
Some 30 minutes from the Dutch border, I noticed a sign showing a roadside restaurant in 1,5 kilometres. “Take the next exit to the restaurant, girlfriend. I am hungry, and I have got to pee. Badly.” Despite all my bravado, I had the jitters for the first time exposing ourselves in public as Siamese twins. 
The highway restaurant was a functional, cafeteria-style stop attached to a Texaco fuel station. Our first stop was the restroom. It was one of those things; if you did not pay your 50 cents, a turnstile blocked access. It took some coordination with Sylvia still outside and with me already within. There was a waiting line for the ladies. Why is it that no one understands the need for women’s restrooms to have three times as many stalls as men’s restrooms? So we waited. And waited. I was getting more and more nervous. With five women before us, Sylvia did one of her signature roleplay things. 
“Excuse me, I have this prisoner with me, and she is getting really nervous now.” As proof of her claim, she held her arm up with the chain leading unmistakably towards me. “And when she is nervous, she might be dangerous. I don’t think you are in immediate danger, but I would prefer if we took no chances. Do you ladies mind if we take the next free stall?” The ladies did not mind when I made uncontrollable hand movements with my left hand. 
“Thank you, all,” Sylvia smiled sweetly, and we disappeared both into the cramped toilet stall. Sylvia gestured I should go first, and that was good advice. I almost didn’t make it. I looked up from the seat. Sylvia smiled. I swear. She smiled. Not one that reached her eyes, but it was a start. I finished as soon as I could, wiped and made room for her. It made me think of times long gone. Sylvia was often the one who started some crazy story, full of confidence and 100% serious. I was used to adjusting within seconds and playing my part. 
After Sylvia was done, we washed our hands and walked into the busy restaurant. At the counter they sold hearty Belgian comfort food such as stoofvlees with fries, spaghetti and meatballs, alongside grab-and-go sandwiches and strong self-serve coffee. We attracted quite some attraction at the counter. There was a moment, I think, where everyone was looking at us. Sylvia acted as if nothing was out of the ordinary, and instinctively I followed her lead. We talked softly about Sandor’s journey. Before he left, he asked me to feed the animals. After Ilse moved in with Sandor, numerous animals appeared on the old farm. Suddenly there were chickens, a rooster, rabbits, and two cats. 
We found a quiet spot to eat the comfort food we needed badly. At least I needed it badly. 
“Are you OK?,” I asked. “With all this?” My eyes turned to the chain. 
“This is so unlike you, so not your thing, Zuzanna. I still need to know why on earth you did such a brazen thing?”
“It was the only thing I could come up with.” I admitted. “You seem to have lost your zest for life. If I let you have your way, there will come a time when I won’t be able to get to you in time. That thought is unbearable. This is very embarrassing and perhaps completely out of my comfort zone, but I can keep a close eye on you and it brings life to the party. It is time my life should finally come to life again.”
“So you are doing this not for me, but to have your own adventures?” Sylvia teased.
“Yes”, I said simply.
“I don’t understand,” Sylvia said. 
“I get up at six o’clock in the morning. Not because I have set my alarm, but my internal clock is telling me to get out of bed. A brief shower. Breakfast. At seven in the morning, I’m sitting in my chair wondering if I will read my book, do a Sudoku-puzzle or clean my kitchen. Sometimes I deliberately make such a mess of my kitchen during breakfast that it takes me an hour to clean everything up again. After an exciting visit to the library and the groceries that are on offer at the Jumbo, I go back home. Two in the afternoon. Too early for television, too early for booze, too early for my vibrator. So I go for another walk, talk with the dog owners around my house about the weather or their lovely dogs. I have 103 channels on my TV, and most evenings it’s off. Nothing there that I haven’t seen a thousand times before. So I get a book, my Sodoku-puzzle and on Fridays my vibrator and go to bed. Only to wake up the next day at six.” 
We were quiet. Sylvia grabbed my hand and said, “You could go to work again, doing a volunteer job?”
