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  For Dineke




  Prolog




  I have known Truusje van Zanten since 2014, when her sister Dineke, a former colleague, casually mentioned to me: "My sister has written a book. Could you take a look at it?"




  The manuscript I read back then turned into a heartbreaking book: Behind My Front Door, in which Truusje, speaking loudly and clearly in her own voice, shared the horrors of domestic violence that she had experienced along with her two young children.




  She had to deal with various organizations: the police, foster care, the Youth Care Agency, the Victim Support Fund, the Child Protection Board, judges, lawyers, and bailiffs. Everyone tried their best, but many failed due to a lack of empathy and cooperation.




  Behind My Front Door was not an accusation, but it did hold a mirror up to all the well-meaning institutions.




  Truusje's book was eagerly read by many professionals dealing with such issues. Libraries acquired the book. Truusje regularly gave lectures at various organizations, such as the police academy, and participated in research in this field. She also contributed to workshops.




  Now, over six years later, it is time for Behind My Front Door – The Sequel, which reports on the further developments. Most of the trauma has been processed, the children are partly growing up in family homes and with foster parents, and they regularly come home. Many things are going well, but not everything. Truusje is still struggling with the consequences of the traumatic experiences she and, especially, her children endured. She is confronted with the randomness and bias of social workers, who are constantly replaced, and her daughter’s future is a particular source of concern. It is difficult to always make the right choices. Not everyone helps, and not everyone is on her side. This makes shaping her own life—now with a new man, a new house, and kind neighbors—anything but easy.




  In Behind My Front Door – The Sequel, Truusje once again tells her story in her distinctive style, openly and honestly, about the challenges she faces, the setbacks she endures, and how she copes with them. Job loss, wrongful dismissal, uninterested lawyers, biased foster care workers, unpleasant foster parents, but also much friendship, studying, and a new job.




  We get to know Truusje again as a fearless, courageous woman who fights for the well-being of her children.




  For privacy reasons, all names in this book are fictional, except for Truusje herself, her sister Dineke, and her brother-in-law Marc.




  Joost Nillissen
Publisher




  2015




  Empty beds




  Helplessly, I stare at the empty beds of my children, trying to imagine what it would be like if they were living at home again.




  Years ago, in the best interest of my little ones, I made the difficult decision to let them grow up in foster families. I resolved to be the perfect Mom from a distance for Martijn and Karlijn—and I am! Not only do I cover all their needs and frequently buy them heaps of clothes, but I also attend all their matches, meetings, and discussions. I do everything for my children.




  Martijn is 13 and seems genuinely happy in the family home where he lives with a few other kids. Every two weeks, he comes to spend the weekend with us. Karlijn, who is 9, has been living with two foster mothers for several years. Sadly, I only get to see my sweet daughter once a month. I would love to see her more often, but according to her foster mothers, she’s not ready for that yet. Of course, we’re grateful that she’s doing well and experiencing so much of the world, but it hurts that she can’t come home as often as Martijn.




  Still, I’ve come to realize that distance can foster closeness. This is reflected in the strong bond I share with my children—we get along so well. Martijn is so comfortable with us that, after some weekends, he’ll say, “Mom, I’ve had enough of you for now. I want to go back,” before giving me a big hug. In that sense, he’s a real mama’s boy, and I couldn’t be prouder.




  In July 2014, I married Joris, my rock and greatest support. Together, we’ve sorted everything out—we’re debt-free and building a future together. And yet, as I stare at those empty beds, I feel like something’s missing. Couldn’t my children live at home again? The stress and hardships are behind us now, aren’t they?




  I have legal custody of my children and could bring them home, but would that be the right thing to do? Deep down, I worry that I might not be a good Mom. The three of us have endured so much, processing countless traumas, and we all seem to benefit from our current arrangement: Martijn in his family home, Karlijn with her foster mothers, and me with Joris in our small but cozy rented apartment.




  Children aren’t toys. I can’t simply uproot them from the environments they’ve known for so long, where they’ve built their social lives. It would feel as if I were undoing everything, I’ve worked so hard to give them over the years.




  As these doubts swirl in my mind, Joris comes to stand beside me. He holds me tightly, understanding exactly what I’m grappling with. He knows I want nothing more than to bring my children home, where they belong.




