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      I massage my aching temples while sitting on the floor of our, oh no, it’s now his bedroom. It will take some time for me to get used to that fact. Next to me on the carpet lies the last official letter. Covenant, divorce decree, buyout sum, asset distribution, deed of resignation, alimony entitlement… It still makes my head spin when I read all the difficult terms in the letters from the lawyer. Every time I receive such a letter, I’m thrown off for a few hours, although it seems to last a bit less each time, thank God.

      Every time I called to ask what all those complicated legal terms and phrases meant for me ‒ they’ve never heard of plain language at the law firm Van Brughem & partners ‒ the meter started running. I once used a stopwatch during such a conversation. Every minute cost me seven euros fifty. I didn’t dare to speak up if I didn’t understand right away. Out of nerves, I started talking faster, stumbling over my words, which only made it take longer. In the end, it all turned out fine. At least, if you can call finalizing a divorce you didn’t want ‘fine’.

      I still don’t really understand Marco. It felt like the man I had been married to for five years suddenly became a stranger when he told me he had someone else. A bad joke, I thought very naively. I always thought that the midlife crisis, with strange, unexpected outbursts and ideas about how the rest of his life should look, would wait at least another quarter-century. Unfortunately. With Marco, it hit him at thirty-two.

      Now I just have to make the best of it. At least there’s a visitation arrangement for Bowie, our cocker spaniel, which I’m very happy about. So, at least I’m not completely alone.

      Bowie, named after the singer I’m a huge fan of, is with me more than with him. Fortunately, we don’t have children. I absolutely want to be a mother someday, but that moment hasn’t arrived yet. If I had children, a divorce would have been even harder to handle than it is for me now. And that’s saying a lot about my mental state, because I’m feeling pretty down at the moment.

      Marco keeps living in the house we bought five years ago, just before our wedding. The mortgage is sky-high; we paid off as little as possible. We wanted to enjoy life, and all obligations that could be postponed, we did so as much as possible. Marco was a true hedonist. The seed for his always spontaneous and impulsive actions was planted the day he unexpectedly lost his father. He was still a child, and all the certainties he thought he had until then were ripped away. Yes, making something fun out of every moment: that’s what we did. Today is the only certainty you have. Carpe Diem, Marco always said. Seize the day. Well, he does. He even had it tattooed on his upper arm last year on a whim. He used to hate tattoos.

      But he’s not seizing the days with me anymore. He’s doing that now with his new girlfriend. Gabriella. Nickname: Gaby. Ugh. Marco met her during one of his business trips to Brazil, where he apparently did more than just inspect and buy soybeans. Grinding my teeth, I toss the letter into the shoebox I emptied to put in the correspondence from the lawyer and all the other tons of paperwork that comes with a divorce. ‘Louboutin’ is written on the side.

      On hands and knees, I crawl across the floor in the walk-in closet and press one of the pumps that used to be in the box against my nose. The leather still smells new. A tear slides over the soft material. Angrily, I wipe it away. There have already been enough tears shed over Marco. Now I just want to be angry, that’s a lot easier than being sad.

      I remember exactly when I bought those shoes, or rather, received them. It was during a weekend getaway, a party for the company where Marco works. They were celebrating their twenty-year anniversary. Not long before that, he had been promoted, he became a partner. During that weekend in Paris, he spontaneously gifted me the shoes.

      I wore those ridiculously expensive things once. At the party in the evening. The dress I wore is still hanging there. Made of satin, red as ripe cherries. Narrow straps, modestly high in the front, but with a back neckline just above my butt. I didn’t dare to wear it without a bra. Marco thought I shouldn’t be so prudish, and of course, I wore it. The whole evening, I felt awkward, especially when it got a bit cooler later in the evening and it was clear through the thin fabric that I was indeed feeling cold.

      Outside, on the terrace with a view of the Eiffel Tower, with my arm awkwardly folded over my breasts, I sipped champagne and prayed it would soon be time to go back to the hotel.

      I close my eyes and the feeling I had back then descends on me like a suffocating blanket. I press the silky fabric of the dress against my cheek and take a moment to collect myself. Then I roll it up and stuff it, after a moment of hesitation, into another bag. I won’t wear it again. Maybe it’s something for Lizzy, my best friend.

      I have a week to pack all my things. A week during which Marco is on vacation with his Brazilian flame, in her home country. After that, the Netherlands will be her new home. Out of anger, I almost threw my phone across the living room last night. My stomach turned at the photo of them on Instagram. She wore a high-cut bikini, only a tiny piece of fabric was covering her private parts. Surely with a neatly groomed Brazilian underneath.

