
Sandor looks tall and handsome as we stand before our cars. Sylvia and Jutta came with her son and the other one’s daughter. They both make preparations to get into his car. 
“Girl, you belong to Zuzanna now. You will go with her. Say goodbye to your Mistress. From now on, she won’t be your Mistress any longer.” Both women latch onto each other like two magnets in a bear-hug contest, squeezing so tight you’d think their goal is to merge into one overly affectionate human pancake.
“I would like to get home today, if you girls don’t mind,” Sandor smirks. Sylvia is the first to release the embrace. Jutta gets into the car, and a few moments later they are at the end of the street.  
“Come on, Syl. Let’s go.” It’s quite a change from Sandor’s new Toyota Land Cruiser to Toyota Corolla from 2001. 
Her voice is soft and bereft of emotion. “Thank you Mistress, for taking me in.”
“Oh, come on Syl. It’s me. Zuzanna. Remember her? Your best friend since kindergarten? You can quit the Mistress stuff.”
“I am sorry if Mistress is displeased with me.”
“Oh Lordy, lordy. Guess we’re taking the scenic route through chaos?” Sylvia kept quiet. She looked her age. Sylvia had always been the pretty one. Sylvia, the attention seeker, the other girls used to call her in school. A nasty, but accurate way of describing the friend I truly love. She was the beauty; I was the beast. We were inseparable those days. Fiercely loyal if anyone attacked my looks, not afraid to fight for me if needed. I had always been the voice of reason if she had a crazy idea. I think once a month I pulled her away from a minor disaster. She was afraid of nothing. Perhaps I had been a bit too much. Afraid.
“Sylvia, wake up. Koen is not with us anymore. He has given Jutta to Ilse and Sandor. That was a good choice. They will take care of her. If I have to, and if you still want to, I will find you someone new. For now, relax. Give yourself time to grieve. Be as kind to yourself as Koen was to you.”
“Girl. My name is Girl.”
“It has been a long time since you were a girl, Sylvia.” I said as gently as I could. No answer. We drove the rest of the way in silence to my house. I had spent the weekend preparing our guestroom into a cosy room for Sylvia. We — I often say ‘we’ where I should say ‘I’ — do not get visitors often. The guestroom had been a laundry room for far too long. It would be nice to have Sylvia with me. Since my retirement, the days have been long and boring. Taking care of Johan had kept me busy for almost a year, but after he died, my days were empty. There is a limit one can go to the garden centre in a week. I kept myself busy with making things. Sewing, Knitting, Croquet, making my own clothes from a simple piece of cloth. My mama had raised me to be content with what you have. 
Most people live simple, uneventful lives. We work, and if we had kids (which we didn’t want), we’d look after them; otherwise, we spend our money on nice things. Once a year, we travel to different parts of the world. We have a pleasant house of our own (mortgage free now). Johan went to see Ajax Amsterdam every weekend, and I would visit my mother on Sundays. When Mom started to forget things, she moved in with us. She had her own place in the extension Johan had built for her. He had been a good man to me, my Johan. A provider in the old-fashioned meaning of the word. Someone who worked hard and gave all of it to me, because we knew who was good at what in our team. Some of my friends called me frugal, but I was not. I just don’t spend money without thinking. 
“Consider my house your own for the time being.” I said. “Feel free to eat and drink whatever you want, I will give you a key to the house so you can come and go as you like.” 
No response. Not a smile, not a word. Never before in this life did I see Sylvia filled to the brim with a mix of apathy and lethargy. Johan’s death saddened me, of course, but I don’t recall ever feeling this devastated. Perhaps I had a lot of time to get used to the thought that Johan would leave me. Perhaps the feeling that he was painless now comforted me enough to go on with life? I didn’t expect Sylvia singing and dancing in the rain a few days after she buried her husband, but that empty look in her eyes scares me to death. 
Sylvia shut herself in her room and came out only to eat. I told her funny stories about us growing up, hoping to cheer her up, but it didn’t work. Exactly 10 days after the burial was Sylvia’s birthday, March 27th. I made her a birthday cake, which she ate none of. 
