
“We have to talk, son.” My father said. It’s not something we often did, and when we did, it was more like a business meeting than a father-son conversation. We started with point one on Father’s agenda. We were in the flat in Delft. A fourth-floor apartment was at the end of a long gallery. This gallery provided access to ten properties, and ‘my house’ was the tenth and final one.
"The houses date from the 1960s, so they're now over sixty years old. The previous owner lived in them for 40 years and did little maintenance," my father said before we even got in. "To prevent the housing association from having to renovate the entire rental apartment, they put it up for sale, allowing them to sell it as is. They have replaced a few pipes because they might have been unsafe, which is legally required to sell the house, but it's what real estate agents call a 'fixer-upper.' That's also why I could buy it cheaply. If we can sell this house after you graduate with a profit, I will charge you no rent for the place. If we don’t make a profit though, you will pay me 500 euros a month for four years after you’ve found yourself a job.” 
He opened the door, and we went inside. The first door on the left was a small kitchen. A countertop with a sink, opposite the space for a washing machine or dishwasher, and cabinets above the counter. If two people were in it, it would have been full. The adjoining living room was large by Dutch standards. An L-shaped room that opened onto a small balcony at the high point of the L. Opposite the short side of the L adjoined the master bedroom. Continuing on, you entered a hallway with five doors. The left door led to a bedroom half the size of the one we'd seen before; the door next to it was a toilet; next to that was a shower with a sink; and finally, a small room so small it only fit a single bed and nothing else, probably intended for storage. Or a small office for studying, of course. The room next door was a bedroom, about the same size as the largest we'd seen before.
“This is what real estate agents call a five-room apartment. The living room and four bedrooms. The ceiling is in good condition, only yellow, almost brown, from years of smoking. I have no idea how many layers of wallpaper there are stacked on another, but if these loose pieces are an indication, quite a few. But these are things you have to overlook and can easily fix. It's all about space and location. You're a 20-minute bike ride from the university, while most students have to travel for hours by public transport or have a single small room in a student flat with shared facilities.” 
“You'll receive approximately €1,800 per month from the government; most of it is a loan you have to repay over 10 years, and the rest will be a gift. This will cover tuition, utilities, food, and all other expenses. Don't bother asking me for that; if you can't manage, that's your problem. I understand from your mother that you've found a subtenant. The apartment is large enough for her. You could easily charge her €500 or €600 rent per month, which would give you considerably more financial flexibility.”
“She’s not a subtenant, Father. She’s a friend. I won’t charge her rent.”
He shrugged. “Suit yourself. Doesn’t seem like good financial management to me.”
“I'll need some money to fix up and furnish the place here,” I changed the subject.
“You have money from what you got when Grandma died, use that.”
“That’s not enough, Father.” I think I have never called this man Dad before. It didn’t feel appropriate, or maybe I was too small-minded to get over his attitude.
“In that case, I suggest you set it up gradually. I don't think you fully realise what you're getting here, Simon. I'll be paying your mortgage for four years, so you don't have to spend a cent on it. Other students rent a single room for €500 or €600 a month and have to pay for that themselves. They're not lucky enough to be in the heart of Delft, but have to travel for hours to get here. The only thing I've heard from you so far is that you want more money from me, but you know what? Go to work if you want more money, but don't bother me. I'd say you'll get plenty from me.”
It was the usual one-sided presentation I'd come to expect from my father. I had to renovate the house — and OMG, there was a lot to renovate here, months of work! — and I had to furnish the entire house — the kitchen alone would use up the money my grandmother had given me — and I had to prepare for university, so why not just find work? There was no point in arguing with him about it. He could easily spare five thousand euros to furnish my house without him noticing, but hey, that would be too easy. Make Simon's life as difficult as possible; that's how he becomes a man. Newsflash, Father, that's not how it works.
We talked little on our way home. I guess he had said it all, and there were no topics left to talk about. The keys to the flat were mine, yet the ‘thank you’ eluded me. I guess my father and I live in different worlds. I guess I was happy about not having to share my room with other students. The images of dirty dishes piled high in the kitchen, parties that dragged on late into the night, preventing sleep, becoming the target of ridicule and humiliation once again—these were all things I was grateful to be spared. On the other hand, I had agreed to a roommate before living on my own for a single day. Someone who seemed to have a lot of bones to pick, or at least had high expectations. Someone who would breathe down my neck more than my father. Maybe I'd said yes too quickly. Brain cells always lose out to hormones, and I was paying the price.