      Was that what made us break up in the end? Was I not taking good enough care of myself for him anymore? OK, I admit it, I weigh a few pounds more than when we met and in the winter, I don’t shave my legs every day. In the summer, it could sometimes be a week before I touched up the triangle of hair between my legs. I mean, come on, he didn’t shave his balls at all. At rest, his masculinity was hardly visible among all the hair. That can’t be the reason she’s attracted to him.

      It doesn’t matter how big he is, it’s what you do with it that counts, he always said. Better a small one that bucks than a big one that refuses. Yeah, right. Keep telling yourself that.

      I did not complain, sex was… OK, but a Magic Mike Marco wasn’t exactly either.

      Good luck with that, Gaby baby.

      In the Instagram photo, undoubtedly with some filter, she’s hugging him so tight like she’s afraid he will leave her. He is in shorts, his shoulders sunburned red—she probably doesn’t pay attention to whether he’s applying sunscreen properly, as I always did. A dad bod above the waistband of his swim shorts, even though he’s not a dad.

      Will he have kids with her soon?

      I fall back onto the carpet with a scream of frustration. Then I finally do what Lizzy advised me. I unfollow him, unfriend him, and block his number. There. All neatly tidied up, I tell myself. The pangs around my heart I try to ignore.

      Bowie, who hasn’t taken his eyes off me since Marco and I are no longer together, follows me with his gaze. He lifts his snout and sticks his trembling nose in the air. After a brief hesitation, he stands up and walks over to me. He sniffs my face, and the soft hairs of his snout tickle against my cheeks. There are no more tears to lick away. They are gone.

      The sunbeams peek through the shutters and warm my face. That’s why I wanted this house so badly. Almost all day, the sun comes in somewhere in the house. It illuminates Bowie’s golden-brown coat. I rest my head against his head and inhale his familiar dog smell. I pet him, comforting myself more with the long, soothing strokes than him. Then I push myself up with a sigh so I’m back on my knees in front of the closet.

      One by one, I take the hangers off. On every piece of clothing that passes through my hands, a memory clings. The halter neck dress that is the same color as a delicious eggplant I wore when we went out to dinner together at that nice restaurant by the harbor of Borkum, a German Wadden Island. It was warm, the lukewarm wine we drank went to our heads in record time. Upon returning to our boat, we made love on the couch in the cabin until it got so warm that we had to open the hatch and the salty sea air blew in, and our heated moans drifted outside. And then, so the rest of the harbor wouldn’t enjoy it with us, we silently continued our love making on the narrow couch. That’s a good memory, but painful now. The red travel dress I’m taking off the clothes hanger I bought especially for the vacation to Ibiza. We celebrated life like there was no tomorrow. The tight skirt that Marco thought looked so good on me, but in which I could only waddle around like a penguin, was for the family dinner when his grandparents celebrated fifty years of marriage. The sheer blouse that I always had to wear a tank top under to look… decent. The boyfriend jeans that I like so much but that I haven’t worn in far too long because Marco doesn’t like women in loose jeans. That is one of the advantages of the divorce: I can wear whatever I want now and no one will say anything. No more sexy bodycon dresses; bring on the baggy jeans!

      Then I realize that I’m wasting precious time with this trip down memory lane. I need to look ahead, not behind me. Decluttering guru Marie Kondo would laugh out loud. I can almost hear her saying: Does this piece of clothing bring you joy? No? Get rid of it!

      At this moment, I am only happy about very few things. I wouldn’t want to keep a single piece of this pile of clothing.

      I neatly fold everything and put it in one of the large blue-and-red checkered bags that I bought specifically for this purpose. My belongings are temporarily stored in my parents’ attic and in the garage until I find a house. For now, I live on the sailboat that we bought together and that I was assigned in the divorce settlement. Marco didn’t want it; Mrs. Brazilian is afraid of water. Then she is well-suited for the Netherlands, I had bitten back feeling very self-satisfied.

      I need to look for a house. I have registered with the housing corporation for a rental house, but without an urgent housing declaration, it won’t go very quickly. Not having a man anymore is not considered an urgency, according to the authorities.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After an hour of working, my side of the walk-in closet is almost empty. I have had to restrain myself a few times from stuffing all his things into garbage bags and throwing them in the thrift store clothing bin. Or cutting off all the buttons from his shirts and leaving a note: You know how to screw, I hope you know how to sew, too.