“After our visit to the grave, I want to go to Peter’s place. I want to see my grandson.” We have visited the grave every single day for the last ten days. There was nothing to see there. No stone on it yet. Just a piece of land with some sloppy soil on it, between large gravestones on either side. And yet Sylvia spent at least an hour near the grave, carefully removing dead flowers from the bouquets and funeral wreaths.
Today, Sylvia seemed more lost than ever. It had been raining all night. It looked like new showers were about to come down at any minute now. When she came to the grave, Sylvia fell to her knees and collapsed on the dirt, spreading her arms and legs into a grotesque X-shape. Sobbing so loud and sad it could break your heart. I did not have the heart to tell her to get up. I was glad Johan had been cremated because what do you find in a cemetery? Nothing but sand and dirt. When I felt the first drops coming down on my face, it was time to go. 
“Sylvia, come on, let’s get going. Our first stop will be at the farm where Sandor and the women will be able to offer their birthday greetings, and then, if you still wish to, we can also stop at Peter’s location.”
After a few minutes, I lost my patience with her. I bit my tongue at the last minute. Getting angry with her was not a solution. I helped her up from the damp floor and tried to wipe some of the dirt off her coat. I just made it even dirtier. No way we could arrive at Sandor’s place with her looking like this on her birthday. First, we had to drive home to change. At home, I had to take her coat off and put another coat on. She just stood there, like a zombie Barbie girl, just staring at nothing. I hoped a visit to Sandor and her ‘Mistress’ would cheer her up a bit. 
When we arrived at their farmhouse, I still considered Sylvia’s property by the way — it soon became clear they were busy with all kinds of things, except for a nice birthday gathering. They were busy with people I vaguely remembered seeing at the funeral, moving stuff from the barn, Sandor’s old house, to the main house. These two strange guys bullied Ilse and her mother in front of us for being lazy and not working hard enough. Both were wearing dresses, if you could call it that. The dress was short enough to cover the crotch, but hardly more than that. The top showed so much of their bare breasts, they might as well have nothing on. 
“Do you really want your ass plugged with the biggest buttplug we have?” One of them yelled. “Get a move on, you lazy cunt!”
The other one laughed like a hyena. Ever heard one laugh? It sounds like this fat guy: “If you whores don’t want to be sold to the highest bidder, be more careful with that stuff.”
Sandor came outside and said nothing about it. He had a little smile on his face.
“I thought we had made an appointment to stop by for Sylvia’s birthday today?” I asked with perhaps just a bit too much venom in my voice.
“OMG”, Sandor smacked his head. “I completely forgot. Happy Birthday, girl.”
“She is not a girl anymore. You can call her mother or by her name.” I said.
Sandor looked at me, totally stunned. They were all so soaked in their pseudo-world that they considered this behaviour normal. Sylvia was now my responsibility, and on your mother’s birthday, I expected them all to behave as if she were a human being. 
“She’s having a really hard time, just like you all are after losing your dad so suddenly.” 
Sandor looked frazzled. “It made sense for us all to move to the main house, and Martin and Donald were kind enough to help us move the heavy stuff. So, I’m afraid the house is rather a mess right now. We’ll throw you a nice birthday party in a week or so. I promise Mom!”
The mother in question had not said a word. She just looked at a point far away in the distance. These dudes who helped out were so busy that they didn’t even have time to say happy birthday to Sylvia.
“I am sorry”, Sandor said to me as if he should apologise to me. Sandor offered a seemingly obligatory apology to his mother, saying, “I’m sorry. We will make it up, I promise, it’s just, well, such a weird time right now, and the guys have to leave for home soon…”
“It’s okay, Master.” Sylvia said to her son and turned to the car. In my long friendship with Sylvia, I’ve seen things that would make most people’s wildest reality TV-fuelled acid trips pale in comparison. The timing, however, Koen’s son thought it was appropriate to move in to his parent’s house, puzzled me once again. With some effort, I kept my opinion to myself.
