

  

    

      

    

  




  

    What Dutch readers say about the novels of Nanda Roep:




    “Wonderful book. Thrilling and romantic at the same time!”




    – Marieke ‘t Hart (Editor-in-Chief, Telegraaf VROUW)




    §




    “Desperate Housewives from our own backyard. Nothing is as it seems.”




    – Chantal van Gastel (famous Dutch feelgood-author)




    §




    Book Club Readers on Spring Lies




    “Completely satisfied with the ending.” – Astrid




    §




    “You keep thinking you know what will happen, but it always turns out differently.” – Karin




    §




    “I did not see this plot twist coming.” – Esther




    §




    “A delightful book. Cozy. Also suspenseful.” – Marjolein




    §




    “I’m curious to find out if it was murder and how all the storylines come together.” – Margien




    §




    “It’s a real page-turner.” – Hanneke




    §




    “A wonderful novel, easy to read.” – Marij




    §




    “A fast-paced book, perfect for a rainy day on the couch.” – Karin




    §




    Book Bloggers and Sellers on the work of Nanda Roep




    “I enjoyed it from the very first sentence.” – Nathalie Scheffer, bookseller




    §




    “A brilliant book. Light but profound. Witty, unsettling, and moving.” – Stijn van der Loo, writer, composer




    §




    “A fantastic women’s novel where Nanda humorously yet thoughtfully shows what truly matters in life.” – Wendy Wenning, Book Blogger Boekenbijlage.nl




    §




    “Expertly written, an honest and delightful book about love.” – Margriet (Women’s magazine)




    §




    “I love this writing style—vivid, self-aware, and with a clear message. That’s why I couldn’t stop reading from page one.” – Book Blogger fflekkerlezen.nl




    §




    “Roep masterfully strikes an emotional chord in a lighthearted way—pure class!” – Book Blogger mustreads.nl




    §




    “Nanda Roep’s writing style is smooth and engaging, as if you’re chatting with a friend on the couch.” – Book Blogger Boekenbijlage.nl




    §




    “Sharp and humorous, a great combination...” – Book Blogger wieschrijftblijft.com
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    Are you reading this with your Book Club?




    Dive deeper into Spring Lies with exclusive Book Club Questions—specially crafted to spark meaningful conversations, laughter, and maybe even a debate or two!




    Visit www.nandaroep.com to get started.
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    Other books by Nanda Roep, also available in English




    Midlife, Mayhem & Merlot
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    One


  




  




  

    Right after the collision, the question arose: had it been an accident or an attempted murder? The entire neighborhood had its own opinions—how convenient that this had happened to these particular people. Naturally, some residents couldn’t imagine the driver being capable of murder. Because of that, they were convinced it had to have been an accident. But everyone had an opinion, and they voiced it loudly.




    It was impossible to follow who said what, and no one could make sense of it anymore. The neighborhood gathered like a tangled mass of snakes. Everyone swarmed and shouted over each other. It was difficult to distinguish who was actually speaking; in all the noise, it seemed like people were just yelling out whatever came to mind.




    §




    A neighbor from down the street said to the paramedic, “It’s that guy’s fault, that bastard. He did everything wrong, and this is what happens.”




    The woman behind said to the medical staff, “I’d be angry too, angry enough to kill!”




    Mrs. Brieson blamed the municipality. “They don’t care about Stonehaven. They couldn’t care less that the streetlights are failing one by one!”




    Mr. Fersand disagreed. “Of course, the municipality wants to take care of us. Don’t be ridiculous.” Then he winked briefly and said, much softer, “Besides, we take care of ourselves—and each other.”




    Mrs. Brieson didn’t find it amusing, though she knew full well that plenty was being arranged behind the scenes. As always. “I’ve called about that broken streetlight at least ten times, but did they come? Of course not. You can’t see a thing in the dark.” She smiled at Mr. Fersand.




    Someone from two streets over commented that they could still see Mrs. Brieson just fine in the twilight. “And I can hear you too; you don’t need to shout!”




    “People, give us some space to work!” the paramedic called out desperately.




    §




    Maya had no opinion, but she was utterly shocked. From a distance, she watched with a pounding heart that felt like it was about to burst out of her chest. She quickly threw on a shirt and pants.




    “Hurry up,” her mother said, giving her a push. “You need to get out of here!”




    Or rather, Maya had too many thoughts about it. She could think of dozens, maybe even a hundred reasons why it couldn’t have been attempted murder. At the same time, she couldn’t be sure it was just an accident. What had happened to her life...?




    The chaos of the moment made it difficult to organize her thoughts. It was easier to pretend she had no idea. At least for now, until the police inevitably came knocking on her door with questions...




    Her mother, the grandmother of her child, grabbed her wrist. “Come quickly.” Together, they ran down the stairs.
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    Maya was a young woman, only thirty-three. She had recently moved back to Stonehaven. It felt like just yesterday when she had received the keys to her house—the charming little rental at the edge of the neighborhood; a real find. It was a small but detached home, early twentieth century, with white plastered exterior walls, dark green window frames, and small balconies at both the front and back. Truly picturesque. In her imagination, she could already see the fragrant flowers blooming on her balconies.