      No, the last bit of pride I have prevents me from throwing away my dignity, or what little is left of it.

      I get up and haul the first two bags down the stairs. They are incredibly heavy. Halfway down, I’ve had enough. The handles are digging into my palms. I set them on a step and kick the front one. It rolls down the steps and takes along another item that Marco (or she?) had placed on the stairs to take upstairs. Marco was also good at ignoring stuff. Literally. I hear something crashing on the stone floor of the hallway. His own fault. Tough luck, Marco.

      I give the second bag a push and watch it until it lands on top of the first one. When I turn around, I see Bowie looking at me lazily from the top of the stairs. He has no idea what is happening and why I am now laughing hysterically. Thank goodness for that.

      I walk back upstairs and grab the next bag. This one is full of shoes, slippers, and boots.

      Now that I am packing, I realize just how many clothes I have. With one hand stuffed in my jeans pocket, I also check this bag as it bounces over the steps, a lot less smoothly than the bags filled with clothing—that roll quite nicely.

      When all the bags from today are piled up at the bottom of the stairs, I go down as well. It is not so easy to step over the heap of bags. Leaning against the wall with my hand, I try to find solid ground by squeezing my foot between the bags. When I yank on the handle of one of the bags because it isn’t giving in quickly enough, the zipper tears open. I curse under my breath.

      When I finally pick up the last bag to set it outside on the garage path, I see what has fallen from the stairs. A picture frame with a photo of Marco and the-name-I-will-not-mention-from-today-on in it. I sweep the glass into a dustpan and throw it along with the remnants of the frame and the photo in the trash. Too bad, Marco. You should have taken it upstairs. Still, it does hurt when I lock the front door behind me and walk to the car.

      With sweat and tears—and a very unladylike curse that I immediately regret as the words roll off my lips—I manage to fold down the back seat without breaking any of my nails. That’s the kind of thing Marco always did. It was also his idea to buy this little electric car. We could enjoy our many outings with it in an affordable way. It is only a year old, and I get to keep it, so I don’t have to worry about a new car for now. Finding a charging station is a bit tricky. My parents don’t have one nearby, at least.

      I stuff the large bags into the little car, along with the box of picture frames and the first load of books. I have many more than I can take with me now. Tomorrow and the day after, I will bring another load.
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      “Another glass of wine?” Lizzy asks, holding up the bottle of chardonnay that’s in a cooler on our table. The ice water drips from the bottle, the label is hanging loose. Even now it’s still warm here. The last rays of the sun illuminate the cozy little terrace where we sit, before the copper sun sets behind the church tower. I pick up my glass and Lizzy fills it up. At her feet is the bag with the cerise dress and some other clothes that I’ve decided to give to my best friend today, plus the Louboutins. I don’t need those anymore. From now on, everything will be different.

      She was ecstatic about the expensive gifts and insisted on paying for tonight’s dinner. The other bags are at my parents’ house, where the remnants of my life are piling up. How pathetic is that: being thirty years old and having to move back in with your parents? Lizzy also offered to let me stay with her temporarily, but that’s not a good idea, especially with Bowie around. She owns a tiny studio in the city. I think we’d both suffocate.

      With the damask napkin, I dab a drop of sweat from my neck and then unfold it to drape it over my lap. At some tables, they’ve opened the parasols to provide a bit of shade. Not at our table, and it feels a bit strange to ask for that just for another quarter of an hour; the sun is almost down. It’s been nice weather for a few days, and according to the weather forecast, it’s going to stay that way for a while. That is a plus. You don’t have to travel to the other side of the world for a bit of sun this summer, like Marco and his… flame.

      The sun reflects off the smooth cobblestones that pave the small village square. The warmth of the day is still in the stones. I left Bowie at my parents’ house. When the sun shines all day on my (not our, how nice that sounds: my) sailboat, where I’ll be spending the night, it gets very warm inside—even if I open all the portholes and shutters. In the small harbor, where The Windfall is permanently docked, there’s little relief in summer unless the wind howls at hurricane strength.

      Lizzy clinks her glass against mine. “What are you going to do for the rest of your vacation? Six glorious weeks long.” She closes her eyes and makes a humming sound before taking a sip, and once she’s done, she makes that funny sound again. With the tip of her tongue, she licks along her lip. “Delicious wine.” She sets the glass down and looks at me, laughing. “In a next life, I’ll also be a teacher. Such a joy, all those long school vacations.”

