
With one suitcase each, we boarded the Eurostar in Amsterdam at one in the afternoon. To avoid causing any unnecessary commotion at customs, I opted to leave the chain and the wristbands in the suitcase. The customs check-in at the Amsterdam station went smoothly. Sylvia had to open her suitcase. Upon seeing the contents, the customs officer raised his eyebrows.
"Even old ladies can be kinky," Sylvia said without batting an eyelid. Giving her another scrutinising look, the young man saw no serious threat in either of us. Arriving at St. Pancras in London, we had to take the tube to Kings Cross. We used the two hours to change trains, for a bite to eat and leave for Edinburgh at 7pm. We arrived at half-past eleven, and I had seen enough trains for the next two years. Neither of us was brave enough to drive the last 120 km on the wrong side of the road in the dark. So we checked into a hotel 10 minutes from Waverley Station.
“There is no need to lock me to the bedpost,” Sylvia said as I was busy locking the chain with a padlock to the bed. 
“You are so right. There is no need at all. You’re not going anywhere; you’re in a strange hotel in a foreign country, right?” I said calmly, carrying on with my work.
“So why don’t you release me and let me go in the middle of the night to the toilet on my own for a change?”
I locked a second lock, just for security. “Because I don’t want to explain to the cops in this beautiful country why you jumped off our balcony and left a nasty bloodstain on their clean pavement.”
Looking at her, I was glad I had not listened to her objections. Four months after losing Koen, and on the cusp of new experiences, life still held no appeal for her. I was tired and disappointed. She might have felt it and crawled close to me in bed. Within minutes after I got into bed, I was asleep. 
The next morning, a cab brought us to a parking lot just outside town. Our brand new Ford Fiesta, just over 10 years old, was parked there, courtesy of the car dealer we'd paid £4,500 for. The keys arrived two weeks early at our home, allowing us to drive away immediately. I had a fair amount of experience driving on the wrong side of the road. Johan and I had often spent our holidays in the UK, driving crisscross across the country in a rental car. The car seemed clean enough, but the seats were a bit much, so we covered them with a towel. I'd left my car in the Netherlands because it was more comfortable to have the steering wheel on the wrong side.
Driving from Edinburgh to Pitlochry via the M90 and A9 is a stunning journey. After the city, the landscape opens up into soft, rolling farmland dotted with sheep, stone walls, and tidy farmhouses. Once you reach Perth and join the A9 heading north, the scenery transforms. The hills rise, the River Tay follows alongside the road, and the landscape becomes more rugged and richly forested. The Grampian Mountains loom in the distance, and we passed through glens flanked by steep slopes covered in bracken, fir trees, and heather. Near Pitlochry, deep in Tay Forest Park, surrounded by a tapestry of pine forest, rushing rivers, and distant, mist-cloaked peaks. The hills blaze with orange and gold and are breathtakingly beautiful. Sylvia and I take turns pointing out all the things we can see from the road. 
Home is where the heart is. Home in Killiecrankie is at the end of a cul-de-sac surrounded by trees. Somewhere between Pitlochry and Killiecrankie, at the end of a dirt road, is the road to nowhere. From the outside, the house looks like any other building in the area. A stone-built cottage or farmhouse with thick walls to withstand the harsh weather. Slate covers the pitched roof, and a chimney serves the fireplace. Small windows with white-painted frames and shutters. The sandstone bricks are ideal for withstanding Scotland’s wet and windy climate. The exposed stone showcases its natural texture and earthy tones, giving the house a rugged and timeless appearance that blends well with the surrounding landscape. Surrounded by the forest, a small garden was separated by a low stone wall. The house is about 20 meters above the B road from Pitlochry. If you're driving too fast, you'll barely see the unpaved track that winds uphill for about a hundred meters to the house. Our mailbox at the start of our dirt road is the only sign that suggests there are actually people living here at the end of this track.
The house is almost big enough for a couple to live in, but cramped for three. It had taken us several days to get rid of the smell of a house that had been unoccupied for years. The living room was completely empty, with not a single piece of furniture in sight. Except for a pile of IKEA boxes in the corner. The small bedroom fit perfectly with a double bed after we'd assembled it. There wasn't even room for a nightstand. If you crouched down, you could just barely reach your bed. Fortunately, the mattresses were also new and made of good-quality memory foam. The kitchen was crammed with appliances on both sides—not new, but working. It was practically impossible for two people to stand in it, but we had little choice. If we needed to turn around, either Sylvia or I had to jump on the counter so the other could turn around. There were also several boxes in the small attic upstairs. Donald J. probably had a lot of IKEA stock. A desk, an office chair, and a single bed. Neatly packed in their original packaging with Swedish precision.