    Would she finally find peace here?




    Perhaps it would be impossible for her to ever find peace—that thought often crossed her mind. After everything she had been through and everything she had done... She wouldn’t be surprised if she was doomed to a restless existence. It remained to be seen what fate had in store for her...




    A narrow path ran alongside her house, leading to the bushes—a fairly large municipal plot overgrown with weeds and dense shrubs. Teenagers often used this secluded spot to be alone together, sneaking past her house like thieves in the night. They stole secret kisses there—and more. Maya knew all about it; after all, she had grown up here.




    One night, she had woken up to hushed giggling. It took her a moment to realize what she was hearing, but once she did, she lay awake for hours with a smile on her face. Those sweet, youthful romances. For a moment, she forgot how empty her own bed had become.




    For as long as anyone in Stonehaven could remember, the bushes had been the perfect place for, well, explorations of a certain kind. No one could see you, and no one needed to know. Teenagers weren’t picky so, for them, the bushes were paradise.




    Of course, you could question how perfect the place really was. After all, what was so great about lying on dry, cracked ground—or worse, damp and muddy earth? With thorns in your skin or insects in your hair? There were plenty of blackthorn bushes. They provided good cover, but their spikes were treacherously sharp, and the wood was incredibly tough. Yet, generation after generation, people kept coming here—and thankfully, they still did.




    Maya had spent plenty of time there herself back in the day. First with Aron, then with Dennis… The memories of those times suddenly felt much closer now that she was back in this house. Sometimes Maya would burst into laughter thinking about her youthful experiences. Like that time with Dennis. Only after they got up did they realize the musty smell wasn’t just the earth—it was a giant dog turd right next to their heads!




    Maya smiled at the memory as she pretended to listen to the real estate agent droning on about the architectural style and the condition of the fence. Dennis and Maya had stared at each other in horror when they noticed the mess, then screamed, “Mr. Van Zander!” before running, shrieking with fear and laughter, back to civilization.




    “Is something wrong?” the real estate agent asked kindly.




    “No, not at all. Please, continue,” Maya replied politely, doing her best to shake off the memories that kept popping into her mind. She had known for a long time that she wanted to live here again—she had missed Stonehaven far too much.




    Mr. Van Zander had once lived in this house—a long time ago. He had been dead for years, and before that, he had been sick for a long time and very old. Maya had never seen him herself, but the stories about him were still very much alive. They said he had been an old schoolteacher, with a back as crooked as the branches of a bridal wreath bush. Everyone had been afraid of him—which only made the bushes all the more thrilling. He had been utterly annoyed by the flushed, panting, giggling, and, of course, lustful teenagers sneaking past his house.




    The story went that he would stab at you with his pitchfork. He had a broomstick with steel prongs at the end—stronger than a regular rake—and he hadn’t cared what kind of injuries he inflicted with it.




    Among Maya’s group of friends, the tale of Mr. Van Zander was legendary. One day, so the story went, he had grown so fed up with the rustling noises outside his house that he had taken his pitchfork and settled himself in one of the bushes. He waited an hour. Then another… No one came. He remained there as night fell and the cold set in—but not cold enough for Mr. Van Zander, who had fought in the war.




    Only three days later—or so the story claimed—did a young couple finally slip into the bushes. (At this point, one of the teenagers would always remark that the problem couldn’t have been that bad, given how long it took for someone to show up.) Giggling and excited, the young couple wandered around, searching for the best spot for an amorous encounter. (“An encounter? You mean a good screw,” one of the teenagers said.) Not for a second did the two realize they were being watched—malevolently, no less—and that they were actually in danger.




    Now comes the point where the story branches out into different versions. In one, the boy fumbled with the buttons of the girl’s dress for hours, while Mr. Van Zander watched it all unfold. In another, the girl swiftly cast off her dress and stood before him wearing nothing but a pair of panties—not just before the boy of her choice, but also before Mr. Van Zander.




    Apparently, Mr. Van Zander had leaped out in a furious rage. Supposedly, he had roared like a lion. Then, he had stabbed them both. At the same time. Each had been impaled on one prong of his pitchfork.




    Maya always laughed when children, their eyes wide with horror, reached this part of the story.




    “That’s not even possible!” she would giggle.




    But one thing was certain: the bushes were dangerous. Which only made them all the more enticing...




    “I’ll take it,” Maya nodded.




    “Don’t you want to take a look inside?” the real estate agent asked, surprised.




    “Oh, right. Of course. Sorry, yes.” Dutifully, she followed the woman inside. It shouldn’t take too long, she thought—she still had to pick up Ryan from school in another Dutch province. He was still in class at Drenthe, the quiet rural province in the Netherlands.




    §




    A few weeks later, the time had come. The house was empty, and all the boxes had been packed into the moving van she had rented. At the semi-detached house in Drenthe, where her son Ryan had been born, Maya pulled the door shut behind her for the last time. This was where she had lived all her adult life, as a mother, and as a fifth-grade teacher at the small village school—a place she would truly miss.




