
It was nice to see that Ciaran had friends in the garage who helped him pick up a bed from the Swedish department store and were willing to help him carry it up the steep stairs. Sylvia and I were greeted with masculine indifference. They fully focused on getting the flat, heavy packages through the door and then up the stairs. They handled it without saying a word. One stood downstairs to hand it over, the second stood halfway up the stairs, and at the end, Ciaran carried it up to the attic. A single, very Scottish-sounding curse, and the job was done. Sylvia and I were allowed to assemble the bed. Sylvia was a DIY-er, so by the time he got home that evening, the job was finished. Our guests could arrive.
I will not act bigger than I am. You'd see right through it anyway. The day they arrived, I was nervous. I wasn't the only one. Ciaran had taken Friday off and was also pacing the house. The only one who was the picture of calm was Sylvia. When Sandor's sturdy car pulled up, our welcoming committee of three men was waiting for them. Sandor got out, and his wives stayed in the car.
He walked right past his mother and me and went straight to Sandor, hand outstretched. "Good afternoon," the big, powerful man greeted the boy who was barely out of school. "What a wonderful place you have here! What a privilege it is that we get to spend Christmas with you."
Ciaran wasn't sure what to make of this. He stammered something back. I felt the frustration about this extraordinary machismo welling up inside me. "Yeah," he would say, "that's just our way of life," but whatever your lifestyle, if it impeded just normal, decent behaviour, that’s the line I draw the limit. I think he read that in my expression as well because he came over to us.
"Aunt Zuzanna, how are you?" he asked as he hugged me. When I didn't answer, he turned to his mother.
"Girl, you look so much better than I've seen you last time. Please tell me you feel better."
"My name isn't Girl anymore, Master. Mistress forbade me to use that name."
"So, she did. I'm sorry," he said without sounding regretful. He pulled her into a hug, and they exchanged whispers. 
“Are the women allowed to get out of the car?” I asked, perhaps with a touch of sarcasm.
“Of course,” said Sandor. “They're still tied up at the moment, I'm afraid, but we're going to get them out. Could you help me?” he asked Ciaran. When the guys popped the doors open, ropes spilled out of the car and onto the ground on both sides. It took little imagination to understand why the ladies hadn't come out yet. Once Jutta stepped out, still stiff, Sylvia couldn't hold back any longer and ran towards her. I wasn't prepared for that and had to follow whether or not I wanted to. Running had never really been my thing, and everyone burst out laughing. Sylvia jumped up on Jutta, her arms around her neck, her legs around her waist. A real airport scene. They took turns kissing each other wherever they could reach. Their faces, their necks, on their eyelids. It was a declaration of love beyond any other interpretation. Two lovers separated by the sea; one had been bound by ropes, the other was still bound by a long chain. 
Ilse walked towards me. I'm afraid I felt a little forlorn too. She pulled me into a hug. "How lovely to see you again, Aunt Zuzanna. You look so good, Scotland must be good to you," she said with a mischievous smile, turning her gaze to Ciaran.
“He is good for me, Ilse. Is Sandor good for you?” I asked her. “Of course he is. He may look like a bear, but he really is a teddy bear.”
“Good,” I said. "Let's break this up," Sandor shouted. "It's time to unpack some things." 
This meant Jutta and her daughter had to drag the suitcases up the stairs. Ilse was probably the one to unpack, because within a few minutes, Jutta was in our bedroom. Once again, two people were lying on the bed, hugging each other, but this time I was the one watching. I got a taste of my own medicine, and it didn't taste all that good. Two lovers, with no shame or restraint, told each other how much they missed each other and how happy they were to feel each other again. You’d be amazed at the variety of words you can use to express that to each other. Someone knocked on the door. Ciaran, who else. Do you think Sandor would have knocked? Really? 
“Zuz, I am going to Pitlochry with Sandor. I will show him the town. You can go eat; Sandor and I will have a bite to eat in town.” And away he was. 
“Girls, meet Ciaran. He still has a bit of growing up to do.” I said, and we all laughed. Ilse was ready unpacking and joined us. Four on a twin bed is a challenge, but we managed. 
“Of all the people I know, I admire you the most, Aunt Zuzanna,” Ilse said suddenly, while Jutta and Sylvia were deep in conversation about acquaintances I didn't know.

“Oh, and why is that? I’m not that special, Ilse.”
“Yes, you are. You don't hear some people, you might not even see them, but it's people like you who make the difference. Crazy things happen in our home sometimes, sometimes very crazy things. But it's all indoors. It's safe, it's all safe, sane, and consensual. What you do—you just go out into the street, you talk to people, you apparently don't care what they say or think about you. You just do it. Not for yourself, because I don't think you get any pleasure from that chain at all, but for someone else. From such a deep sense of responsibility that I can only have the deepest respect for that.”
Ilse had become increasingly vocal during her emotional monologue. Her mother and her mother-in-law were no longer talking. I needed to add some nuance before she canonised me.
“We have found a way for the public to accept the chain between us, or rather Sylvia has found a way. As so often happens, we fall back into the past, with me playing the blind one and Sylvia my companion. She presents herself as a human guide dog, ensuring that I, as the poor blind woman, can still take part somewhat in social life. The chain between us prevents me from unexpectedly running over a bus or knocking people over in the street. If you tell that story repeatedly in a small community, people whom you’ve never seen before know How things really are. So you don't have to explain it to everyone. Gossip often does that for you.”
“What's unique about Zuzanna is that the moment I create a story, she instantly adapts, without flinching, to the role I've created for her. She deliberately bumps into people regularly, slams her face into a glass door, and thus removes any doubt.” Sylvia added to fuel hero worship.