  Together, we weigh the pros and cons. It’s an agonizing decision to make. After long and careful thought, I arrive at the same conclusion—in the best interest of my children. I push aside my own desires and decide, once again, not to bring them home. The thought of pulling them away from their familiar lives is unbearable.




  Joris sits beside me on the couch, and together we share a quiet sadness. We both wish things were different. We long to be together as a “real” family. But in my heart, I know that we already are—a real family, a truly special family.




  Diagnoses




  In the meantime, my body has been protesting more and more, and for months, I’ve become a regular visitor to the doctor. Yet, no one seems to figure out why everything hurts so much or why I’m losing strength. One afternoon, desperate for answers, I decided to search online. I needed to understand what was happening to my body. I quickly stumbled upon a site about fibromyalgia. After reading through it repeatedly, I sent the link to my sister, Dineke, and asked her, “What do you think about this?”




  Dineke read it a few times and agreed that I should discuss it with the doctor. The next day, I made an appointment, and by the afternoon, I was sitting in the doctor's office. I explained what I had found and suggested that we investigate further. The doctor looked at me with a somber expression and said, “If this is true, it will haunt you for the rest of your life. You’ll have to deal with it every day.”




  Two weeks later, I was in the hospital undergoing tests. The diagnosis: fibromyalgia. Joris and I went home feeling deeply disappointed because, by then, I’d read enough to understand the implications. The advice was to follow an eight-week therapy program to learn how to manage the condition. I joined a therapy group, where I received plenty of tips and advice. However, I often found myself irritated by the other participants who only complained and refused to try anything because of the pain. I, on the other hand, continued living my life as much as possible, even though I often pushed myself too far and ended up in more pain. I was determined not to become one of those women who had no life left and drowned in self-pity.




  Fortunately, my workplace was understanding. After a full day of therapy, I could take the next day off to rest. During therapy, many puzzle pieces fell into place, and I learned a great deal about my condition. However, the doctors also considered me a special case because of my ADHD. My mind raced ahead, while my body struggled to keep up—a difficult combination to manage. I quickly understood what the doctor meant when he warned me. I feel it every day, as my mind often moves faster than my body can handle. It’s heartbreaking to realize that I can no longer do things the way I used to. I’m learning to cope with the pain, but it’s not easy.




  One morning, I woke up with excruciating abdominal pain. I could barely walk. After Joris left for work, I tried to do a few household tasks, but the pain was unbearable. I felt like I was going to faint. This wasn’t the pain I was used to; this was something different. I called the doctor and managed to get an immediate appointment. The two-minute walk to the clinic took me fifteen minutes. I was hunched over in pain, barely able to move.




  At the clinic, I was placed in a chair, but I couldn’t sit upright and slumped sideways. After half an hour, I dragged myself to the assistant to ask where the doctor was. Seeing my pale face, she went pale herself and stammered, “I’m so sorry—I forgot about you. I’ll get the doctor right away.” I staggered back to my seat, but before I could sit down, the doctor appeared.




  With the help of another staff member, they laid me on the treatment table. The pain was unbearable, and tears streamed down my face. The doctor pressed on to the exact spot that made me scream in agony. “It’s an inflamed appendix,” she said. “You need to go to the hospital immediately.” She called ahead to the hospital while I called Joris and Dineke.




  The walk home took nearly twenty minutes, and just as I reached the front yard, Joris arrived with screeching tires. He helped me into the car, and Dineke drove us straight to the hospital. Everything happened quickly after that. Before I knew it, I was being rushed into surgery. The appendix had to come out—now.




  I woke up the next day, and after managing a trip to the bathroom, I was cleared to go home. But I didn’t want to. I wanted to see my children. They had planned to come home that weekend, but of course, that wasn’t possible now. Joris carefully drove us to the children, and despite the pain and my swollen “pink piggy belly” I managed to get out of the car. The children were visibly upset to see me in pain, but they couldn’t help but laugh at my belly. They gently gave me hugs and kisses.




  After a week, I was back to running errands and managing my daily tasks. But wow—what a trial it had been.