    She had often toyed with the idea of quitting her job. She knew this was the right moment, no matter how much she loved her students. For quite some time now, she had felt that she needed to make a fresh start—and yet the thought of taking the leap made her anxious.




    Why didn’t she just quit her job? Why didn’t she just take her child under her arm and go wherever she wanted?




    Then suddenly, life made the choice for her.




    Maya wrapped her arm around Ryan. Together, they stood on the sidewalk.




    “Goodbye, Dad,” Ryan whispered.




    “Goodbye, Raymond,” Maya said, directing her words toward the house and the sky. She squeezed Ryan’s upper arm and added, “Daddy is still following us, isn’t he? We’ll still be able to see him tonight.”




    “Yes, the tip of the Little Bear.”




    “We can wave to him from our new house, I promise,” she said, pulling him tightly against her. “We have a balcony at the front and one at the back, so it’ll work.”




    They drove out of the street, and Maya tried not to look back too often. In the rearview mirror, she saw her old house and her old life slowly disappearing. Ryan was already hunched over his handheld game console, fully absorbed in his game. Maya put on her sunglasses. A tear rolled down her cheek, but she wiped it away before Ryan could see it.




    Drenthe had not been her first choice, but she had grown to love it. The dolmens, of course —the prehistoric burial sites made of massive stones, much like smaller versions of Stonehenge—which they had visited so often they nearly went crazy from them. But also, the space in the village, which allowed for genuine kindness between people. Every town had its own customs, and Stonehaven was no different—the neighborhood where she had grown up and where she was now bringing her son.




    Over the past few years, she had taken endless bike rides with little Ryan, passing meadows where they picked wildflower bouquets to place on the table. His curls brushing against her chin, and sometimes that small hand reaching up to gently touch her cheek.




    She was leaving behind countless afternoons of cozy picnics—and Ryan dashing across an entire field after spotting a wasp. The annual village festival she loved, and of course, her dear, dear colleagues from the school team, who had come with all the fifth- and sixth-grade children to bring a white rose to the funeral.




    Another tear rolled down her cheek. It had been a beautiful sight; the nine- and ten-year-olds, not only her own students from fifth grade but also Ryan’s classmates from sixth. Plus, some of the parents who had supported them—some of whom had wept even harder than Maya herself.




    It was heartwarming, but truthfully, there had also been plenty of moments when Maya had found all the attention suffocating. Just like in her teenage years with her mother, when she had longed for some space to keep her own secrets.




    Unfortunately for Maya, there had never been secrets where her mother was concerned—she always knew everything. There had been times when Maya had wanted to scream, “Leave me alone! Just leave me alone!”




    But, well. Nothing could ever be perfect, and when it came down to it, it was always her mother who helped her. Even now. Maya knew her mother was waiting for her on the doorstep of her new, charming rental home. That made the drive just a little less lonely.




    With her moving announcements, she had included handwritten thank-you notes for everyone who had shown up—even for little Angela’s mother, who was so consumed by her own messy divorce.




    §




    Her mother, Grandma Doreen, was, as expected, already there. She was sitting on the doorstep, when they pulled up in the van, waiting with a thermos of coffee and homemade apple pie.




    “Oh, my sweet child, oh dear...,” her mother said in greeting.




    “You mean: welcome to your new home?” Maya asked with a laugh. She sat high in the driver’s seat, leaning her elbow casually against the open window.




    She was excited. Yes, it felt right—despite everything. A fresh start in the place where she had grown up. Maybe she’d run into old acquaintances and find herself with a lively social life in no time. Then again, one shouldn’t underestimate how many people leave their childhood towns so, maybe she wouldn’t know anyone at all.




    Technically, Stonehaven was a neighborhood of the big city, but it might as well have been a village. That’s what it felt like, and it had developed its own little culture over the years.




    With her mother nearby, she’d have help taking care of Ryan. So, yes, despite the sad circumstances, she was honestly looking forward to it.




    “Poor Ryan…,” her mother murmured, opening the passenger door.




    “Hi, Grandma.” Ryan threw himself into Doreen’s open arms, and for a moment, Maya thought he might start crying. Was he crying…?




    Her mother stroked her grandson’s dark hair. At ten years old, he was the perfect height to rest his cheek against his grandmother’s ample bosom. Doreen was like a soft, warm cushion—yes, Grandma was kind. If he wanted to cry, he was in good hands.




    “Oh, oh,” her mother sighed again.




    “Mom, we’ll learn to live with it.” Maya nodded.




    “I know, I know...” She kissed Ryan on the crown of his head. “It’s so wonderful that you’ll be living close by, sweetheart. I’ve missed you and your mother so much.”




    Her mother let go of Ryan and turned to Maya.




    “Welcome home, my dear girl,” she said warmly. If she kept this up, Maya might just start crying herself.




    “We can do this.” Maya nodded.