“May I ask how you are doing now?” Ilse asked Sylvia with the open-mindedness I often saw in Ciaran. 
The family in the Netherlands was blissfully unaware of the unpleasant things that had happened to us here. The sale of the house that Sandor had arranged had gone ahead with no further explanation from me. I hadn't felt the need to tempt Sandor into super-macho behaviour. We were left alone, and that was our exact intention. We could get on with our lives, and for the first time in a long time, I gave my life a solid eight. My boring life had turned into a rollercoaster with tall peaks and deep valleys, but something else was happening in my life than just grocery shopping and going to the library. 
Sylvia took her time to answer Ilse’s question. “If you have a toothache and you can't stop thinking about it all day, it's a real problem that requires immediate treatment. If you're hit by a car on the way to the dentist and snap your leg, out of nowhere, a terrible pain in your leg replaces your toothache. That's kind of what happened to me. The grief of losing Koen consumed me. But since then, so many strange things have happened here that I still think about Koen, but he's no longer on my mind all day. This lady here—and she was looking at me—drags me along everywhere. I have to constantly pay attention, beyond just staying in character. In short, the pain is still there, but life has replaced it, going on. Am I ready for her to let me go? Zuz doesn't think so. Maybe she's right. But every day I get closer to where I need to be.”
I grabbed her hand, the cuffed one, and kissed it gently. If I’d used that irritating, embarrassing chain to help her get her mojo back, it would have been the ultimate Christmas present. I pulled the chain. "Time to make dinner."
The men arrived home late that evening. Ciaran was slightly tipsy but not drunk. If Sandor had been drinking, there wouldn't have been a trace of it.
"We bought Christmas lights to decorate the house," Sandor said. “A house without decorations isn't a real Christmas house. But that's enough for today. If you don't mind, Ciaran, we're going to bed. Thank you for going to such lengths to have us and let us stay.”
“Tá fáilte romhat,” Ciaran answered. 
“That’s ‘you’re welcome’ in Gaelic,” I said, having heard it frequently in the village. “Ciaran is proud of his heritage.”
“And he has every right to be,” Sandor said, standing up. Like puppets, Jutta and Ilse followed him up the stairs. 
I looked at Ciaran. “Did you have a nice day?” I asked, perhaps just a bit too motherly. 
“Sandor is cool. Let’s go to bed,” he said, perfectly mimicking Sandor. We went to the bathroom and did our business. Ever since Ciaran was sleeping downstairs, we all used the bathroom together as well. It solved the issue of who got to use the bathroom when. The door still had no lock on it.
Maybe it was the booze, but Ciaran wanted to go to sleep right away. That was quite unusual. Before falling asleep, he mumbled sleepily:
"Zuz?"
"Yes?"
"I think you should call me Sir in the future."
Sylvia giggled next to me. “It's clear that Sandor and Ciaran get along well.”
The days just kept rolling. Our tiny house only had room for a small Christmas tree, which we decorated with simple items we found in the woods or cut out of paper. They call me the frugal lady for a reason. It kept us busy. Outside, the lights around the house created a cosy atmosphere. Jutta and Sylvia had a lot to catch up on. In fact, it was one long conversation from the moment we woke until the moment we went to bed. We got little chance to talk one-on-one with Ciaran. Even Ciaran noticed this. On the third day, he complained that he missed talking to me privately.
Sandor shot up as if stung by a bee. In a deep voice, he said, "Jutta, come here."
She immediately knew what was going on. We all did. Perhaps even Ciaran.
"Undress," the command sounded like a cannon shot. She didn't hesitate and dropped her clothes where she stood. She still had the decency to blush slightly. It wasn't long before she was standing stark naked in the middle of our small living room.
“Bend over that chair.” She leaned with her hands on our chair, raising her butt to make an excellent target. 
“Good Girl. Remind me of your safeword.”
“It’s Sylvia, Sir.”
Sandor grabbed a tree branch he'd found while walking through the woods with Ciaran. He handed it to Ciaran, who took it hesitantly.
“Remember what I told you about safe words?”
Ciaran nodded. 
“So when she says Sylvia, you stop immediately. But not just yet. First, the slave must know why she is punished. Why don’t you tell us, my number one?”
Jutta said calmly, "I talk to Sylvia too much. Because of that, Master Ciaran can barely have a private conversation with his... girlfriend."
“Too bad you didn’t mention you’re spending all your time gabbing with her. What would be a fair punishment in your eyes, slut?”
I'll leave that to you, master. I know you would give a fair punishment.
Mmm. Master Ciaran is the injured party. Perhaps he should specify a number of strokes with this stick.
Ciaran's eyes widened, unsure of what would be close to an accurate number.
Fifty, he said firmly.
The smile in Sandor's eyes lasted only a fraction of a second.
"Fifty with this stick would mean we'd have to go to the hospital tonight. I therefore suggest we start with five. Is that sufficient compensation for you?" he asked Ciaran.
Ciaran blushed and nodded, looking like a child with that stick in his hand. 
Sandor took charge again. “Good, now count them, slut.”
Ciaran’s arms were muscular. Working in a garage with lots of heavy lifting does that to you. It was something I liked very much. Now… Not so much. He hit poor Jutta hard. She screamed. A red streak where the stick had landed swelled up almost immediately. 
“I don’t hear you count, so I guess one didn’t count. We will start again. And please count the strokes; otherwise we will be here until midnight.”
To Ciaran he said, “Try to aim so you hit a nice pattern on her butt.”