  Dad




  Our dad still enjoys his new home thoroughly. Although he has mostly recovered from his stroke, he is now dealing with mild dementia. One Sunday, he proudly announces that he has a girlfriend in his living group. Curious, we ask who she is, and without hesitation, he grabs his walker and insists we follow him to meet her. Beaming with pride, he introduces her, and when he thinks we aren’t looking, they share a kiss. His girlfriend has an intellectual disability, and they both giggle shyly about the kiss.




  The entire living group is incredibly sweet; each resident has something special about them. It doesn’t take long for Dineke and me to form a bond with every one of them. There’s Cor, for example, a towering man who cannot speak and uses a wheelchair, but with whom we still share plenty of laughs and find ways to communicate. And then there’s Marie, who loves doing puzzles—simple children’s puzzles that she completes with great enthusiasm. Whenever Joris and I bring the kids for a visit on weekends, Marie immediately asks them to puzzle with her. Martijn and Karlijn humor her by pretending they don’t know how to puzzle, insisting they can’t figure out where the pieces go. This makes Marie’s day as she excitedly takes on the role of teacher, guiding them through each piece.




  In December, Dad and his living group attend a special holiday trip to a hotel where Sinterklaas and his helpers spoil the residents with gifts and delicious treats. That evening, Dineke calls me.




  “Truusje, they’re taking Dad to the hospital. Something’s wrong with his leg.”




  I immediately ask which hospital and rush there as fast as I can. Upon arrival, before we can even process what’s happening, a doctor approaches us. He explains that Dad has a blocked artery and warns us that the chances of him surviving the surgery due to the anesthesia are very slim. Heartbroken, we say our goodbyes, even though Dad doesn’t fully grasp what’s going on and seems more interested in the commotion around him.




  After three agonizing hours of waiting, the doctor finally informs us that Dad survived the surgery and is in recovery. We’re overwhelmed with relief. However, just over a week later, we’re called back to the hospital—this time, a blood vessel in his other leg is blocked. Once again, we must prepare to say goodbye, and once again, against all odds, Dad wakes up after the operation.




  Although we’re grateful for more time with him, Dineke and I can’t help but feel conflicted. Dad’s quality of life has deteriorated significantly. His dementia has taken a firm hold, leaving him bedridden and disconnected from the world around him. It’s unbearable to witness his suffering.




  Martijn and Karlijn are too young to fully understand what’s happening with their grandfather. This sometimes leads to tension, as Martijn struggles with the attention Grandpa receives, feeling overshadowed. We can’t blame him—his perspective is limited, and he sees things differently.




  For Christmas, we visit the hospital with a pile of gifts for Dad. The children proudly hand him all the presents at once. Although Dad doesn’t fully understand why he’s receiving them, he smiles broadly as he unwraps each gift with their help.




  At home, we celebrate Christmas with Dineke and Marc. The evening is filled with laughter, gift exchanges, and a flurry of wrapping paper flying everywhere. Our bellies are full from the delicious meal and drinks. Still, Dineke and I can’t ignore the heavy reality that this will likely be our last Christmas with Dad.




  Dineke and I didn’t have an easy childhood. Our parents made countless mistakes—so severe that if today’s child protection services had existed back then, we wouldn’t have remained in their care. Looking back, we recognize that our parents acted based on what they believed was right, even if it wasn’t. They simply didn’t know better.




  In a strange way, I’m grateful for the hardships we endured—the nights we went to bed hungry, the times we were berated or mistreated, and the times our bread lacked even a simple spread. These experiences shaped who I am today, both because of and in spite of their inadequate parenting.




  I’ve made a conscious effort to raise my children differently. I’ve never hit them, belittled them, or yelled at them. There has always been food on the table, even if it’s just four slices of bread with spread. I’m certain of this: I’m grateful to my parents for what they put us through, as it taught me what not to do.




  We also ring in the New Year with Dineke and Marc. Joris has bought an enormous stash of fireworks, and together with Marc and Martijn, he sets off a massive smoke bomb we’ve made. Soon, the entire street is engulfed in smoke. The neighbors come out to watch, cheering, and asking how we made it. They even suggest organizing a synchronized display next year.