    “You can do this.” Doreen nodded in agreement. “And if not, I’ll be here for you.”




    Her mother was a mother hen—there was no denying it. At times, it had felt suffocating. As a teenager, she couldn’t wait to get as far away from her as possible. But over time, she had come to appreciate that sometimes it was good to have an overprotective, ever-present mother.




    Whenever things got tough, her mother had always been there to pull her through.




    With Raymond, she had seen how things could be different. His mother had always been too busy to lend a hand, and his father seemed utterly oblivious to the fact that his son actually had emotions.




    Feelings—such as joy over his marriage or existential questions about fatherhood. Whatever the occasion, Raymond’s father would sit there with his newspaper and reading glasses, leaving Raymond to figure things out for himself.




    Most of the time, her father-in-law would mumble something, usually asking for the paper. He’d grumble at foreign politics and nod approvingly at editorials and opinion pieces—sometimes shaking his head fiercely instead.




    Little Ryan would climb onto his lap, wrap his tiny hands around his grandfather’s ears, and whisper secrets—but Grandpa never played along.




    It physically pained Maya to see her little Ryan walk away, disappointed.




    The worst part was that her own father was no longer there—he would have spent the whole day fighting like a knight and letting Ryan ride on his back like a horse.




    Still, Maya struggled more with Raymond’s mother, who was always so busy, so important, with oh-so-crucial work to do. Was it a simple rivalry between women? Honestly, she had never quite figured out whether she disliked her mother-in-law because she was just plain unpleasant, or if she was secretly jealous of her successful career as a business consultant.




    “Selling hot air,” her father had always called it, and truthfully, Maya saw it the same way. Her mother-in-law couldn’t even bake a cookie for her grandson, yet, oh, how important she was!




    On the other hand, it was equally unclear whether her mother-in-law had ever been pleased that her son had chosen such a devoted, caring wife. From the moment Ryan was born, Maya had thrown herself into his upbringing—maybe that had annoyed her, the fact that she hadn’t shown more ambition in her career.




    Well, what did it matter now? Raymond had died far too young, and, as of today, Maya was living in Stonehaven again. The chances of his grandparents frequently showing up at her doorstep were slim. His grandfather wouldn’t even think of it, and his grandmother would be too busy.




    From now on, she and Ryan would be a family with Grandma Doreen, along with the loving memories of her simple but hardworking father, who had always loved a good joke.
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    A few hours later, the moving van was still only half-unpacked. Maya, Ryan, and Grandma Doreen sat cross-legged on the living room floor, each holding a piece of apple pie and drinking coffee that had gone lukewarm despite the thermos.




    For Ryan, Doreen had brought iced tea—”Iced tea, Grandma,”—and today, Maya especially appreciated that her mother had thought of him.




    “They’re just IKEA cabinets, Mom. It’s easy.”




    “I wish we had a man who could put everything together.”




    “But we do!” Maya exclaimed, pointing at Ryan.




    Ryan flashed a big grin. “I can build a cabinet. No problem!”




    “Oh, he can’t do that,” Doreen said, eyes wide.




    “Yes, I can!” Ryan said and nodded. As he sat there with his spindly arms and knobby knees, Maya felt her love for him swell even more.




    “Really? Do you want to show Grandma later?”




    Maya smiled contentedly. Her mother was being so sweet again. She felt the urge to crawl into her arms and tell her everything that was in her heart—every little thing. But she wouldn’t. She never would.




    She couldn’t let herself be tempted, and she wouldn’t be.




    At best, maybe tonight, she’d snuggle up next to her mother. Just like old times, curled up in those sturdy arms, her own arm draped over her mother’s soft belly. Watching simple TV shows together, doing little more than yawning occasionally, or taking a sip of soda.




    The distance between Stonehaven and Drenthe had almost made her forget that she was still someone’s daughter—a daughter to a mother who was very much alive.




    For so long, the ambitions of her mother-in-law had nearly made her forget that she also had her own mother—a mother who played bridge, loved to cuddle, and was always there to help.




    She was so glad she had made this move; that she had come back.




    She wanted to confess everything to her mother—but she wouldn’t. Not now that everything was finally behind her.




    “Shall we try it together?” Doreen asked as she heaved herself up with much groaning and sighing.




    Ryan, on the other hand, bounced to his feet like a feather.




    “If you hold the planks,” Grandma said, “then I’ll stack them together.”




    “Okay,” Ryan replied.




    Maya decided to continue bringing in the moving boxes. Some were incredibly heavy—like the many books she had brought along—while others were light as a feather. Those contained knickknacks; the little things that didn’t fit compactly into a box.




    She had left a lot behind; donating stacks of picture books to the school, for example. But even then, the moving van was packed to the brim. Everything took up so much space!




    Boxes filled with dishes and cutlery, Maya’s clothes, Ryan’s clothes, toys and children’s books, bedding, toiletries, novels, trinkets for the windowsill (she loved those), flower vases, and three large plants. Craft supplies, kitchen appliances—most importantly, the blender and the sandwich press—sportswear, and their bicycles.