I shook her hand away from mine. “I have done my share of work for the community. Why should I go to work without being paid? Do not feel sorry for me, Sylvia. I enjoy being retired. I like the nothingness of zero obligations. Don’t flatter yourself thinking your antics are a reason for me to chain you to me. I wish we could have just been friends, doing whatever friends do. I was so looking forward to it. And now, eight years after taking care of Johan, I am forced to take care of you. Not because I like to be locked onto you, but because I have no other choice. You better start prepping about forty excuses, because you are going to make me so incredibly angry in the future. I can already feel the rising tension. I am going to hate you with a vengeance. But I will not let you go. Ever. Know now that even if I want to string you up myself, I will not set you free.” Unintentionally, my voice rose and sounded perhaps a bit nasty. I sounded like the white guy who locked Nelson Mandela up. 
“Koen, forgive her, for she doesn’t know what she is saying.” Her eyes shimmered like moonlight on a grave, quiet and terrible. “I understand you’ve never experienced the support of a mentor, someone to take charge and lift the weight of decisions from your shoulders. And I pity you for it. I lost not just my husband, like you did. I lost my guide, and now I’m just walking in darkness.” She cried. “And I’m afraid of the dark.”
We were both busy with our own grief. 
“I am sorry.” I said. 
“For what? Koen always said, for what? Just sorry isn’t enough, he used to say.”
“For saying these awful things about hating you. I could never hate you, even if I wanted to. Please forgive me.”
“I am sorry too. I cannot know how much you have missed your husband. It’s not a game for who have the most pain; I shouldn’t have said that. I am deeply sorry.”
“I am not sorry, however, for locking your wrist to mine.” I had to get the last word in.
At home, we just wanted to freshen up and go to bed. We needed to work out the logistics for my small shower stall. One outside, the other getting wet, and vice versa. When I undressed, we discovered something neither of us had thought of before. 
The right sleeve of her dress and the left sleeve of my shirt got stuck. It got as far as our bracelets, but there was no way to take them off. There was no way I could get that sleeve over my bracelet. Yes, I could take it over the bracelet, only to get stuck on a chain leading to Sylvia’s wrist. The rest of the shirt hangs lifeless on the chain.
“Why did nobody think of this?” I said, frustrated. 
“Why did not you think of it, warden?” Sylvia teased. “Work your magic with that special lock, so the chain can pass through the sweater’s armhole. It’s the only way.”
“No. We will have to think of something else.” I said with a certainty that surprised her.
“Why not?” She sounded like a whining kid.
As a concerned mother, my response was simple: “Because I said so.”
She stood up and started walking to the kitchen. I had to follow her, of course. “What do you think you are doing?” I said, still pissed.
“To the kitchen to get a pair of scissors. We will cut the dress and your shirt.”
“It's a waste of money just to cut it up.”

She walked back. “Well, Warden, tell me what to do then.” 
I sank back into the couch. My shirt is still halfway between us, only in my white bra.
“I don’t believe my eyes!” Sylvia suddenly said.
“What?”
“Your titties. Did the girls shrink in the wash? They were…” She showed Dolly Parton size with her hands. 
“Ten years ago or so, I had them done. It caused me so much pain, the doctors actually suggested an operation. Johan understood, though he wasn’t exactly pleased. I have never had back pain since then. This new size suits me fine. 
I took my bra off. “It’s really well done. A plastic surgeon took care of it. I did not want to throw all my old clothes away, so I don’t think many people noticed.”
“You’re on a strict fashion diet — zero spending, full style.” Sylvia said with a smile on her face. 
“Not everyone is as rich as you are, Sylvia. As a small business owner, Johan couldn't afford disability insurance. After the doctors declared Johan unfit for work, we had to live on welfare. Fortunately, we still had my income from school that kept us going. But that meant that we had to turn every cent over.” Sylvia’s casual attitude about it bugged me somehow. I knew she did not mean to be mean, but it felt like it anyway.
“I have nothing left; all of Koen’s possessions have been divided between his sons.” Sylvia said.