  Despite the heaviness in our hearts, we hold on to a glimmer of hope that 2016 will be a better year.




  2016




  Family home




  January 2016 proves to be a turbulent month, especially as Dad's condition rapidly declines. Life, however, moves forward, and while I’m immersed in work, I unexpectedly receive a call from Babette, the behavioral scientist for our son. Her news is unsettling.




  For years, Martijn has been living in a family home where he’s learned a lot and has had the chance to process some of his past traumas. He thrives there, spending hours in the treehouse or helping care for the horses. He visits home every weekend. While the foster parents are kind and dedicated, we differ significantly in our approaches, which occasionally leads to tension. For instance, when Martijn ran away after an outburst, they organized a large search party. We believed he would return on his own and felt their response was excessive, though understandable.




  Babette, who knows me well from our long collaboration, avoids sugarcoating. She knows I prefer straightforwardness over psychological jargon.




  "Truusje, I have bad news," she says.




  "What has Martijn done now?" I joke, expecting another one of his antics, like breaking windows or sneaking into a vacant property with friends. But it’s more serious. Babette informs me that foster parents are under immense stress and that all four children in their care must pack up and leave that same afternoon.




  "In heaven’s name, what now?" I stammer, overwhelmed. We talk for a while about the implications. What will happen to the children? Could the sisters stay together? Would there be a place for all four? Babette promises to update me later that day.




  The rest of the day is a blur. I can’t focus on work, preoccupied with thoughts of the children having to leave their home so suddenly. Do they even understand that their foster parents need to recover?




  By late afternoon, Babette calls again. She’s found temporary placements for everyone, and the sisters will remain together. I feel a huge sense of relief. Martijn will stay at a guesthouse he’s been to before, but I struggle to recall much about Harold and Bianca, the owners. I pepper Babette with questions, wanting reassurance that it’s a safe and supportive place for my son. Thirteen is a challenging age to face such upheaval. Babette assures me it’s a perfect fit, albeit temporary.




  That evening, I talk to Martijn on the phone. He’s sad about leaving but admits he’s also a little relieved; things hadn’t been going well with his foster parents. His rebellious streak, amplified by the onset of puberty, had caused some friction. Still, he sounds optimistic about Harold and Bianca, mentioning their kindness and a rabbit they own.




  "Where do they live again?" I ask.




  "Mom, are you serious? It’s the big house on the street with the office across from the church. You’ve been there!"




  "Well, kid, I don’t remember, but I’ll figure it out when I pick you up this weekend, okay?"




  "Yeah, Mom," he replies, exasperated. "I’m off to play with Joey and Elbert now."




  "Have fun," I say, and we hang up.




  When I share the news with Joris, he’s as shocked and concerned as I am. He feels for the children and hopes the foster parents recover soon.




  By Friday, I’m eager to see Martijn and check out his temporary home. Navigating isn’t my strength, so I rely on the GPS as I approach the address. Pulling into the large garden, recognition dawns—I have been here before.




  Martijn greets me with an exuberant hug before Bianca appears, offering coffee. Feeling slightly out of place, I politely decline, eager to head home. We agree that I’ll bring Martijn back on Sunday.




  The weekend is enjoyable. Joris even teaches Martijn some welding skills.




  Parting




  My father isn't doing well at the moment. He says he's in a lot of pain in his leg. The wound on his right groin looks good, but the wound on his left groin just won't heal. One of his toes on his left foot is already dying, and he’s suffering from that too. The nurses who are taking care of him called us to say things aren’t looking good with Dad and asked if we could come. Two hours later, he’s in the emergency room, where a stern female doctor pulls the dressing off his groin with one swift tug. "This is not good," is all she says. "This is not good." Dad screams in pain, not understanding what is happening. His scream cuts through everything, the poor man is in so much agony. There is now a huge gaping wound in his groin that we can see right into, with the stitches from the previous surgeries still visible.




  The doctor speaks with us in the hallway and tells us that Dad needs surgery again to save his life. There’s a chance he won’t survive the anesthesia, so we need to say goodbye for the third time. The surgery is absolutely necessary to save his life. Completely defeated, my sister and I sit next to Dad and try to talk to him. We try to explain that he needs surgery again, but Dad doesn’t understand it well anymore and looks at us confused. My sister and I look at our father, and I ask him, "Dad, do you want to go to Mom?" With wide eyes, my father looks at me and starts crying. "I want to eat rice with brown beans from Mom," he sobs. "And Wildwest."