    She had left most of the furniture behind. It wouldn’t have fit in the van anyway, and besides, too many memories were attached to it. Maya planned to buy everything new—except for the furniture in Ryan’s room. His single bed still fit easily, as did his wardrobe, for which she had neatly packed all the screws into a small bag and attached it to the door.




    Luckily, she was a great organizer and had thought to draw up a smart floor plan to ensure everything would fit in the van in the right order.




    She had also made a schedule: by eight o’clock tonight, Ryan’s bed, wardrobe, and desk needed to be set up. His stuffed animal, Leonard—a floppy lion—was safely tucked inside her handbag, ready to be pulled out whenever Ryan needed him.




    Maya, the young widow.




    She would manage; she was strong enough. Besides, she was right on schedule. Carrying the boxes back and forth was actually a good way to transition—it felt oddly meditative.




    For now, she was determined not to worry about anything except Ryan’s well-being and her own. This step was both sad and necessary. It was a chance for a fresh start—a way to begin a second life.




    §




    “Are you the new resident?” a voice suddenly asked.




    Maya saw no one, yet she instinctively replied, “Yes.”




    She stopped on the sidewalk and looked around, but there really was no one in sight.




    “Then let me introduce myself.”




    Only when one of the bushes rustled did she realize where the sound was coming from—the neighbors. A friendly looking elderly gentleman stepped forward. He was wearing rolled-up pants and a button-down shirt with the sleeves pushed up. A sunhat sat atop his head, and in his hands, he held a pair of pruning shears.




    “Al Fersand,” he said, extending his hand. “My wife Louise is inside.”




    “Maya Santo—uh, Maya, “she stammered, startled.




    What should she call herself now? Officially, her last name was still Santoro, Raymond’s name, but maybe it was time to go back to her maiden name, Van Manning.




    “Well, welcome then,” Mr. Fersand nodded. “Managing all those boxes alright?”




    Maya nodded. “It’s actually kind of Zen,” she joked.




    “How’s that?”




    “It’s Zen,” Maya repeated, then added, “I find it relaxing.”




    “Relaxing, huh? Oh yeah, I get that too.” He raised his pruning shears. “You have to keep roses trimmed properly, then they bloom longer.”




    “Yes.”




    “You also have beautiful roses, did you know that? In the back of the garden, in the right corner.”




    Her new neighbor was older than her mother. If he had started having children as young as Doreen and Maya had, he could have been her great-grandfather!




    For Doreen, young motherhood had been an accident. She had only been eighteen when she found out she was pregnant, and by then, it was too late for an abortion. “You just don’t do that,” Doreen always said. “That’s not something you do.”




    Maya always responded, “But if your whole life turns into a mess, Mom, with poverty and hopeless situations, and the child ends up unhappy, and so does the mother...”




    “Yes, then you have to do it,” Doreen would say and nod.




    Maya had been smarter than her mother from a young age, but she was also smart enough to know that intelligence wasn’t always more important than kindness. Maya often wished she could be as warm-hearted as her mother, but she was who she was, and that was fine too. She had married a good man—at least in the beginning—and she had a wonderful son. Her students had adored her so, she couldn’t have been that bad for an accident.




    Oh yes, Maya was Doreen’s accident, as the whole family called it. At every gathering, every birthday, and every holiday, little Maya had to listen to the same jokes about how much her arrival had messed up her mother’s future. How her grandparents had been scared out of their wits—and her father’s parents too, for that matter.




    Luckily, her father had been so in love with her mother that he immediately proposed, and they had stayed together until his death.




    “You’re not an accident, you’re a gift,” her young mother would always whisper in her ear.




    “Let me help you,” her new neighbor said, as Mr. Fersand was already pulling off his gardening gloves.




    “That’s not necessary, sir. I can manage,” Maya said politely.




    Mr. Fersand looked at her and gave a short, friendly wink. “My name is Al, for you.” Then he took the moving box from her hands and carried it inside.


  




  




  

    Three


  




  

    When the alarm went off the next morning, Maya woke up with a jolt. Where was she! Where was she! Oh right, the new house... She’d had a terrible night, just as she had expected. The new house was filled with unfamiliar sounds—there was even a ghostly branch tapping against the window—and there were also eerie shadows. As a mother, she didn’t want to let childish fears get to her, but unfortunately, she found it as creepy as if she were still a child herself. In the end, she had left a light on in the hallway. For Ryan, she told herself, though she knew she had done it for her own sake.




    Every hour, she had woken up feeling disoriented. She had dreamed that she and Ryan had been kidnapped and hidden in a warehouse. She had dreamed that Raymond was still alive and was rowing them out to open sea in a small boat, no matter how much she screamed that it was too dangerous. She had even dreamed that her mother was sitting beside her bed, holding a dripping night candle. Each time she woke up with a shock, she had no idea what the boxes around her bed were. Well, bed—it was just a mattress on the floor. It took her several seconds each time to remember where she was—who she was with and why. Despite her lack of sleep, she was relieved that the night was finally over.