      I have no energy left today to argue against it and explain again that as a teacher, there’s still plenty to do before the summer vacation really begins, and even more before the students come back; there are all sorts of things that need to be prepared. And yet it’s the best job in the world, teaching at an elementary school, especially trying to instill a love for language, books, and reading.

      “It’s never too late to retrain, Liz.” It comes out a bit sharper than I intended. Marco sometimes looked down on my job too, and that irritated me immensely. Liz does something in ‘marketing and communication’ and that’s always very important because ‘the whole world revolves around marketing’. Right. Without teachers, the whole world would come to a standstill, and no marketing gurus would be trained anymore.

      She presses her lips together in disgust and shakes her head wildly. “No, that’s not for me. Keeping all those kids in line all day, sounds like pure horror to me. I already have my hands full with one man: my boss.”

      To emphasize her words, she shivers. Lizzy is very dedicated to being single and is determined never to become a mother.

      Because I suddenly feel a bit annoyed and because I’ve given her, among other things, a very expensive dress and an even more expensive pair of shoes, and she can easily afford the dinner she offered me, I order what I feel like and don’t pay attention to the price.

      “So, you are hungry?” she asks deadpan as I decide to finish my order with a homemade peanut butter chocolate cheesecake.

      Now that I think about it, the knots in my stomach this afternoon have disappeared, and a healthy appetite has returned. Moreover, I don’t have to struggle into tight cocktail dresses for a while—I’ll leave that to a certain other woman. I’m my own woman and that thought relieves the pressure even more. “Yes, I’m actually quite hungry, and everything looks delicious,” I say as I hand the menu back to the waiter.

      Lizzy hands hers over too. “For me the same as what she ordered, please. And a basket of bread with spreads. And a bottle of still water.”

      The waiter nods. “Shall I bring another bottle of this as well?” Unasked, he pours the bottle of wine into our glasses.

      Lizzy looks at him over her sunglasses. “You know what. Let’s go crazy. Please do. We are celebrating today,” she says to the young man.

      “Oh? What are we celebrating then?” he asks kindly while looking at us in turn.

      Lizzy picks up her glass and raises it in my direction. “Her divorce.”

      Lizzy wasn’t really a fan of Marco. At the beginning of my relationship with him, she never made a secret of it, and later she tolerated Marco… to not jeopardize our friendship. Now that he’s permanently out of the picture, she’s no longer keeping her heart a closed book.

      The waiter blushes a bit when he hears Lizzy’s toast and stammers something like “congratulations then”, after which he drifts away with the wine cooler and the empty bottle in his hands.

      “Nice guy, that waiter.” Lizzy leans a bit to the side in her chair to catch a last glimpse of his backside. “Great butt.”

      “Liz!” I say in a scolding tone, but honestly, I chuckle at the unabashed silly antics. She is completely my opposite; with her, I always end up in the most unexpected adventures. She has already mapped out a few: celebrating New Year’s Eve in New York, going wild at the sales in Milan, dining at Madame Brasserie in the Eiffel Tower. Of course, there are always fantasies about hot escapades with foreign men. Lizzy isn’t held back by the fact that I’m staying far away from anything that even remotely smells like sex or testosterone for now. Fortunately, summer stretches out before me first, a quiet month and a half where Lizzy still has to work.

      “What? Just because you’ve been cheated on by one doesn’t mean you have to spit on all of them,” she says unperturbed. She sits a bit sideways in her chair. She crosses one bare leg over the other and provocatively wiggles her foot, where a pump with a towering heel dangle at the tips of her toes. Provocatively, she sweeps her long hair over her shoulder and sips her wine, looking over the rim of the glass. Two men at a table nearby watch the scene with great interest.

      “Look, Abby, that is how you do it. There is not a handful but a land full of men. There are more than enough nice men to be found here in The Netherlands.” She takes another sip of wine and, with a practiced air of shyness, tucks a strand of hair behind her ear while glancing at one of the men from under her lowered lashes.

      “That’s how you do it, Abby-dear. Watch the master at work.”

      I look at my own feet in my worn-out All Stars. One of the laces has broken off. I still have my short denim shorts on and a T-shirt. In case it gets a bit cooler tonight, I have a simple cardigan with me. An outfit that will do just fine for my new boating life. I take a piece of crispy baguette from the basket that the waiter just placed on the table and generously spread it with butter, which immediately melts on the warm bread. “Delicious, those carbohydrates.” I also butter up a slice for Lizzy, extra thick with garlic butter. It hurts a tiny bit that she pays so much attention to others and not only to me, especially now that I need her company so badly.