  Wildwest was a favorite dish Mom used to make for us. It consisted of white beans in tomato sauce, potatoes, and spare ribs. Dad loved it. We let him be for a moment and then continue discussing with him what needs to happen next. The doctor comes in and starts shouting all sorts of things. That Dad isn’t producing blood anymore, that a bacterium has entered his bloodstream, that they’re going to cut away all the diseased tissue, and that his toe needs to come off immediately as it’s already completely black. My sister and I snap at the doctor: "You’re doing nothing! Dad wants to go to Mom, and if that’s what he wants, then he will go to Mom!"




  The doctor freezes, and we explain to her in the hallway what’s happening with Dad. We tell her that we’ve already had to say goodbye twice and that he can’t live like this anymore. Finally, the doctor says they can only give him two bags of blood. That gives Dad about two more days to say goodbye to everyone. So, we follow Dad’s bed to the department where he’ll stay the night and receive the two bags of blood. It’s the same department where Mom passed away. My sister and I start feeling short of breath. It’s a long hallway, and when the nurse wants to take Dad into a room, I freeze and say to my sister, "No, not that room, I don’t want that one." The nurse hears me and says it’s just for one night, and I shouldn’t worry. My sister explains that our mother passed away in that room, and we don’t want our father to be in there. It’s too confronting. Within five minutes, another room is arranged, and soon after, Dad is hooked up to an IV.




  The next day, he is brought back to his residential group by ambulance. My sister is in the ambulance, and Joris and I follow behind. We both know this will be Dad’s last ride. We sit side by side, sad, and realize what’s about to happen. All the residents are already waiting for him, some in their wheelchairs. That same afternoon, we arranged his entire funeral with him. He wants warm ham, Irish music, and whiskey at his funeral. The doctor comes to sedate Dad, and for the umpteenth time, we say goodbye. But now, it’s for good. He won’t wake up again but will peacefully slip away. The rest of the day, we sit beside our sleeping father. We are extremely well taken care of by the nurses, and every resident is allowed to hold our hand and say goodbye to Cobus. It’s incredibly hard to set aside your own grief for your dying father to hold and guide the hands of sixteen disabled residents. The nurses keep asking if they should take over, but my sister and I want to do it ourselves because Dad has lived happily with these people for three years. They’re part of this, even with their sometimes-strange comments like, "Is Cobus already dead?"




  Late in the evening, I walk over to Dad to wish him goodnight and am completely shocked to hear my father answer, "Sleep well, see you tomorrow." I scream, and within seconds, the nurses, my sister, and our partners are in the room with us. One by one, we stare in disbelief at our awake father. This is impossible! He wasn’t supposed to wake up again. The doctor is called. She arrives within fifteen minutes. The pump needs to be adjusted up, she concludes. Then he definitely won’t wake up again. Maybe something went wrong. And again, for the fourth time, we say goodbye to Dad, who definitely will not wake up this time. Exhausted and defeated, we all go home. Tomorrow, we will watch over our father again.




  Early in the morning, my sister and I walk into the residential group, where we are warmly greeted by the sixteen disabled residents, and where we have to tell them sixteen times that Cobus isn’t dead yet, that it will still take some time, and that he’s still sleeping. The nurses feel bad for us that it went this way, but both my sister and I don’t mind; it’s hard, yes, but these people can’t help it. My friend Patricia also comes to sit with us so we can relieve each other; it’s already heavy enough. Together, the three of us walk to Dad’s room, and we nearly have a heart attack when Dad opens his eyes and asks for coffee. Now anger takes over us; we don’t feel sad for a moment. This can’t happen a second time! And yet, Dad is awake again and asks for coffee. We are forbidden to give him food or drink, as it would interfere with the sedation. The man is thirsty, and we’re not allowed to give him anything. The nurse is called in, and she even gets angry and immediately calls the doctor. "Sorry ladies, the pump needs to be adjusted higher. I will set it. Again, my apologies, this never happens. That someone comes out of sedation twice."