“How do you feel about coming here? No second thoughts?” Sylvia asked me the day Ciaran was supposed to come ‘home’.
“Perhaps I should have asked you that question.” I said, raising my cuffed hand. I had dragged her to this place on a chain.
“No, I am the one who decided to come here, to this… middle of nowhere.” Sylvia insisted. 
“It’s remote, isn’t it?” I giggled. 
“Do you have reception on your phone?” Sylvia asked.
“Nope,” I said. “No TV, no internet, not even scrolling on your phone  — we should call this place Outlander.” We laughed. Some of the old connections re-emerged, the both of us against the rest of the world. 
At noon we heard a car park near our house, so we went outside. A Tesla with undoubtedly a custom-made chair to accommodate Donald J.'s ego and a kid next to him. The kid was more interesting. He has light blond hair, styled in a slightly messy, tousled fashion that falls across his forehead and around his ears. The hair, with its mix of light and shadow, adds texture and depth.
His skin is light-toned and noticeably freckled, with a scattering of darker spots or moles across his cheeks, nose, and forehead. These imperfections are clearly visible and add to his overall unique appearance. His eyes are a striking golden-brown or amber, which contrasts directly with his light hair and complexion and appear especially bright and intense, drawing my attention directly into his gaze. The eyes are wide open, giving a sense of focus and engagement, but also hinting at a thoughtful expression. His expression appears serious and almost solemn. A neutral expression is on his lips, neither smiling nor upset, possibly with a frown. His gaze is direct, looking straight at us, which made it very intimate and personal. The subtle shadows of the car bring attention to the structure of his face, particularly under his cheekbones.
He is wearing a dark-coloured hooded sweatshirt. The dark clothing tones down somewhat the lighter tones of his skin and hair.
“Welcome to Killiecrankie.” I said. Donald J. was making the introductions. You put a quarter into him and he would start talking. 
“Ladies, I would like to introduce to you my son, Ciaran.” He pulled his son closer to us. 
“Ciaran, these are the two lovely ladies who will guide and assist you over the next two years: Sylvia van Geelen and Zuzanna Sowka. They are from the Netherlands, but they speak very good English.”
“Why? We had agreed on one housekeeper, not two. These two are antiques. It was not enough to bring me to the middle of nowhere for two years; you needed to up your game with two ancient guards.”
That was not a nice thing to say. Whatever I had expected from our first meeting, not this. I extended my hand in greeting.
“Welcome, Master Ciaran, to your new home. I am Zuzanna. I don’t think we are dead yet, so I hope we can contribute to making your stay a pleasant one.”
Sylvia raised her right hand as well, and with that she drew attention to her titanium bracelet and the chain that connected her to me. She makes obeisance to her new pupil. “Welcome, Master Ciaran. I am Sylvia, your servant.”
“Is this a dress rehearsal for a new episode of ‘Upstairs, Downstairs?’ Where are the hidden cameras? I’m not laughing, assuming this is a joke.” Ciaran was turning red from embarrassment or anger. 
“Why don’t we all go inside so we can talk, shall we?” Donald J. said syrupy. 
The living room could easily be mistaken for an IKEA showroom. In the corner is a terracotta-coloured corner sofa opposite a rocking chair, and towards the kitchen is a large table with six chairs. A rustic wood stove between the sofa and the rocking chair was the only form of heating in the entire house. We all sat down at the dining table, according to good country life custom.
“Perhaps we've got off to a false start. This is our chance to do it right. Now's your chance to ask questions, Ciaran, and I'm sure Zuzanna and Sylvia will be happy to answer them. Let me start with the elephant in the room, because I haven't seen you chained together before either. Can you explain that to us?”
I was the one who needed to explain. “Sylvia's husband recently passed away, and she's had a very hard time with it. She finds it hard to be alone and to take care of herself. That's why I'm always close by, and we'll probably be inseparable for the next two years.”
“Kinky,” Ciaran commented.
“No, security,” I said in a clipped tone of voice.