      From a little too far away, I let the slice fall onto her bread plate. It lands on the edge, and as Murphy’s law dictates, with the buttered side half on the table.

      “Ugh, gross.”

      “Sorry,” I say not feeling too sorry while I watch Lizzy wipe the butter off the table with her napkin and licking her fingers with the long, bright red nails at the tips. At least she’s looking at me again now and not at the men.

      “What are you going to do all those looong looonely weeks?” she asks, before taking a bite of the piece of baguette.

      “Besides clearing out the house where I’ve lived for five years, bothering my parents, and sitting sadly on my little boat?” The tone in my voice is a bit aggressive.

      Lizzy doesn’t let herself be thrown off balance by me. She waves her index finger between us. “I’m not going to sit by and watch you wallow in self-pity all summer.”

      “Don’t worry. That isn’t going to happen. I’ve decided to go sailing.”

      “What? With your sailboat?”

      “Yes. My sailboat. A boat for sailing.”

      “You’ve never gone away by yourself with it.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      For so many other things it will soon be my first time. Alone.

      “I can sail just fine.”

      But can I really be alone for so long with nothing more than my books and Bowie for company…?

      “I know that.”

      She leans over the table, the tip of the knife she just wanted to use to spread some pesto on her sandwiches pointed in my direction. “That’s what I wanted to tell you. At the sailing school by the lake, they’re urgently looking for someone to teach sailing to children next week. My sister said that the sailing instructor they hired had an accident while bungee jumping and now they’re at their wits’ end. It’s the first week of the school vacation, and the classes are completely booked. You can sail excellently, you enjoy helping people, and you’re good with kids.” She raises a finger for each reason. Then she says a bit softer: “Maybe you could use the money too, for your own vacation?”

      “Teaching sailing to kids. That’s something for students who need to save every euro to buy drinks during the parties in Sneek, later this summer,” I reply.

      Precious memories of the annual festival week in Sneek, where I not only sailed with Lizzy and other friends but also went wild at all the festivities surrounding it, come to mind. They were the highlights of our summer vacations in our youth, the foundation for many friendships and even loves were laid during that week. Lost in my thoughts, I take a bite of the appetizer that the waiter just brought. The unique flavor pulls me back to the present. Carpaccio of balsamic beet and goat cheese. Definitely not bad. Being a vegetarian, that’s a possibility now too, eating less or even no meat now that I’m no longer married to a convinced carnivore.

      “You need to decide for yourself, but it really seemed like something for you. It’s just a week, then you can enjoy your vacation. By yourself.” She makes a face.

      It would really be out of character for Lizzy to be alone on a sailboat, living a bit improvised and going back to basics. But in fact I’m looking forward to it, especially after all the fuss of the last few months. Not having to talk, just reading, listening to music, sailing and sunbathing, eating what and when I want: just doing what I feel like, isn’t that paradise?

      Fortunately, she leaves the subject alone. The meal is delicious. After more than an hour and a half, I push the plate with the last crumbs of cheesecake away from me. ‘I can’t say another word.’ I place my hand on my belly and lean back in the chair. I feel like undoing the button on my shorts. In another setting, or being alone, I would have definitely done that.

      “I think I’m going to head out. I’m really tired.” I grab my cardigan from the back of the chair and put it on.

      “Of course, I understand that.” Lizzy raises her hand in the air, and when she has the waiter’s attention, she rubs her thumb and forefinger together to signal that she wants to pay. Within a few minutes, he stands at the table with the card reader. She pays and slips a twenty-euro note into his hands, which earns her a big smile and a thank you-bow from him.
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      Arm in arm, we walk toward my little sailboat. Lizzy insisted on walking with me. After some grumbling protests on my part, because she would then have to walk back to her bike by herself again, I gave in. Here in Friesland, in the small town I’ve been to so often, a woman doesn’t have to be afraid to walk the streets alone.

      From some gardens, cheerful chatter can be heard, people wanting to enjoy this beautiful summer evening for as long as possible. It is dark in the harbor, with only a few lights burning in a cabin here and there, and on two boats, the owners are still sitting outside in the cockpit, their legs tucked under a comfy blanket. Most of the mosquitoes have disappeared; you suffer the worst from them during the hour when the sun sets and twilight falls.

      When we stand on the grass next to my boat, I give Lizzy a hug. “Thank you for dinner. It was delicious. And lovely. I really enjoyed it. As always.”

      She holds me a little longer than usual, and the hug is also firmer. I pull away before it gets awkward and say more cheerfully than I feel: “Goodnight then. I will see you again soon.”