“Come on, wake up. Please. Do you think Koen would leave you penniless? Koen made sure Jutta and you were financially safe. Sandor knows the numbers of Swiss banks, with 150.000 euro for each of you.”
“He did?” Sylvia said in a small voice.
“Of course he did. He didn’t want Peter and Natasha to know about it, so he took care of this when Jutta sold the hotel. There is no way they will ever find out, as only Sandor knows about this. Even Jutta herself doesn’t know.”
“Oh,” Sylvia said. 
“Yes, Miss Histoire d’O, tell me how we are going to solve this issue getting my shirt off, not to mention how we're going to get dressed tomorrow. 
“I suggest we cut the dress and your shirt as neatly as we can and try to come up with something tomorrow. I am exhausted, Mistress Zuzanna.”
“Don’t you start with that Mistress stuff again, Syl. Okay, let’s go.”
“All the sharp objects and scissors are in the kitchen drawer, Zuz, as you well know. And you are the only one with the key.” A much-needed drastic security measure. We walked to the kitchen. It was only when I saw the darkness behind the kitchen window I realised I was walking in here with bare breasts. I dragged her back to the living room by the chain and, in a mild panic, unravelled my shirt around the chain.
“I am half-naked, Syl. Anyone can see us in the kitchen.” I hissed. She shrugged, not impressed. 
“They look really nice, Zuz. You might be able to surprise a passerby with a pleasant experience.” 
“Perhaps you show yours to that nice guy who is peeking out the kitchen window?” I retorted. Stupid thing to say. She had already pulled her dress off. She was wearing only black panties underneath that. Now, her dress was hanging on a thin wire. 
“Come on, we will be here forever, and I have had enough excitement for one day.” Sylvia said, not bothering to dress. I got the key from my secret place (in one terrine I never used, a wedding present from my in-laws) that was not so secret now Sylvia was standing here one metre away from me. It didn’t matter anymore. This girl was keeping a close eye on her in the years to come. Sylvia cut my shirt and her dress. The stairs were not wide enough for us to walk next to each other, so Sylvia went first and I was right behind her. 
We had never been body-shy. As teenagers we had made love. We were so much older now, but somehow it all came back. Without further ado, I showered first. Sylvia had a towel for me, and I towelled dry when Syl was in the shower. Try someday to dry yourself with one hand. Some parts get fairly dry; other parts stay wet like a dolphin in a rainstorm. Finally, I waited for Syl to come out of the shower, and we towelled each other dry. 
Brushing my teeth was no problem for me, but appeared a challenge for the right-handed Sylvia. The chain between us made strange dances as she was brushing fanatically her teeth. 
“Let’s go to bed.” Out of habit, I grabbed my warm flannel nightgown. Sylvia grabbed it out of my hands. 
“Not today, mistress. There is no way you can get that on with that thing on your wrist. You will have to sleep next to me in the nude today.”
She was right. “Let’s practice sleeping positions, mistress. Do you sleep on your back?”
“Rarely,” I said. 
“Well, I would be on the right side of the bed, and you on the left. That way, neither of us has a chain under your body. Spooning is only possible on our right side. If I hold my hand a bit to the side, you can put your left hand on me. Closer, mistress, you were the one that wanted this. Now I want to feel your new tits against me.”
I wrapped my arm around her. It has been a long time since I had spooned someone. It felt good. 
They say you get used to everything. Maybe that's true. Sylvia and I stayed mostly at home. I wasn't ready to face the confrontation outside the house. It would have been impossible to do this with anyone else. But this was Sylvia. It felt different from living with Johan. I will not say it felt better. That would be a betrayal of the love Johan had felt for me. It was a strange sensation that Sylvia was responsive again from one minute to the next, almost as if she were the old Sylvia again. How is it possible that someone's mind can completely shut down one day, so much so that it's impossible to have a sensible conversation, and then, moments later, function as if nothing had happened? I didn't understand it, and to be honest, I didn't trust it. The image of a motionless Sylvia on a rope wouldn't leave my dreams at night. Of course, I was happy for her. Naturally, I hoped this could be the beginning of a recovery. But I didn't dare say it out loud, especially not with Sylvia five feet away from me, where she could hear every sigh.