My mother felt the need to micromanage the preparations for the dinner with Alva's family. And so I showed up that evening in clothes I didn't feel comfortable in, with a bouquet in my hand to give to her mother. I carried four thousand six hundred and thirty-two pieces of advice on what to do and what definitely not to do in my imaginary backpack.
The annoying little brother opened the door. I think he was the doorman of the house. ‘It’s the doorbell, hey pesky sibling, why are you still sitting here? Answer the fucking door!’ So it wasn’t UPS or Amazon delivery; it was Teleflora, coming to your door with a handful of flowers. 
“What now?” he asked irritably. 
“I've been invited to dinner tonight.”
“Not by me.” 
“Don't be such a nasty little boy, and let Simon in,” I heard Alva rushing to my aid in the background.
“Are those flowers for me?” she asked in pleasant surprise.
I didn't quite know what to say. I couldn't say no to my new girlfriend, especially when she seemed so happy about it. On the other hand, her mother might find it strange that she didn't get flowers while her daughter did. Maybe it was way too early to give each other flowers when you barely know each other? Why did my mother have to send me off with a bouquet of flowers? Which I even had to pay for myself, by the way. As if money grew on trees.
I suspect she saw my hesitation because she laughed, "They'll probably be for my mother; how thoughtful of you." The way she said it made me suspect she knew who was behind this suggestion. I gave them to her mother. Her mom looked half as delighted getting them as her daughter did. I regretted my choice instantly. 
 Dinner was just as I had imagined it would be. It was a disaster. The Green family's table was full. I understood that Alva's oldest brother was Robert. What I didn't know was that Alva had a younger sister. I didn't quite catch her name, and after that, I didn't dare ask. A relative, out of the blue, made me realise how little I actually knew about Alva. Too little. The father and son were omnipresent at the table, loudly telling each other one obscene joke after another. It was the complete opposite of dinner at our house. We ate entirely in silence, and focused on "enjoying the food," as my father used to say. He never looked like he was enjoying it, but I’m sure the silence surely contributed to enjoyment.
Suddenly, Alva, who had barely spoken until now, said, “Simon made me an offer last week to move in with him in his new apartment in Delft. We plan to move in next week.” That made them all silent for a moment, including myself. Next week? Who planned that? I didn’t. As I was about to add some subtle details to that timeline, given that the flat only featured a yellow ceiling and concrete floors, all hell broke loose. 
Her father and mother started a shouting match. “There is no way that is going to happen. You are not leaving the house.” The father. 
Her mother said, “You are way too young to move out. Besides, we need you here.”
Alva replied: “You might need my money, but you don’t need me here.”
Her brother shouted, “If she is allowed to leave, I will move in with my girlfriend too!”
Her mother shouted back: “She is not leaving and neither are you.”
“If you’re set on leaving next week, there’s no reason to wait – you can head out right now. But think carefully before you do. If you leave now, don’t bother coming back, ever!” Her father’s face was red, and he had the loudest voice so far. 
“He didn’t mean that.” Her mother said in a slightly more normal voice.
“Like hell I did, and you…” His anger transferred to me now, “You can go out of this house, right this minute, because you’re not welcome here any longer. Right now.” Gone too far, and his pride prevents him from backing down on what he said.
The doorman knew that being a bouncer was also in his job description, because Robert stood up in case I needed a hand getting out. I didn’t. I had seen enough. Alva looked miserable. “Do you want to go with me?” I asked her.
Three women were weeping now, Alva included, and the two males at the table were beating their chests like the apes they were. Alva stood up, hugged her mother and her sister, and went with me to the front door. She put on her coat and looked at her moron brother, who at least had the decency to look embarrassed. The shouting competition was in full swing in the living room. She took my arm, and we walked out of the door. She didn’t look back. Alva was crying. What a waste of those flowers, I thought, maybe not that appropriate, so kept that comment to myself.
“Alva, I don’t know what you meant by moving into the flat next week, but the flat is so not ready for you. We have no furniture, and the place looks as if the last time anything was done about it was in 1925.”
“I don’t care. I have no place to stay, Simon! We have no choice but to move in tomorrow.”
“To… What do you mean tomorrow? I’m sure my parents will allow you to sleep a few nights under their roof, now your parents have thrown you out. I’m sure that once things quiet down a bit, they will think about it differently tomorrow.”
“You don’t know them,” she said. Ain’t that the truth.
I took my phone out of my pocket and speed dialled 2.
“Mom? It’s Simon.” She might have seen that by caller-ID.