      She insists on waiting until I’m on board. With her arms folded across her chest and shaking her head, she follows my moves. The boat she would voluntarily step onto would have to be at least hundred feet long and preferably with a large crew on board.

      I hold on tightly to the lifeline, and as I swing my other leg on board, I grab the shroud, the cable attached to the mast. Lizzy lets out a little squeal as my boat tilts slightly due to the weight on one side. It is only thirty feet long, just over nine meters, and made of aluminum, so it’s no wonder it wobbles a bit.

      “Shh,” I say to Lizzy, placing my finger against my lips. Otherwise, people here might think I’m drunk. OK, I admit I’ve felt more sober on other nights, but it’s not like I can’t keep myself upright anymore. Immediately, all sorts of scary images flash through my mind. That I fall overboard and no one hears or sees me. Or that the mooring lines come loose and I drift away, or that a fire breaks out.

      Stop, I admonish myself. I open the hatch to the cabin. Warm, slightly musty air makes its way outside. Then I force myself to smile broadly and wave cheerfully to Lizzy, who watches my actions with a worried look.

      “I will talk to you again soon,” I say, and before she can say anything else, I crawl inside.

      It is dark in the cabin. I stand still and hold my breath. Then I finally see through the porthole Lizzy’s feet stepping off the dock, and I am truly by myself. I switch on a small lamp and pray that it works. I haven’t checked the battery yet. Fortunately, a soft light spreads. I flop down, and I am suddenly overwhelmed by a wave of self-pity that sweeps me into a sea of gloomy thoughts. This is not the first time I’ve been on board by myself, yet it feels different.

      Now I am really alone.

      I wrap myself like a burrito in the duvet. Then I get back out to check if the hatch is closed, even though I know I’ve locked it. Sometimes I get tired of myself. Finally, I fall into a restless sleep until a few quacking ducks arguing wake me up. I sit up and barely manage to avoid hitting my head. It takes a few seconds before I realize where I am with my sleep-dazed head. It has gotten quite warm inside again. I climb out of my bunk and throw open the hatch. Deeply I breathe in the fresh morning air. I smell the delicious scent from the bakery just outside the harbor on the Main Street. Fortunately, the sun is shining brightly again today. The weather doesn’t care about my mood, which suits thunder and rain better.

      I let the water run for a moment and then put a kettle on for a cup of tea. In the cupboard, there’s still a pack of crackers and a small jar of jam Marco got for Christmas. I always took those little things with me to the boat. There is no butter. I note that on my mental shopping list. There’s still a lot to do before I can go on vacation.

      I wash myself up quickly with a washcloth at the small sink. We do have a hand shower, but it’s outside, and I don’t feel like washing myself there now, in the middle of the small harbor. The sailboat my parents owned when I was little didn’t even have hot water. I comb my hair and put on clean underwear and a clean shirt. Fortunately, I was smart enough to bring that along.

      As I step toward the dock to walk Bowie, the owners of the other boats in the harbor greet me kindly. I can almost see the speech bubbles with question marks hovering above their heads. YES, I AM ALONE, I want to scream. Maybe then I will finally believe it myself.
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, on my way over to my parents, I see a sign by the side of the road pointing to the location of the sailing school. Lizzy’s comment last night about sailing lessons for children has planted a seed in my mind. Maybe it’s a good way to distract myself, to really let go of the hassle with Marco before I set off on my own boat. Impulsively, I turn my steering wheel and decide to stop by. I park my car in the parking lot by the harbor and walk toward the clubhouse.

      The sun shining on the water makes it look like silver stars are splashing in the ripples. Here and there, people are busy, moving things around and preparing their boats for vacation, packing sails or polishing their precious possessions. Buy a boat and work yourself to death, my dad always used to say. There are mainly sailboats here, but also a few small motor yachts. On the shore, rows of small sailboats —dinghies— lie like washed up whales, and next to them are slightly larger sailboats stored on carts. That’s how I learned it when I was a kid, start with a small boat and when I could manage it by myself, move on to a bigger one. Not knowing that one day I would be manning a thirty-foot sailboat alone.

      It is a bit windy, and the rigging clatters against the masts. Some people are driven crazy by that noise; for me, it feels like coming home. I have heard stories of people from the city who couldn’t fall asleep when it was quiet outside and they couldn’t hear the trams or buses anymore. I have a bit of that with this sound; it just belongs.

      Watersports and Sailing Association The Fluessen is painted on the glossy wooden sign. Behind the window of the neat building, an A-4 sheet is taped up. Despair almost jumps off the words written with red ink:

      
        
        SAILING INSTRUCTOR WANTED!!!

