked to Sandor in the kitchen. To his surprise, I hugged him tight and did not let go after what was considered a polite embrace. I pressed my body even harder against his. 
“Sandor”, I murmured, “We all miss him. Even I miss him. And he fucked up all our lives with his last wishes. It’s not a walk in the park to have your mother-in-law moving in to your house, your life. I have no experience with this bizarre lifestyle of yours. But I have been around you guys long enough that nothing surprises me anymore. I can feel I am disrupting things just by my presence. I realise I have scolded you for acting out your way of life in my presence. My apologies; I know I shouldn’t have done that. It’s time I stopped being an outsider. Please act tonight as if I weren’t here and be yourselves.”
He turned to me with a spark in his eyes. “Do you really mean that?”
“How many times have you heard me say something I didn’t mean?” I smirked. 
“Oh, this is going to be so much fun tonight.” I doubted that. But I was the outsider, the weird one, here. Not them. It would be selfish of me to be a spoilsport at this party. We walked back to the living room. All the girls who loved to tweet were all tweeting on their phones. 
“Please give all these phones to me. Yes, yours as well, Mother. I promise you will get them all back at the end of the evening. We are going to do something old-fashioned today; we are going to talk. Isn’t that nice?” 
“That would indeed be an improvement, Sandor,” I said. “Sylvia, why don’t you give a quick recap of what happened since we left London?”
“We started getting the things we need in England into a container that will be shipped overseas.” Sylvia started. I interrupted.

“No, begin a bit before that. What was the discussion we had on the train about your hair?”
“Well, Mistress Zuzanna told me I had no choice but to let my hair grow.” 
Again, I interrupted, looking Jutta straight in her eyes. “I know this is against your wishes. But she is not yours any longer. She is mine, and I will do with her as I see fit. I don’t like that bald head of hers, so I ordered to stop shaving her head. Can I assume that you’re fine with this?” I asked, perhaps a bit too challenging? 
Jutta lowered her eyes. “Yes. Mistress Zuzanna. I have no say over Girl any longer. If you want her hair to grow, that is your prerogative.”
“Thank you, Jutta. I know this is a hard time for all of us to adjust. But we have to establish new rules of conduct. First, I am not Mistress Zuzanna, but just Zuzanna or Zuz. Sylvia stubbornly keeps calling me Mistress even though I have asked her not to a thousand times. I am afraid I will have to get used to it, but that does not apply to you. Just call me by my name, please. I would appreciate it if you would call Sylvia by her name as well, instead of Girl. Perhaps in the future she shall have another nickname, but for now I would prefer if you just call her name. Sylvia, why don’t you continue?”
“It was a tough decision to make to go to the UK. Not only did Mistress and Mr Watson not get along at first, but also we committed ourselves to two years away from the Netherlands. Away from you, away from everything that is familiar. Away from Koen. Not being able to go to the cemetery… Zuzanna has supported me very well in this. It may be an even bigger gamble for her than for me, but she has given me the confidence that we have made the right decision.”
“We will miss you, gi… I mean Sylvia,” Ilse said.
“For what’s worth, I think you have made the right decision. The boy needs a second chance,” Sandor said.
I didn’t know him well enough to know if self-interest was a dominant factor in his remarks. With his mother far away, he could give all his attention, support, and love to Ilse and Jutta. His mother would be occupied and tied away from doing serious harm to herself. 
“Do you mind if we take the birthday girl out for a stroll? It’s such a lovely evening.”
“Take the umbrella at the door,” Sandor said drily and nodded his permission to Jutta. “Put on something warm, he added.
Sylvia put her right arm, the chained one, in mine and her left in Jutta’s arm. 
Neither of the women on my left said a word. I was not sure what the reason was; 
Both women could chat like two espresso machines at full steam—loud, fast, and somehow making everyone around them nervous and caffeinated. But not today. My umbrella was annoying only because of the sound of the raindrops.
The soft rain stopped. The downpour began. “Oh, what a glorious day we’re having—nothing like a steady downpour to really lift the spirits. I just love how the rain soaks through every layer before you even reach the corner. Honestly, who needs sunshine when you’ve got this much damp enthusiasm in the air?” I said in my most cheerful tone. 
After a minute I said loud enough to drown out the sound of the rain: “Two women sit in silence for so long, the waiter checks if they're okay. One finally whispers, ‘We ran out of things to say in 2003. We’re just on a verbal detox now.’ The other nods. ‘Words have gluten.” A chuckle from the left. “Two women sit silently on a park bench for over an hour. One finally says, ‘I hope you’re not mad at me.’ The other replied, ‘No, I thought you were mad at me.’ They go back to silently forgiving each other.” 
Sylvia poked me with her elbow. “Enough with the lame jokes already!”
I shrugged. “Who is going to make the opening bid, then?”
Sylvia stepped out from under the umbrella away from me so the chain was nearly taut and joined her slave sister, who was already completely soaked. 
“How are you?” Sylvia asked Jutta.
“It’s good. I miss Koen, of course. Fortunately, Sandor is a very demanding Master, the most demanding I have ever had. He keeps me so busy I hardly have time to think or mourn. He’s not Koen, of course. There is not a Daddy Dom-bone in him. So he treats me as he treats Ilse. Sometimes he’s even rougher with me. But that’s good. That is exactly what I need right now. Your son is an excellent reader of my wants and needs. Ilse says he’s even better than Martin at that. It’s a rare thing in a man. I am so lucky I have had a Master who knew what I needed when he gave me to Sandor. And you? Are you hoping for a new Damien?”
“No. The Damien days are far behind me,” Sylvia said.
“Perhaps”, Jutta said. 
I zoned out of their conversation. I hadn’t considered the possibility of another Damien-boy. The topic of sex had not reached my grey cells yet. The name Damien suddenly activated countless shades of grey cells in my brain. In the last two editions of my dictionary, the word sex was nonexistent. I looked at the chain. Not for the first time, and probably not the last. I cursed myself for being so naive and impulsive. I never acted on impulse. That was so NOT me. The women next to me were giggling like schoolgirls. Soaked to the soul, but with the grins of women who still remembered how to get in trouble and not care. 

