
Johan, my late husband, had been smoking all his life. He lit his first cigarette when he was 13 years old. At the time, no one was disturbed about that. His father smoked, his mother and his sisters as well. In the 1970s, offering cigars and cigarettes at a birthday party was considered a form of good hospitality. June 11, 1981, was the day I quit smoking. The day my grandmother died of lung cancer. The cruel hand of fate appeared forty years on when my husband succumbed to the same illness. I often tried to get him to stop smoking, but he only made a few weak attempts over the years and never seriously committed to quitting. 
I was there when the doctor at the hospital told Johan. The news was a shock to us. Other people got cancer, not us. The doctor described the tests and scans to clarify the cancer’s stage and type. He talked about treatment, surgery, chemotherapy, radiation. A deep-seated terror of death consumed Johan, driving him to diligently pursue every therapeutic avenue his doctor suggested, each session a desperate attempt to alleviate his anxiety. The cancer pain was relentless, but for over two years, it was compounded by other terrible afflictions—the constant fatigue, the bone-deep aches, the relentless nausea—that ravaged his body. And it was all for naught. The cancer ravaged his body, a relentless tide, yet he refused to surrender. He was so scared. We could not talk about it, unfortunately. Johan was a man of few words, especially when it came to his emotions; his feelings remained locked away, unspoken. 
Johan felt more at ease with men than with women. He loved to work with the guys at the construction site, and when he got home; he spent most of his free time around the football field, watching his own soccer club or Ajax. Johan was one of their most devoted fans. Over the years I have thrown away all his clothes, but I never had the heart of throwing away all those caps and shirts, flags and whatnot, with his favourite club on them. I couldn’t throw it away; it had meant the world to him.
It all came back to me after a phone call from Jutta a fortnight after I met Koen in the forest. An ambulance took him to the hospital. Eight years ago, and it felt like yesterday. The trip to the hospital, eager to be on time for visiting hours. The deep, aching sorrow as I remember those last days, the quiet hospital room, and the way Johan’s hand felt in mine. Each visit, heavy with unspoken words, uncomfortable silence and a growing sense of goodbye, even when I tried to stay strong. Like a wave of these feelings of helplessness, the feelings of loss, without the actual losing yet, it all crashed down on me. Grief isn’t confined to the loss; it permeates everything associated with it. 
Since Jutta answered every call—her voice familiar and slightly clipped—I expected her to call me, not Sylvia. Her responsibility as Sylvia’s mistress, or whatever. I’ll admit that becoming comfortable with Jutta took its time. I’ll never admit to feeling a pang of envy at how easily she befriended my best friend. The joy, however, on my best friend’s face as she embraces her new ‘Mistress’ makes it difficult for me to hold on to my jealousy. So we became ‘friends’. It would make a great TV series, with me as the Monica Geller to Jutta’s Rachel Green — a perfect example of the ugly girl being frenemies with the popular dominatrix. Friends with one mutual interest: Sylvia. I loved Sylvia for a lifetime.
Like that day back then, I still love you, Perhaps more deeply, more aware and true. For still each day without her feels so wrong — A silent longing, that’s been growing strong. 
I have always looked up to her. She was the daring one. There is nothing in the world she is afraid of. As she strides toward her goal, the whispers and judgments of others fade into the background, their opinions rendered insignificant. She is shameless, reckless, ageless, mannerless, angerless, borderless, braless, fearless and yet, nevertheless, she is my best friend. 
I am none of those. I am plain. When I was young, sometimes it was difficult to be the ugly girlfriend. Standing next to her was next to being invisible. Don't ask nature to level out. She had both brains and looks in abundance. Because Sylvia was always in the spotlight, I could remain obscure in her shadow. The things we did as kids, the irresponsible, thrilling dares, were things I lacked the courage to tackle alone. In the Netherlands, “Truth or Dare” is not a common game. Had we played it as teenagers, Sylvia invariably would have dared. She made me eat a spider and showed me how it should be done. She cut her own hair, and I followed her example. Both of our mothers got into a fit. She didn’t care, and I felt awful about it. During their rough games of basketball and soccer, Sylvia wouldn’t let me sit on the sidelines; she insisted both of us play or she wouldn’t join the game. Sylvia introduced me to my Johan. I always kept my maiden name, Sówka. Lammen is such a lame name. My parents came from Slovakia, but I was born and raised here in the Netherlands. 
Even now, Sylvia continues to be a source of excitement in my life, just as she was when we were young. Between the excitement of going to the market and going for a walk, there were plenty of opportunities to visit the Farmhouse, where they consistently welcomed and treated me as a valued guest.
In some ways, that phone call from Jutta made me feel like I belong, almost like family. It’s kind of nice that they let you know if something traumatic happens in their family, right? It was a brief call; she was in a hurry to go to the hospital to see him. I was in serious doubt if I should go to the hospital as well, not wanting to intrude on private family moments. Doubts lingered until my arrival at the hospital. Sylvia embraced me fiercely the moment she saw me, as if clinging to me was a matter of life and death. Being there for her instantly felt right, and finally, coming to the hospital had been a good thing to do.  
They, the Lord of Hosts whom we seek if we are in physical pain, were busy with Koen in the ER, and all we could do was wait. Sandor and his wife Ilse came in after an hour or so. They had been in Rotterdam visiting friends. Sandor hugged his mom first and then sat with his wife and mother-in-law. They were decent people. After their wedding, they’d invited me to attend their “alternative wedding ceremony,” a bizarre BDSM spectacle. Ilse is a doll. She laughs a lot and makes all the people around her happier, just with her presence. Without a doubt, she is one of the kindest people in the world. She called me Auntie Zuzanna. 
A man in a white uniform, way too young to be a doctor, came to us in the waiting room.
“Mr De Groen was in so much pain, his body simply blacked out. The body does that if the pain becomes intolerable. As you know, his cancer is in its later stages. The only thing we can do now, and have done, is to give him the best possible pain relief, so that he’s not suffering.” He waited a moment to let the message sink in. “I am afraid you will all have to prepare for the worst. I would advise you to contact the hospice on the 7th floor to give him the best care possible.”
Sandor asked, “Can we see him now?” 
The doctor told us to take that up with the nurses. His job was to make people better, not to interfere with visiting arrangements. Only two of us could go in. Ilse and Jutta first, Sandor and Sylvia after a few minutes when they came out. I had no intention of going in and was mentally preparing to leave them. 
“Koen specifically asked about you, Aunt Zuzanna, if you would like to come and see him later,” Ilse said softly. Following that visit in the woods, I didn’t feel as surprised as they did. I just nodded. New people were coming into the waiting room, with new grief, new tears and new hope. I needed to pull up my shield to avoid being dragged into all that sadness. I was unprepared when Sandor shook my shoulder gently.
“If you are up to it, Aunt Zuzanna, my father would love to see you now.” He said. 
Koen looked like any other dying husband in the hospital bed. Beeping machines, Tubes connecting him to life-prolonging machines. His complexion was more jaundiced than before. I took his hand in mine. It seemed the right thing to do. 
“Can you do me a favour?” That seemed to be a recurring theme in our conversations.
“Yes,” I said simply.
“I would like to see my grandson before I die.”
“I will take care of it.” The nurse came in and gave me dirty looks. Visiting hours are over, and nurses need time to take care of their patients. 