        URGENT!!

      

      

      “Is it something for you?”

      I startle. With a jerk, I turn around. In front of me stands a young man who looks to be about twenty-five. Even this early in the morning I can tell that he is above average in attractiveness. Slightly too long, messy, blonde hair, white shorts, a polo shirt, and a handsome face tanned by the sun: definitely the sailing type.

      “Maybe,” I say cautiously.

      He boldly places a hand on my back and nods toward the cafeteria: “Come on in. I’ll pour you a cup of coffee, and we can talk about it.”

      Thinking it over seems almost no longer an option. Inside, it’s cozy: a bar made of reclaimed wood, a huge couch lined with cushions in various shades of blue stretching along two walls, maritime decorations everywhere, and flags from all over the world.

      The young man places a hand on his chest. “I completely forgot to introduce myself. Finn. And you are?”

      “Abby.”

      “What a nice name. Where does it come from?” he asks while he gets to work behind the bar. “Coffee or tea?”

      “Coffee, please.” I hop on a barstool, still not entirely convinced this is a good idea. “My real name is Abigail. That comes from the Hebrew name ‘Avigayil’, composed of two elements: ‘av’ meaning ‘father’ and ‘gil’ meaning ‘joy’. Therefore, Abigail, and by extension Abby, can mean ‘my father’s joy’ or ‘source of joy’.

      I have no fucking clue why I am blurting all of this out to a perfect stranger.

      “Well, I certainly hope you will be my source of joy, Abby.” He sets a mug of coffee on the bar and slides another mug filled with sugar and powdered milk sticks my way. Then he walks around the bar and sits down next to me. Curiously, he looks at me.

      “Why don’t you give the sailing lessons yourself?” I ask him.

      “I have bar duty this week. A week of hard work, and then all my shifts for this season will be done. A friend of mine, Willem, was supposed to give those sailing lessons, but he had a rather… unfortunate accident. Something with a few too many beers and an overzealous bet. There are ten registrations, parents who expect us to keep their children entertained from ten in the morning to one in the afternoon. The management finds it quite annoying if we need to cancel. And sailing lessons are important, of course.” He winks and gives me a nudge with his shoulder.

      “I get it. I teach at a school. I know all about it when something unexpected comes up and parents have to come up with a solution themselves. Most of them do not like that.”

      The coffee is delicious. Over my cup, I glance at him sideways. He has a friendly face, summery freckles around his nose.

      “A teacher. That’s perfect. That means, if you can sail, of course,” he says enthusiastically.

      “Yes, I can sail well. I spent all my summers as a child on a sailboat. I own a Valk from 1966.”

      He nods appreciatively. “A classic boat. That’s awesome.”

      “Next week I’m taking it on vacation.”

      For the first time alone. But I don’t mention that; I don’t want any pity. “If the need is truly high, I’m willing to step in for a few lessons. It’s always fun when kids want to learn to sail.”

      He raises a finger in the air. “I should warn you, sometimes the parents want it more than the kids do.”

      I grin. “I can handle it.”

      He extends his hand to me. “So, you’re in?”

      Very cautiously I ask: “Does it pay anything?”

      Finn lowers his hand again. “Sorry, yes, of course. I should have mentioned this. With Willem we agreed on two hundred fifty euros.” He blushes a little. “It’s not much, but we’re a club. Money doesn’t flow freely here.” Warily he adds: “And you’re always welcome here. You can use all the facilities for free, and I’ll personally make sure you don’t have to pay for a berth when you dock here as a visitor.”

      “Great.” I smile and extend my hand. “I think that’s a fair amount. Deal.”

      His hand is warm, the grip firm. “Cool! Can you start tomorrow morning? Ten o’clock?”

      “That should work. Can I bring my dog?”

      “Sure, dogs are welcome here too.”

      “Nice. And how old are those kids, have they sailed before?” I ask, so I can prepare a bit.

      “Some have, others haven’t. They are between eight and eleven years old; we start with the dinghies.”

      “Fine.” I finish the last sip of coffee and hop off the stool. “See you tomorrow then. Will you make sure the boats are in the water?”

      He nods. “No problem. For you, I’ll prepare a little rubber boat with an outboard motor. I hope you can handle that too?”

      “Definitely, I can do that. I even have a boating license.”

      “Super!” He extends his hand once more to seal our deal.