    She got up and walked to Ryan’s room, the only space they had fully set up yesterday. In his doorway, she paused to look at him: that growing boy she loved so much. He slept completely relaxed, with one foot hanging off the mattress and an arm above his head. Ryan was the sweetest, best, most wonderful man she had ever known in her life. She would guide him through this move as best she could, and she would postpone starting a new job for as long as possible.




    “Psst, Ryan.” Maya sat down beside him on his mattress and placed her hand on his leg. “Time to get up.”




    Ryan turned over; the crease of the sheet imprinted on his cheek. If possible, she loved him even more in that moment.




    “You’re going to your new school.”




    Ryan groaned.




    Maya put on an enthusiastic tone, even though she felt a knot in her stomach. What if he didn’t like this school? They had discussed it when his father had fallen ill. She had asked if he wanted to stay in Drenthe when it was just the two of them, and yes, he had wanted to. Maya had then been honest with him—she would prefer to move to Stonehaven because of Grandma, who could help, and because of the sense of familiarity she had there.




    She had asked him to visit Stonehaven for a day so he could make a fair decision. She promised that if he truly didn’t want to move, they would stay in the province of Drenthe together, but in return, she asked him to keep an open mind about Stonehaven. He had done so, and thankfully, he had quickly made up his mind—he was fine with it.




    This new elementary school followed a Montessori approach with multi-age classrooms, meaning that grades four, five, and six formed a mixed-age class, a base group. From this group, they would move to different classrooms for math and language lessons, where they would meet students from the other parallel classes.




    Maya and Ryan had already taken a walk through Stonehaven, and, of course, they had visited the large city center where the shopping mall was. Finally, they’d had dinner at Grandma Doreen’s house.




    She had made her famous croquettes and kept saying how wonderful it would be if Ryan and Maya lived nearby. After that, Ryan had given in.




    Maya was relieved, especially because she hadn’t had to confess just how badly she had wanted to leave their old house. The chances were high that she would have pushed her wish through anyway, but she didn’t want to think of herself that way...




    Even though she was happy with the move, she was also afraid that Ryan would regret it.




    As a mother, you could never truly relax and enjoy the choices you made, she thought, as she anxiously Googled whether this would disrupt his grieving process. Would he need therapy as an adult because of this step? Would he, in hindsight, resent her for pressuring him into moving? She really hoped not.




    “Do you know what you want to wear?” Maya asked.




    Ryan shrugged.




    “I’ll pick something neutral that won’t make you look boring, okay? Then tomorrow or next week, you can decide if you want to be a cool dude at this school or if you’d rather be the Ray-star.”




    His alter ego, the Ray-star, had emerged when he was only four years old and wanted to know everything about stars and planets. He read space stories, and if none were available at his reading level, he would make up his own—where, of course, the main character was an actual astronaut.




    Ryan had a poster of André Kuipers, a famous Dutch astronaut who had been to space twice, and yes, it had made the move with them.




    For Maya, space science had been an entirely new world. She loved watching little Ryan explain the difference between planets and suns, and how he always ran ahead of her to show how far they would have walked if they were in space.




    One day, Ryan discovered that Ray of Light meant beam of light and that it was also the name of one of his father’s favorite pop albums.




    “I’m a ray of light too,” he had quickly decided. “But from the stars. I’m a Ray-star.”




    His nickname and alter ego were born.




    “Grandma bought milk and cornflakes for you. Should I put them on the table?”




    Ryan nodded and rubbed his eyes. It seemed like Maya was more nervous than he was. He didn’t seem to fully grasp that today, he would be the new kid—or did he?




    §




    Stonehaven seemed like such a small and manageable neighborhood, yet quite a few people she didn’t even know yet, appeared from streets. Some kids were dropped off by car, others arrived on bikes, and some simply walked to school.




    Ryan and Maya strolled along the sidewalk. The Stonehaven Elementary was only a five-minute walk, right at the end of the street.




    “Are you new?” two girls shouted as they passed by.




    See? They had noticed it immediately.




    Ryan whispered, “Yes,” and Maya forced a smile that she was sure looked hysterical.




    She tried not to pass her nerves on to her son, but she had to admit she was extremely anxious. Luckily, the girls didn’t pay any further attention to either of them, and Maya quickly composed herself.




    Stonehaven Elementary wasn’t a big school: two regular kindergarten classes, two lower-grade groups, and two upper-grade groups. That still added up to around two hundred children—definitely more than the eighty students at the small village school in Drenthe.




    Those classes had been mixed, too, but only because they didn’t have enough students—Ryan did understand that, didn’t he?




    Suddenly, Maya began to doubt whether she had gone over everything with him properly.




    “You know this is a Montessori school, right?” she whispered.




    “Yeah, yeah.” Ryan stared at the sidewalk.




    “Here, it’s normal for kids to be in mixed-age groups. At your old school, it was just out of necessity.”




    “Mom, I know.”




    He spoke curtly, which meant he was nervous too. Now Maya felt even more anxious. Should she do something? Could she do something? She didn’t want to smother him the way her own mother had, but she also wanted to give him the best guidance possible. Had she overlooked something?