One metre and a half. You remember COVID. Social Distance. Imagine reverse social distancing.
You can’t. Constantly being within arm’s reach of another person is inconceivable. To always be within a person’s circle of privacy. You smell her morning breath, the odours of sweat and her body’s own fluids. You bump into her body and touch involuntarily intimate parts of her body so many times, every now and then it doesn't feel shameful, because it happens so often. But most of the time, an apology slips through your barrier of embarrassment. It’s a cliché, but you only realise how much you like owning your privacy until you have lost it.
I don’t use makeup. Why patch up something ugly if the end-result is passably ugly? Do you know how much time Sylvia spends doing her makeup? On average, 30 minutes. I watch her for half an hour as she transforms from pretty to beautiful. Her finished look makes me feel even more grotesque.
“If I wanted to buy something, could I borrow something from you? I mean, borrow is the wrong word of course, because I cannot ever pay you back unless I take on a job. And I cannot work because you would have to work as well, you know…” She lifted her right arm. The links in the chain made a slight jingling sound. 
If the person on the other end of the phone has a strong voice, you don’t need to put him on speaker. Sylvia, within a metre of me, could hear him word for word. Sandor’s voice carried the kind of confidence that doesn’t ask for attention—it takes it. Without wasting time on polite conversation starters, I asked him, “If Jutta wants money to spend on herself, how do you deal with that, since your father excluded both his wives from his inheritance?” I asked.
“Did you know he had been giving Jutta 10 euros pocket money a week for several years? She could do with that as she pleased. If she needed more, she would ask him. I actually just continued that arrangement.”
“So you give her the 10 euro cash? I could do that as well, I suppose… Ten euros is… well, everything is a bit more expensive with two people, of course, but I will manage somehow.” My income was just above the welfare level.
The army had not given an important position to Sandor for nothing; the man was not stupid. “I will make arrangements today to have my mother’s money transferred to your account.”
“Please don’t do that. I really don’t need it. I have some savings of my own, but thank you for that gesture.”
“If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask. I owe you a huge debt that cannot be expressed in money.”
“I will, thank you.”
In some ways, it’s like a marriage. Two people who have habits and mannerisms are forced to live in the same house, and how much you love each other, they are bound to fight over small things, like putting the cap on the toothpaste back, or dropping your clothes just like that on the floor. I like to watch TV; she didn’t. She enjoys working in the garden; I don’t. I hate broccoli; she doesn’t. So we compromise. She is sitting with her laptop on the floor - she prefers to sit on the floor  - with her headset on as I watch the TV-program. 
Three taps on her shoulder get her attention to get some drinks or a visit to the bathroom. The other way around is nonexistent. She doesn’t ask me for anything to drink, and her bladder is impressively bigger or better than mine. 
The solution we could come up with to our Siamese clothing drama was to unpick the hem and sew the Velcro on the inside. It was far from pretty, but at least we could show ourselves in public again. Sylvia was the best seamstress of us, but I could hand sew a bit of Velcro, thank you very much. We were both unhappy with the result, but until we had a better solution, this would have to do.
Did it feel strange being tied to my best friend forever like that? Was I embarrassed to do number two with Sylvia standing there next to me? You bet I was! Did I regret my impulse decision? With the pictures fresh in my memory to see her dangling there on the ceiling, I instantly knew I had done the right thing. Of all the reactions I had expected from Sylvia, not this one. I was prepared for apathy, anger, and disgust. But instead, Sylvia seemed alive again, almost cheerful and happy. She mostly minimised the difficulties of being tied up like this, even when I complained about it. 
A few minor burns taught us that cooking together required much more communication — who is doing what and simple logistic directions: “Watch out!, To your left. Walk around me. Leash too short!” Other than that, we got along just fine. More than fine. After two days of looking after the animals at Sylvia’s former farmhouse, Sandor came back. He called right after they came back and invited us for the evening. He had something important to discuss with us. It sounded ominous. 