  And once again, we say goodbye to Dad, almost collapsing. This is incredibly hard. Our Dad was thirsty but unable to get anything to eat or drink. His blood had been used up after those two days, and he was already very weak. It cut us to the bone. And yet, it still wasn’t over. Seven hours later, my friend Patricia calls the doctor angrily: "If you don’t come and adjust that pump higher now, I will do it myself. The man is awake again, he’s hungry and thirsty!"




  For the final time, we say goodbye to Dad. He no longer cries and says, "I’m going to eat Wildwest at Moms."




  A day later, at two in the afternoon, Dad breathes his last breath. Rest in peace, Dad, give Mom a kiss from us.




  Inheritance




  So, Dineke and I find ourselves suddenly orphaned, and there's a lot to take care of, but we've been handling these matters for years. It feels like second nature, and with good spirits, we sit at Dineke's house, sipping tea from a large mug at the kitchen table, surrounded by a mountain of paperwork. We make all the necessary calls: insurance companies, phone providers, subscriptions. Everyone is notified, and they receive our father's death certificate. But when we face the last major issue, the mood shifts. Our parents had struggled financially for years, accumulating significant debt. My sister and I managed to clear it by taking out a large loan, which we've been diligently repaying each month. Dineke, being smart, took out that loan in our parents' name but also secured a life insurance policy so that, in the event of their passing, the insurance would cover the debt. That way, Dineke and I wouldn’t be left with over twelve thousand euros in debt. Unfortunately, that didn’t happen, and now we need to act quickly and arrange for a notary to decline our inheritance. We don’t want to inherit the debt. We grew up in poverty, paid high board money for years, and barely had anything left after working so hard. We refuse to go through that again. The notary suggests we proceed in a way that benefits us, meaning we handle everything, but any remaining assets won’t be ours. We know there won’t be anything left, but it’s a way to protect ourselves.




  With everything else under control, we are then hit with an unexpected bill from the crematorium for nearly a thousand euros. Why? Because we exceeded the time limit for the coffee table. No one had informed us during the evening that our time was up, nor did anyone mention the two-hour limit for the coffee table. We are furious. We send a formal complaint, but the bill still needs to be paid.




  The notary also asks us to transfer around twelve hundred euros to take care of everything, but two weeks later, he calls and says we forgot something that needs to be sorted out. I have two children, and if we don’t handle it properly, the creditor might come after them. So now, we have to take care of another issue, which adds another chunk of money to the list, ensuring we’re protected from that creditor. Here we are, orphans, busy sorting out all these matters, as if we haven't been managing things for our parents for years. This is our inheritance.




  Sisters




  It takes about three weeks, and then Dineke and I have a huge argument. Suddenly, everything we've been suppressing comes to light. For years, we’ve been focused solely on surviving while caring for our parents. All the frustrations from our entire lives surge up at once. We stop speaking to each other. It takes more than two months before we finally meet again, sitting across from each other with a large bowl of tea, glaring at one another. We both know that this is the moment we need to clear the air. We have to say everything that's been on our minds, or nothing will ever be resolved. One by one, we open up about what’s been bothering us, and gradually, the pieces start to fall into place. We realize that, in truth, we’ve never really been sisters in the way we should have been. We never had the chance to develop a true sisterly bond because the struggles of our childhood always took priority. We were too busy taking care of our parents and making sure we did everything right, fearing the next slap or kick. We were conditioned to feel worthless, to believe that we amounted to nothing, just as they had made us feel for years.




  It’s also true that, in our dysfunctional family, I—the younger of the two—was always a bit more favored, while Dineke bore the brunt of the hardships. Why? Because my sister refused to wear skirts and dresses, and because I became the "plaster" for our mother’s wounds. That’s the explanation she gave me, and we later found it in her diaries. Dineke had a twin sister, Anneke, who passed away five months after birth. I, in a way, became the replacement for my mother’s grief.




  So, we sit there for over four hours, talking, then crying in each other's arms. From this point on, everything will change: we are sisters, and we will face everything together. We will show the world that we are not worthless! And to mark this new chapter, we decide to get a bold tattoo together: SISTERS.