“Are you already on your way home? How was the dinner date?” My mother asked empathetically.
“Not so good, Mom. They threw Alva out of the house after she told them she was moving in with me this summer.”
“Oh, no! Poor girl.”
“Yeah. Can she stay a few days with us until the dust settles again?”
“Of course. I will get the guest bedroom ready for her.”
Once home, my mother immediately took Alva under her wing, and they disappeared into the bedroom. I'd had enough, too. I quickly brushed my teeth and dived into bed. It didn't take long for me to be gone.
——————————
The next day I slept until 10. I took a shower because I remembered Alva was here. I jerked off just from the idea that she might have been in the same shower as I was now. Maybe she had taken the shower head and made herself come as well. I heard women do that. It was 10:30 when I came downstairs. I was starving. Downstairs, I saw two suitcases that didn't look familiar. That wasn't a good omen. My mother and Alva were deep in conversation when I entered the kitchen. My mother immediately stood up and said, "I'll leave you two alone for a moment."
“Hey Alva, how are you today?”
“Good. I called my mother, and she packed my clothes for me. They are in the hall.”
“I saw that. Does that mean there's no reconciliation between you?”
“No. It’s too early, I think. I told your mother we’re moving to Delft today.”
“I told you yesterday already that simply is not possible. There is nothing there. No chairs, no table, no bed, no carpets, nothing. Just concrete floors and a whole lot of work to make the place a little decent again. It will take us months to live there.”
“Your mother has already spoken to the rental company that rents out this towed trailer you can hitch to your car. They have one ready for over half an hour. Your mom will pick one up, and we can use her car to drive to Delft. We can have a few chairs she has in your barn, and she promised to have a good look around if there is something we could use. Come on, let’s go upstairs and disassemble your bed.”
“All of this is going really fast, Alva.”
“Yep, it sure is,” she said with a forced smile. “Let’s not waste precious time. Let’s take this bed apart.”
Two hours and half a litre of sweat later, we were on our way to Delft. It was a strange sight to see Alva at the wheel of my mother's car. On the trailer was my double bed, our old garden set with four plastic chairs and a plastic table. My mother had also added a box of kitchenware. At the last minute, I'd grabbed two lamps from my room: a floor lamp and a table lamp. I refused to dismantle my computer setup in a hurry. It could wait. Dust is killing computers, and there was enough dust in that place to qualify the building for its own desert climate zone and a documentary narrated by Sir David Attenborough.
“You are quiet.” She said in the car. It was an understatement; I haven’t said a word since we got into the car. 
“You already know I think you’re moving too fast. It’s no use repeating it every five minutes.” I said.
“I know.” We were quiet for another minute. “Are you mad at me?”
“No, I’m not mad. I think we should have planned this better, though. Perhaps getting to know each other a bit before we move into the flat. Perhaps get something on the floor so the house doesn’t look like a minimalist prison. Maybe install some lights so when you have to go to the bathroom at night you might see where the toilet is?”
“I hear you. And we are going to fix those things as soon as possible. But. It’s also an adventure. For the first time, we are living on our own. It’s going to be a first time for everything, and that’s so exciting!”
I didn't say we would not live on our own at all, but that we were going to live together. That is a significant difference. It might seem like I'm sitting here being all grumpy in the passenger seat while behind the wheel is a gorgeous woman who wants to live with me. If you'd said that to me a few weeks ago, I would have thought you were crazy.
——————————
Luckily, we could park right in front of the apartment building. We took our bikes upstairs in the elevator. There was supposed to be a basement storage unit, but I hadn't found it yet. We definitely didn't want to leave our bikes in front of the apartment building, so we took them upstairs for now.
Fourth and top floors. The last house on the gallery; after ours, there was only an emergency staircase in case of fire or something. I opened the door and lifted the bike over the high threshold. I put it in the living room and looked around. Alva had leaned her bike against the railing and was waiting in front of the door.
“Come in so I can show you the house,” I said. 
She shook her head. “Come here,” was all she said. 
I walked back, a little worried. “Is something wrong?” I asked.
“Yes. You don't know it yet, but I have one golden rule: whenever we come home together, you’ll have to carry me over the threshold. What matters is that you carry me, not the way you do it. I will be forced to stand here outside until you carry me over the threshold if you don’t.”
I just looked at her. “Why?”
“I don’t want us bringing the day inside with us.”
She’s gorgeous, but she’s crazy. I didn’t know that before this all started. Alva took my hands in hers and said, “Whatever happens out there — stress, bad moods, other people — when we reach the door, you pick me up. It’s like hitting reset. We enter clean. No baggage.”