“Are you lesbians?” Ciaran asked with the innocence of youth.
“Ciaran, behave.” Donald J. interrupted. 
“It’s a fair question if we are to live together as a unit for a long time. The answer is Ciaran, that we both love men, and we love each other as well. I hope you’re not shocked if you walk into a scene when we make love. We will try to be as discrete as possible, but even old spinsters have urges, you know?”
I could see that both answers shocked him. Young people think that only the young and horny make love. 
“Where is the TV?” Ciaran changed the topic that made him uncomfortable.
“No TV, no internet, no phone-signal out here. The only option is Starlink satellite internet. But that is very expensive.” Donald J. said. 
“I don’t need TV. Television is for old folks like them, but I do need a fast internet connection.”
Sylvia looked him in eye. A former schoolteacher who is used to stubborn adolescents. “We were young once too, Ciaran. I know the internet is important to you. You think you need your porn and gaming. And if you insist, we will allow you to buy a huge bundle. But you have to be realistic as well. You will be the man of the house as soon as your father leaves. You will be responsible for how you spend your money. That means if your wages run out the first week of the month, we won't have anything to eat for the other three weeks. Not you, and neither will we, because we can only contribute £100 per month per person for lodging. And that also has to cover the cost of gasoline. Public transport to work. I have no idea how much you'll earn, but I'm also afraid you have no idea how expensive daily life is.”
“And don’t expect a penny from me, young man.” Donald J. also put his two cents in. “I couldn't care less whether or not you’re starving. You're on your own. I don't know if it's wise of the ladies to let you manage the money, but that's their choice. Sylvia and Zuzanna, I don't want you to starve because of poor money management. Message me if you really get stuck. Just because Ciaran has to go hungry doesn't mean you should too.” 
 “That is a very kind gesture of yours,” I smiled, “but I’m sure Ciaran will do just fine. Don’t worry about us.” 
Sylvia suddenly stood up. Our coordination of moving, walking, standing up, and sitting down usually works fine, as long as the chain doesn't get caught somewhere. Perhaps it was her sudden movement that caused the chain to get stuck on the chair. We weren't used to this IKEA crap yet. She fell back into her chair halfway up. I burst out laughing. It was truly amazing to see her face show utter surprise when she suddenly landed back on the chair. She started laughing, too. Father and son looked at us as if we were crazy, which made us laugh even harder. 
“Sorry for that  — private joke.” I said. “Let's go on a discovery tour of your new home.” We rediscovered this old house through his eyes. 
“NO WAY. This is illegal. Fucking hell, this is no bathroom; this is a sewer. I can hardly turn here without bumping my butt. Where is my bathroom? I can only hope it’s better than this!”
“This is it, the bathroom for the three of us. It’s not so bad; it just needs a little loving care, like the rest of this place.” I said, my voice softening the words.
“You mean I have to share this with you?” The horror in his eyes made me smile.
“You can pee outside if you want to. There are enough trees to choose from. Just remember that one day the wood you’re peeing on might be used for your coffin.” Ever since Koen was no longer there, Sylvia's humour had become darker. Ciaran didn't have an opinion about the kitchen, at least not out loud. We did.
“This is our bedroom. It’s the only room in the entire house with a lock on the door. Not even the bathroom has a lock. That lock is there for an obvious reason. It's our domain, and you're not allowed in. This is downstairs, though. Living room, bathroom, and kitchen. We have a storage closet here. The upstairs is yours, and yours alone. We won't come upstairs without your permission. This also means we'll only tidy up and clean when you're there.”
A snort from Ciaran was the only response. Maybe we wouldn't have much cleaning to do upstairs after all. That was a good thing, since the stairs were steep, and it was hard for us to avoid pulling each other down, particularly on the way down. We were getting more and more used to being stuck together, but the stairs without a railing was a circus act that would have fit perfectly in Cirque du Soleil. 
The attic was an open space spanning the entire width of the house. Because of the sloping roof, the attic’s usable space was mostly limited to storage. A few boxes from an unnamed Swedish furniture store were leaning against the wall, waiting to be assembled. A single window overlooking the road was the source of daylight, and on the ceiling two fluorescent tubes supplemented the light in the space.
“What are those?” Ciaran asked, nodding at the boxes. “Where is my stuff?” For the first time, Donald J. spoke.