      A little lighter than the day before, I walk back to my car. Bowie and I pick up another load of stuff to take to my parents. This is going to be a busy week.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up to the sound of a lawnmower and groggily reach for my phone lying on the nightstand next to me. Last night I slept at my parents” house, in my old childhood room. When it dawns on me what time it is, I throw the duvet off and grab my clothes from the chair. I forgot to set the alarm last night. “Shit, shit, shit!” In my head, dozens of child voices echo. Oh-ho-oh Miss Van der Molen, you can’t say ‘shit’.

      I shake my head as if that could silence my conscience.

      Bowie jumps up barking. “We’re late,” I shout at him as I fly down the stairs, with him right behind me.

      “Hello, dear,” my mother says unperturbed. She is used to a lot from me from the past and doesn’t bat an eye at my occasionally chaotic existence. “Can I make you a sandwich? Cup of coffee? Dad is mowing the grass; I hope you didn’t wake up because of that.”

      Behind their small farmhouse is a huge garden. Luckily, my father loves gardening. They finally planned their next holiday and although they’ve never said it out loud, I know they stayed home in case I needed them.

      No matter how old your child is, you always worry, I heard my mother say to Aunt Agath last week. They miss Marco too, but they don’t say it out loud. Even though they were just as angry as I was when his infidelity was revealed.

      I need to get my life back in order as soon as possible and not be dependent on them anymore. I grab a brown sandwich from the bag, tear off half, and shove it into my mouth. “Nwo twime,” I say, and I can almost hear my mother thinking that she didn’t raise me like this: talking with my mouth full. I hold my hand over my mouth. “Sworry, Mom. Swee you tonight. Waf you.”

      I grab the leash of Bowie while trying to chew the sandwich. “Cwome on, hurry, we’re late.”

      Bowie runs ahead to the car and jumps impatiently barking onto the back seat as soon as he squeezes himself past the half-open door. It doesn’t matter where we’re going; he always loves to leave. I wave hastily to my mother, who is watching us from behind the kitchen window, and stuff the rest of the sandwich into my mouth. Before I’m off the property, my car is already stalled. I stare at the dashboard and suddenly realize what’s going on.

      “Fuck! Battery is dead.” I still need to get used to the electric charging stuff. This is clearly not my day.

      I let Bowie out of the car and dash back to the house. In the kitchen, I quickly sip from the tap to wash down the last remnants of the sandwich. It feels like I’m sixteen again. With the back of my hand, I wipe the water droplets off my chin. “Mom, can I borrow your car,” I pant, “my car battery is dead.”

      She rummages in a drawer of the sideboard and hands me the keys to her old Suzuki Alto. A rattletrap is what my brother Sten calls the clunker that Mom still hasn’t replaced for a better model due to its proven loyal service.

      “Be careful!” she calls after me.

      I sprint to her car as if I’m a rally driver who has heard the starting gun and is beginning a race. It feels like a race against the clock. I hate latecomers.

      On the way, Bowie is impatiently panting in my neck from the back seat. He has his paws on the back of the front seat, his tongue hanging out of his mouth, and his tail wagging rapidly back and forth. He is clearly excited for today. I am not; yesterday it all seemed like a fun idea—distracting my thoughts at sailing school—today my enthusiasm is much less.
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      “Daddyyyy,” comes the impatient call from my daughter’s bedroom. I sigh and lay my sweaty forehead on the keyboard. When I sit up, I see that the screen has filled with a jumble of letters. It’s not much worse than what I’ve produced today: I’ve rewritten a sentence that just won’t flow the way I want it to at least ten times, and yet I’m still not satisfied. I can concentrate best when I’m alone, but I’ll have to get over that for the next six weeks now that Floortje is on summer vacation. It doesn’t make much sense to stress about it; it is what it is.

      I delete the jumble of letters on my screen and save the manuscript under the same name with today’s date appended. Then I close my laptop and, along with the mouse and the cord, pack everything into the laptop bag that needs to go to the harbor later. I just received a message from Finn, the young man who works at the marina, that they’ve found someone to teach sailing to the kids. Her name is apparently Abby. I have no illusion that I’ll have much peace while Floortje is busy on the water this coming week and I’m trying to come to terms with the fact that I won’t be very productive in terms of writing.

      I get up and walk to my daughter’s room. “What can’t you find, sweetheart?” I ask as cheerfully as possible. After I turned the whole house upside down last night to find the pink swimming goggles that she absolutely had to take with her to the boat (Found them in a pocket on the side of the swim bag that I had already searched three times), she has asked for at least five other things. Things I had no fucking clue where to look for.
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