She smiles as if it’s a joke. But she waits. “One more thing before you pick me up. At the door, each has to say one word. Just one. It’s the thing we’re leaving outside. No discussion. No analysis. No fixing. Just a word that’s on your mind. Once it’s spoken, it remains outside. If one of us tries to bring it up later, the other can gently say: ‘That stayed in the hallway.’ Today I will go first: ‘expectations.’ What is your word?”
“Bewilderment.”
She laughed, “That’s a good word. Now show me your home.” I still looked at her in wonder. Had she been serious about carrying her over the threshold? She just stood there, her face turned inward, her bike behind her. We couldn't remain like that. What if I wasn't strong enough to lift her? What a disgrace that would be. Don't think. Just do it.
And so I lifted her like a man carries his wife over the threshold after they're married, one arm around her back, the other under her knees. Her weight wasn't too bad. I set her down in the small hallway without too much difficulty.
She kissed me on my forehead. “Thank you for playing along with me. It means the world to me.” Her reaction to the house was a far cry from mine when I first saw it. Alva seemed oblivious to the hideous ceiling, the walls where the wallpaper was in tatters. She seemed untroubled by the hollow echo of the empty, bare space and said nothing about the characteristic foul smell of a bare concrete floor. 
“Such a big house, Simon! And a lovely big balcony, too. It's great that we live at the end of the gallery, so we only have neighbours on one side. And look, that balcony extends, so you can clean the windows from the balcony of those two bedrooms. Look, we could put a dining table in that corner of the L-shaped room. That way we wouldn't have to sacrifice a bedroom, and we'd still have a separate dining room.” Alva continued to chatter about each room and managed to find positive things about each and every one of them. 
“Let’s get the rest of the stuff upstairs, so that at least we have a place to sleep tonight.” I said. She nodded, a silent agreement, and we began the arduous task of moving the heavy bed upstairs, piece by painstaking piece. Envision the feeling of the sturdy, spring-loaded frame of a double bed resting in your palms. I don’t know the exact dimensions, but I’d guess about 2 meters by 2 meters. Because it’s made of iron, that thing is heavy. A man’s instinct is to alleviate burdens for a woman, so he’ll strive to carry the heaviest loads. You finally reach the end of your gallery, and that thing has to go through a narrow door. It’s a tight situation. It requires numerous attempts, some successful and some not, to learn. As you finally bring that item inside, your roommate abruptly places the bed frame on the floor, a clear look of anticipation on her face. I don’t know about you, but it took me a while to figure out that this woman wanted to be carried over the threshold.
“You’re kidding me. We will have to make at least six more trips to get everything here. You cannot expect me to carry you every time you walk back in.”
Not a flicker of change crossed her features. She didn’t reply either. She just waited patiently by the door, with the bed frame next to her. My actual wish is to yank the bed frame towards me forcefully, a move that would undoubtedly result in damage to the threshold of the exterior door.
My only other option was to let out a loud, weary sigh and carry Alva back into the house. A metal object obstructing the way in the small hallway made this attempt significantly more difficult. My embarrassment grew as I understood I lacked the power to lift her onto the flat by her hips if she didn’t want to be carried that way. So I reverted to the just-married way of lifting her. 
We got the bed base into the bedroom without too much damage to the paint on the doors (which all needed repainting anyway, as they were now a dirty yellow, with the emphasis on dirty). 
I had to lift Alva inside four more times before we had everything inside.
"Should I help you assemble the bed, or should I find a supermarket and get some groceries?" Alva asked.
My father always believed that a woman being home while you’re doing DIY was the top reason for breakups in this nation. After fifteen minutes of unsolicited advice while assembling the bed, I got the feeling my father might be right.
"Do you need any more help, or should I find a supermarket and get some groceries?" Alva asked. 
“I think getting groceries is in the top ten list of things to do right now.” 
“That’s what I thought,” Alva said in a tone as if she had thought of it herself. “If you can manage here, I’ll take the car and look for a supermarket.”
“Good idea,” I said, slightly relieved. After that, putting it together went much easier. If something went wrong, you simply took it off and put it back on again. No problem. I was putting the mattress on the bed when I heard Alva come in. She must have taken my keys.
She had come in herself. No one had had to carry her over the threshold. When I remarked on it, she suddenly said indignantly, “Of course I can come in myself if I'm outside alone. What else am I supposed to do? Stand in the rain?”