  Harold and Bianca




  After that difficult month of January, we begin to get to know Harold and Bianca a little better, and we see that Martijn is having a wonderful time with them. We also realize that we have a lot in common. We now visit their house for coffee, and we have long chats. Bianca is always curious about how the weekend went and genuinely shows interest. Sometimes, she gives me really helpful tips, like how to manage an anger outburst. Her advice works wonders.




  About three months later, the phone rings, and I immediately recognize Babette's number. She wants to check in on me, ask about Martijn, and hear my thoughts on Harold and Bianca. This time, she asks me a lot of questions.




  Then, she tells me that Harold and Bianca have decided they don’t want Martijn to return. They would love to welcome him into their family. The question, of course, is whether I agree with that. I’m a bit taken aback at first, but I don’t hesitate long. If Martijn truly wants it, I have no issue with it, and I’m happy for him to grow up there. We still need to make it official, so I go with Babette to a formal meeting at Harold and Bianca's. It’s a brief but clear conversation, as the bond between Martijn and the family is undeniable, and I also feel very comfortable with them as foster parents. We can be ourselves without having to speak perfect Dutch. I can just speak freely, and Bianca understands me exactly. They don’t judge Joris and me, and they accept us as we are, just as we accept them.




  A new chapter has begun!




  On the drive home, I feel content and immediately call my husband to share how the conversation went. Joris is just as pleased with this new arrangement. Now, everything is falling into place, and we can finally move forward with our son.




  Houses




  In the evenings, Joris and I often sit on the couch, making plans for the future. Currently, we’re living in my rented house while Joris’s house has been on the market and is being rented out. This situation brings significant costs and, of course, it’s not ideal. Fortunately, Joris's mother still lives in our house in Spain, so we don’t have many expenses there. Whenever we're in Spain, we take the opportunity to fix things up and help out as much as we can.




  At the moment, I’ve been on sick leave for a while because hauling automotive parts at the wholesale company has become physically demanding for me. Due to fibromyalgia, my body simply can't handle it anymore, and I end up causing more muscle damage than can heal. But I’m planning to start again soon because I really enjoy the work. I have so much fun with my colleagues and try not to focus too much on the pain from fibromyalgia.




  One afternoon, as I’m delivering packages to clients and singing along to the music on the radio, the phone rings. It’s Sjoerd, the real estate agent. I pick up, and before I can say anything, Sjoerd shouts, “Truusje, we’ve received an offer on the house!” and immediately mentions the amount. I don’t respond. The offer is way too low. I pause for a moment.




  “Truusje, are you there?” Sjoerd asks, concerned.




  “Ha, ha, no Sjoerd, we’re not doing that. My counteroffer is one hundred and fifty thousand, or nothing.”




  Not even a day later, Sjoerd calls back to say it’s a done deal. We’ve finally sold the house, and now we’re left with just the costs of my rented house. Proudly, Joris and I go out for dinner and dream about the future. Are we going to buy a house together? Will we emigrate? We discuss all the possibilities over dinner, and later that night, we fall asleep happily in each other’s arms.




  The next day at work, Hans tells me that he and Martine have found a great house and are moving. I share that we’ve finally sold our house too. Hans and I laugh, both of us seeing our dreams come true. It doesn’t take long before he gets me back to work. “Hurry up, Truusje, the clients are waiting. Here’s an urgent one.”




  I rush off as quickly as I can, delivering orders. Many garages have dogs, and I love spoiling them. Most of them recognize my van and start barking eagerly because they know I’ll have treats for them. I always carry a big bag of dog biscuits in my work van. I adore these energetic dogs, and their owners love how well I get along with their pets. “Truusje, the cookie lady,” they all say.




  About a week later, after a long, warm workday, I decide to take a different route home. I’m singing along to the music, not paying much attention, when suddenly, I spot a “For Sale” sign in a front yard. I slam on the brakes. This is it! This is the house I want to live in with Joris! I make a mental note of the sign and floor it down the street. Before I know it, I’m pulling up to my little rented house. As quickly as my aching body will allow, I jump out of the car and rush inside. Joris is already home and looks at me, puzzled. He doesn’t understand why I’m so excited.
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