If this visit to her youngest son had been a disaster, the visit to her eldest son would likely be a full-blown catastrophe of epic proportions.
Laren, in North Holland, is known as one of the wealthiest towns in the Netherlands. The people who live there are successful entrepreneurs, executives, or retirees with significant wealth, celebrities and artists, a lot of expats and second-home owners. The town has a leafy, picturesque character, high-end boutiques, art galleries, and cosy cafes—basically, it’s where people go when they want charm and luxury. Does that sound like Peter and Natasha might live in Laren? You are right; they do. It took us over 90 minutes to cover the 150 kilometres, including traffic jams on the way. 
I stopped making small talk on our trip and just cranked up the radio. My mum and dad knew nothing of Beethoven or the Beatles. For as long as I can remember, they played Dutch music. Perhaps that is the reason I loved the Dutch ‘levenslied as well.’ It is like a German schlager or French chanson, with a Dutch twist — emotional, melodic pop music with lyrics about real life and strong feelings. Some call it sentimental pop, but it isn’t. It’s life, sung in my own language. I knew Sylvia loathed it. I turned it up around the halfway mark, just to see her reaction. Any response is better than silence. Not even Marco Schuitemaker could make her turn the radio down.
The villa stood proudly behind a wrought-iron gate, nestled among manicured hedges and towering beech trees. Its thatched roof curved gently over whitewashed brick walls, giving it a timeless, almost storybook charm. Tall windows with dark green shutters lined the facade, each one gleaming in the soft afternoon light. A gravel driveway swept in a neat arc toward the front door, flanked by blooming hydrangeas and boxwood borders. A classic wooden portico framed the front entrance, with climbing roses twisting around its pillars. Everything about the villa whispered of quiet wealth and carefully curated taste.
“Have you ever been here?” I asked, unsure if I got the right address. Sylvia just opened the car door and got out. 
“I guess you have,” I said under my breath. 
“I will go alone.” Sylvia said.
“Like hell, you will. I go where you go. Especially now.” We walked down the driveway. The door opened before we were at the entrance. The wonders of camera surveillance, I guess. In the doorway stood Natasha with a young boy on her arm. 
Natasha is a beautiful woman measured by all standards. Laren is full of trophy wives, and she was probably among the biggest trophies in this little town. There was no financial need for her to work, and on a weekday, with no visitors expected, her makeup looked impeccable. She had neatly styled dark blond hair, likely from her weekly visit to the hairdresser. An outfit that probably cost more than all of my summer wardrobe. She exuded a carefree air, protected by a high electronic fence that, like the neighbours on either side, was supposed to keep burglars and profiteers from getting near her.
“Please go away. You are not welcome here.”
Sylvia dropped to her knees on the stairs and looked up at her daughter-in-law.
“Please forgive me for all I have done wrong to you. You are entitled to hate me. I just want to get to know my grandson.” Sylvia said, her voice remorseful, humble and small. 
“No. There is no way I would subject my son to your twisted, kinky lifestyle. Go on and enjoy your whips and chains. Degrade yourself towards men, all men. But stay away from Alexander.” The door slammed shut. And remained closed even when I held the bell for a full minute. 
90 minutes on the way here, 90 back, 41 euros in petrol for a conversation that lasted less than a minute and could just as easily have been done over the phone. I picked up the pieces Natasha had left for me on the stairs and helped Sylvia back into the car. 
The radio remained off on the way back. I tried to make her feel better, telling her she had done all the things she could do. I tried to make jokes about Natasha.
“Natasha does yoga, you know. Says it helps her stay balanced.
I asked, “Mentally or emotionally?”
She said, “On one foot, over your grave.”
“Do you know the joke about the daughter-in-law that offered to do my nails?
She filed them into claws. Hers, not mine. I just sat there like a hostage with glitter.” 
“Mmmm. Not good, huh? Do you know a better one?” Silence. I sighed. “I suppose not.” Tears poured down Sylvia’s cheeks. “The jokes were bad, but not that bad, Syl.”
No answer. Just that damned blank stare out of the window. I was at the end of my rope here.

