
I have little respect for notaries and lawyers. When I see their work and compare it to that of road builders and teachers, I wonder why they earn so much money. Their expensive buildings, with their thick, plush carpets and gleaming oak desks, still failed to impress me. I recognised Annemarie, the receptionist. She was a former student of mine. I meet a lot of former students, of course. Annemarie’s beauty surpassed her intelligence. Her beauty was not her fault. It only emphasised my ugliness. I didn’t know why Van Heesteren, Karelsen en Van der Voort, Notaries, invited me to the reading of Koen’s will. Annemarie brought us to Mr van Heesteren. Too young to be a good notary. Peter and Natasha, Sandor and Ilse, and Sylvia were already sitting at the enormous conference table in the middle of the room. I shook hands with the young notary and sat down.
“Thank you for coming in today. Please accept my heartfelt condolences for your loss. My father has been Mr De Groen’s notary for many years. And in the week before he passed away, Mr De Groen called me and made arrangements regarding to his last will and testament. With the legal signing of this will, all previous wills are null and void. Some of Mr De Groen’s wishes were… unusual. The testament itself is straightforward. Mr Koen de Groens’ assets will be divided between his two sons. They will receive an equal share of his assets, with one restriction: that the property of Mr Koen de Groen will stay will remain in the possession of his son Sandor. Mr Peter de Groen will receive a sum of money equal to the value of the house, which was determined last week by the appraiser. His wife, his ex-wife, his daughter-in-law and his grandson receive nothing. All his possessions are to be divided among his sons. Although that is quite harsh, it is not at all uncommon. Most times, the wife gets usufruct of the house, which means that she can continue to live there until her death. That is not the case here. Mr de Groen was clear about this. Mr de Groen also asked me to include some passages in his will regarding his wives, by which he also meant his ex-wife, for which I, as a notary, cannot and will not bear responsibility. We found a joint solution in these letters that he dictated to Mrs Sówka. They contain his last wishes that are not in the will, but were his explicit wishes, nonetheless.”
“I want to read them.” Natasha said bluntly.
“I am afraid that is not possible. Mr Sandor de Groen, Mrs Jutta de Groen, and Mrs Sylvia Van Geelen are the recipients of these letters. They are of a very personal nature. These letters contain no mention of, nor any discussion regarding, financial matters whatsoever. The will is quite clear about the financial part of the late Mr Groen’s possessions. Anything that would be in those letters regarding finances would conflict with the will.”
“Where is Peter’s personal letter? Everyone here gets a letter, except for Peter? I should have expected this from a lowlife, misogynistic, pitiful little man, but this…”
“Is our presence still needed for this meeting?” Without waiting for an answer, Peter stood up. “If you need me, you can always get in touch with me,” Peter said, standing up and gave Van Heesteren his business card. They both left the room after that. Van Heesteren stood as well.
“Perhaps it would be better if I left you alone for a moment. Take your time. We won't need this conference room until later this afternoon. If you are ready, you might let our receptionist know. Once again, my condolences, and I wish you lots of strength in the time to come.”
Van Heesteren left the room. There were three envelopes on the table with their names on them. Sandor took the lead and opened the envelope with his name on it. He knew very well what it contained; he was there when Koen dictated the letter to me.
“Beloved Son,” he read out loud.
“My two sons, as different as the rich, dark soil and the clear, flowing water, couldn’t be more unlike. Peter got my passion for architecture, the analytical mind of an engineer. You have always been more in control, Sandor, and have a passion for life. The way you have embraced our lifestyle, the way you take care of the beautiful Ilse. It has left me completely speechless; I am both amazed and in awe.”
“You know as well as I do”, Sandor continued in his powerful voice, “what can happen to slaves if suddenly their master dies. Their well-being is still my responsibility, so I must leave them in good hands. I am giving you my slave Jutta. I know you will take good care of her. Don't let the fact that she's your mother-in-law prevent you from using her well. She was mine, body and soul. She has to obey you from this moment on in all ways, and in all matters. I need you to be strict with her, especially in the first year.”
“My second slave I cannot give to you for obvious reasons. I will give her to someone else who will take care of her equally well. My son, I love you. Take good care of what is yours now.”
Sandor lowered his letter, grabbed Jutta’s letter from the desk, and gave it to her.
“Read it out loud.”
Jutta was white as a blanket. The letter in her hands shook. The realisation that this was not Koen’s handwriting she was looking at. “Out loud”, Sandor repeated.
“Love of my life,”
"The cancer is painful, but it is nothing compared to the pain I feel from leaving you. It feels like I am deserting you, and that it’s not by choice doesn’t change any of it. You have made my life so much richer and more meaningful than I ever thought possible. Every moment with you has been a gift — a laughter shared, a quiet comfort in the darkness, the warmth of your hand in mine. I wish I had more time, not for myself, but for us — to make more memories, to share more quiet mornings, to simply be. But even as I leave, know this: my love for you isn’t bound by time. It will remain with you. If you feel a quiet whisper in the wind, a gentle touch on your cheek, it will be me. Please keep living, keep laughing, and remember me with a smile. That is all I could ever ask."
“I am forced to act quickly and practically. You have said many times that you were mine. So if you are my property, I have the duty to give you away so you will be taken care of. I am giving you to Sandor. He and his wife will take you in as their slave. Make no mistake, Sandor’s first priority is his wife, so you are at the bottom of the totem pole in that relationship. Furthermore, I am taking away ownership of Sylvia from you. I cannot ask of Sandor to take care of his mother. So, Sylvia goes to a different owner, and you will have no authority over her in the future.”
“You may not leave Sandor for one year. After that year, you will both evaluate as equal partners if you want to stay with them or go somewhere else. You are free to do that after this year. I have so much more to say, but forgive me, I can’t right now. Try to move on. I know Sandor will help you in any way he can. Yours faithfully, Koen.”
Sandor allowed the wailing to continue for a few minutes. He looked at Ilse and only said “Quiet” to her. Without hesitating a moment, he turned to his mother-in-law and said, “Quiet, slave.” What is it with these people? If someone takes charge, they respond like the brakes in my car. Sandor continued as if this were the most normal thing in life: “The last envelope is for Sylvia.” Sylvia looked like she was going to faint right then and there. I gave Syl her letter, but she waved it weakly away, pointing out that I should read it. It was an awkward moment. 
“Love of my life,” I read for her the words that Koen had told me to write.
“You have been the sun and the moon for me for so many years, and I was feeling humbled that you came back to us, to Jutta and me. We need each other, and I finally realised that you need this more than all of us. So I am giving you away to your best friend since forever, and she will take it upon herself to find a good master for you. You have no say in this. You are to obey her command as if it were mine. I will watch from above to see if you do as you are told. No slack for you, girl. Your mistress will no longer be your mistress. Zuzanna will be the one that will tell you what to do. Don’t question her; do as you are told. Obey me. Live a full life.
Your master.”
I lowered the letter. Sylvia still looked at us with a blank expression on her face. No tears. No hysteria, like Ilse and Jutta. Only sadness that had been pushed and buried inside.
Sandor cleared his throat. “Let’s get out of here.”