    “You’ll come home for lunch. Almost all the kids go home at noon, just like before.”




    “I don’t mind, Mom. I could’ve stayed at school too.”




    “Well, sure, but still...” She didn’t even know why she was rambling.




    “It’ll be fine,” Ryan said.




    They stepped onto the schoolyard, and Maya tried her best not to look out of place. She was worried about getting run over by eighth graders racing across the yard toward the bike racks. She was also worried about the impression she was making. Ryan wasn’t the only newcomer—she was too.




    A schoolyard full of moms and dads. Were the other parents watching her?




    “I’ll walk with you to class,” she said.




    “No need, Mom. I already know where it is.”




    “Yeah, but come on, sweetheart, you’re new.”




    “Hey, you’re the new kid.”




    The two girls who had cycled past earlier now walked alongside them. They had parked their bikes and were now half-running, half-hopping next to Ryan with their backpacks bouncing on their shoulders. Maya had expected this—every school had a pair of girls who wanted to organize everything. She smiled, satisfied, but hesitated over how to say goodbye.




    Would Ryan be embarrassed if she kissed him? Should she stay outside? But she also wanted to meet his teacher—and what would the teacher think if she didn’t even stop by to say hello?




    “Bye, Mom. I’m going,” Ryan suddenly said, stepping ahead of her.




    “Wait a second!” she called after him, but he couldn’t hear her anymore.




    The girls flanked him on either side, and Maya overheard them asking things like, “Where are you from?” and “Why did you switch schools?”




    “Make way, this is the new kid!” yelled the girl with the high, dark ponytail (whom Maya would later learn was named Annabel).




    Maya felt lost—what was she supposed to do? She glanced around. There didn’t seem to be any other parents on the playground. Up until now, she had always been the teacher herself, and honestly, she had no idea what normal parents did after dropping off their kids. Did they go straight to work? Run errands first?




    When she had been the teacher in Drenthe, it had felt like parents were impossible to pry away from their children. They always wanted to mention that Ilse hadn’t slept well or that Björn was upset because he had gotten in trouble. It never stopped—Sam needed to remember to go straight home after school, and Lotta had to eat both of her sandwiches.




    Maya thought of her old class with a big smile. Those fifth graders had no control over their thoughts at all. Every week, someone forgot their gym clothes. Every week, there was a child in tears over something that had gone missing—a pen, a doll, a piece of clothing—and whose parents were sure to be furious. Kids…




    But of course, she wasn’t a teacher at this school. No, she was a parent.




    She decided to step inside. After all, she had her own wishes too. Ryan didn’t get to decide everything on his own—she wanted to shake the teacher’s hand.




    “Oh, hello, are you his mother?” the teacher asked.




    For Maya, time froze in an instant. That teacher… A breeze picked up, turning her hair into flowing waves. Her clothes transformed into a silky evening gown with a daring thigh-high slit. A mischievous smile played on her lips as she gazed up at him from under long lashes.




    Like a scene from a perfume commercial, this hunk stepped toward her, his torso sculpted and muscular. Beneath his vest, he wore nothing. He would lift her into his arms and carry her across the room. He would lay her down on a grand canopy bed and dive in after her. He would—




    “I’m Milo.” He shook her hand, and Maya felt every pair of eyes in the room on her.




    The children sat in a circle, and Ryan was next to the teacher’s chair—the one Milo had just risen from to greet her.




    “If you’d like, you’re welcome to stay for a bit,” said Mr. Milo.




    Maya panicked. Raymond had only just died! “No, thank you,” she said and nodded, her mouth dry.




    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ryan sigh. See? He wanted her to leave. “I was just curious,” she added with a small cough.




    “You’re always welcome. Perhaps we can schedule a parent-teacher meeting next week—would that work for you?”




    Maya noticed a few girls starting to giggle. Heat rushed to her cheeks. Then she stammered, “Yes, I’d like that. Thank you.”




    Mr. Milo briskly walked to his desk and grabbed his planner. She reached out with one hand toward his hip and with the other, she grabbed his belt. Come. Here. Her gaze said it all…




    He turned around, grabbed hold of her, and his tongue traced a line along her neck.




    “Would Monday work, or Tuesday?”




    “Tuesday is fine. Thank you.”




    She could have kicked herself for her overly polite answers. What was she, a little girl?




    “Great. I’ll see you then.”




    “See you then. Bye, Ryan.”




    “Bye, Mom.”




    “Bye, ma’am,” another boy said cheekily. More kids giggled.




    §




    And then, she was home. Alone, surrounded by boxes. Ryan wouldn’t be home for another three and a half hours for lunch. Then he would go back to school, and she would be alone again for another two hours. Maya stared at the bare walls and let out a deep sigh. She had zero desire to unpack another box.




    “Come on, girl. You can do this,” she muttered to herself and opened the first one.




    Inside were cutlery, a stack of plates, and cups in every color of the rainbow—orange, blue, purple, and yellow.