“In these boxes are your bed and a small desk. The rest of your personal stuff is in boxes, still in the car. I suggest you take them upstairs now before you assemble your bed.” 
“Donald J. wanted to give us some money to get through the first month, as Ciaran had earned nothing yet. He was going to start tomorrow at the Mercedes dealership.
“Are you a bit of a gambler, Mr Watson?” Sylvia asked Donald J.
He laughed slightly. “Well, it's kind of in our nature to take a gamble now and then. Except in business, of course.”
“Obviously,” Sylvia confirmed dryly. “I was thinking about the bet you made with your son. So, instead of taking your money this month, would you be interested in making a small bet with us?”
“What are you thinking about?” he asked cautiously.
“If we manage to keep Ciaran on the right track, he’ll finish school, get a promotion from his boss, and thus win his bet with you, we'll get this house for free. The house, and the land on which it is built.” 
“Of course, this bet is separate from the million pounds we agreed on earlier.” I quickly added. 
“I'm not sure yet. The house has been in the family for a long time.”
Sylvia was on a roll. “That's exactly what it looks like. It seems that no one properly maintained it for twenty years. We could completely renovate this house, but we won't do it for you. We need something in return. If we cannot meet Ciaran's bet with you, you'll get the house back from us, along with all the investments we've made. If we succeed, we'll get not just the house, but also the forest that comes with it. All neatly recorded by a notary, of course.”
A small smile crossed Donald J.'s face, but it didn't reach his eyes. His grey-green eyes weren't as beautiful as Ciaran's. He probably inherited them from his mother. Donald J.'s eyes were more calculating. Perhaps I thought so because he was an internationally recognised business owner.
“We have, I think, a bet. I will send you the exact terms and conditions to you, soon. I admire your self-confidence.” Suddenly, it dawned on me that this man had absolutely no faith in his son’s winning this bet, in spite of the fine words he'd written earlier. Perhaps he concocted this whole exercise to keep him out of harm’s way. And this bet would even bring him some financial gain. It was a cool, businesslike approach that made my blood boil. I shook his hand to say goodbye, and Sylvia shook his hand to seal the bet. Same gesture, different meaning. If I liked someone, I'd go through hell for them, but if the opposite were true, things would probably never be right again. I was determined to guide the young man upstairs for two tough years of his life.
Sylvia wrapped the hand with the chain on it around my back as we walked back to the house. “I’ll tell you,” she answered my unspoken question. “If we sit here for two years doing nothing, we'll go crazy with boredom and with each other. We're both pretty handy. Ciaran will learn a lot of practical things at work, which, if we're lucky, we'll benefit from too. Besides, a bit of DIY-work reinforces his masculinity. The man of the house is doing manly things. It's a win-win situation.”
As always, Sylvia was two steps ahead of me. “You’ve already thought about things that would creep slowly into my mind for another fortnight.”
“Nonsense. It was something that suddenly occurred to me. The English are crazy about gambling. Horses and all that. So I thought I'd give it a try. Sorry I didn't discuss it with you beforehand.”
“No, that’s alright.” I said and pinched her butt.
“More,” she sighed exaggeratedly. We both laughed. Coming into the house, we heard a few new swearwords coming from upstairs. We both smiled. If IKEA was a challenge, Mercedes would be a steep learning curve. Sylvia placed the kettle on one of the two electric hotplates.
“Ciaran, would you like some tea?” I shouted towards the steps of the stairs.
“NO. BEER!”
“Sorry, love, we don’t have any.”
Ciaran came halfway down the stairs. “Why don’t you go out to get some, then?” 
“Do you have money?” I asked. The question clearly confused him.
“If you want something, you’ll have to pay for it. And for the gas to get us to Pitlochry and back. And you’ll have to make sure that you're not going there for nothing if you want to get your own beer. We certainly won't be getting it for you, and I don't know exactly what the supermarket rules are here regarding selling alcohol to underage children.”
“Fuck you, old tart,” he shouted and bumped back up. 
“I guess that means it will be tea for two,” Sylvia giggled. 
Apart from hearing him come down the stairs with a lot of thumping to get to the bathroom, where he slammed the door shut, we didn’t see Ciaran for the rest of the day, except for dinner. We ate a healthy Dutch meal: potatoes, a piece of meat, and leek, most of which he left uneaten. Afterward, he ran back to his room upstairs.