    “It’s cheerful, isn’t it?” she had said to Raymond when she brought them home.




    “Whatever you want,” he had replied dismissively. Raymond had never cared much about building their home, while Maya had endless ideas and plans. She had wanted a romantic, blissful, joyful, and cozy life—just as she had envisioned at fourteen.




    That wonderful life would be filled with romantic furniture and cheerful dishes, shared with her happy husband in a blissful family. In her little diary, she had already been making lists of everything she would need for her delightful future. So, for now, you could say she was a little off course.




    She got up and carried the heavy moving box to the kitchen. Before the move, her mother had come over to “give everything a good scrubbing,” and indeed, the house was spotless—which was nice.




    “Thanks, Mom,” she whispered as she slid the cutlery into the drawer. The plates found their place in the cupboard, and she stacked the cups neatly. See? That was the first step. Only a few hundred more to go.




    The next box labeled “kitchen” contained the pots and pans—this was going quickly. She placed clean tea towels on a shelf and decided she would replace them all as soon as she found some cute new ones.




    “Did you seriously buy tea towels with roses on them?” Raymond had asked.




    “Yeah, I thought they were romantic.”




    “They have roses on them!”




    “Isn’t that nice?”




    “Just don’t expect me to dry the dishes with them.”




    Back then, she had laughed about it, and now she was surprised at how vividly the memory resurfaced—so clearly that she burst into laughter again. But right along with her laughter came an unexpected, choked sound. And then the tears.




    “Oh, sweetheart,” she comforted herself in her thoughts—and that made her smile again.




    Suddenly, she heard herself say out loud, “Jeez, I’m a wreck!”




    Her voice echoed so loudly in the empty house that she quickly turned on Spotify before continuing.




    She placed her spice jars and coffee machine on the counter. With the kettle next to them, there was only a small section of counter space left—just enough to chop vegetables and plate up food, as long as she put the dishes straight into the dishwasher. That wouldn’t be a problem; she was well-organized.




    In the bathroom, she hung a hand towel and placed the toilet brush—the one she now wondered why on earth she had crammed into the moving van.




    Some of her clothing boxes had already been carried upstairs by her mother.




    “Thanks, Mom,” she whispered again to herself.




    She stacked the boxes flat, on their sides, with the openings facing outward. Three boxes next to each other, three stacked on top—creating a neat little grid of nine compartments. Into these, she placed her shirts and pants in tidy piles, and voilà, she had built herself a temporary cardboard wardrobe. This would do until she bought a real one. Satisfied, she blew a loose strand of hair from her face.




    “Mom, I’m home!” Ryan’s voice suddenly echoed through the house.




    “So early?” she called back, and then she saw that it was already lunchtime. Time had flown by. She ran down the stairs and enthusiastically announced that they had plates. And cups. And even cutlery.




    “So what?” Ryan asked, confused.




    She kissed the top of his head and said, “It means we can eat from actual dishes. Do you have any idea how great that is?”




    Ryan shook his head, laughing.




    “Do you want the chair, or should I take it?” she asked cheerfully.




    “Whatever you want.” Ryan smiled.




    Maya took bread from the drawer and spread chocolate paste on it—with a real steel knife, not a plastic one. “How was it?”




    Ryan shrugged. “Fine.”




    “Hey, you’re not going to just say ‘fine’ now!”




    Ryan laughed. “What do you want to know?”




    “Everything. Are the kids nice? Are the lessons fun? And how’s your teacher… Milo.” She felt her neck getting warm again, but luckily, Ryan didn’t react.




    “It’s alright,” he said with another shrug. “I don’t know anyone yet, but they’re nice.”




    “And those girls from the playground?”




    “They keep bringing me pens and workbooks and showing me where the bathroom is every recess.”




    Maya burst out laughing. “That’s pretty useful, right? Having little assistants?”




    “They’re nice.”




    “What did you do in the morning?”




    “First, we sat in a circle—you saw that.”




    “It looked like the teacher introduced you to the class properly.”




    “They have a morning meeting every day.”




    “How do you like having a male teacher?”




    She was getting warm again. Mr. Milo. Clearly, it was time for her to start interacting with men again if she was already getting flustered over the first one she met.




    Healthy men. But how? She had been with Ray for so long, and of course, during his illness, they had talked about the fact that she wouldn’t stay alone forever. But still—how?




    She was far from too old to date. Plenty of women were single at thirty-three.




    Most of them didn’t have a ten-year-old child. Or a husband who had died. Or a deep, ocean-deep secret.




    From the moment it happened, she had known she would never speak of it. Some things were too big to put into words—the consequences simply too great. The moment she felt the shock, she knew she would take it to the grave. That’s how life worked, apparently. Her secret had sunk so deep, so immediately, that it hardly took any effort to keep quiet.




    “He’s pretty cool. He’s nice,” Ryan said.




    “Yeah, I thought he was nice too.”




    “He said you could come by after school this afternoon,” Ryan nodded. “So he can go over everything with you. He wants to know what kind of student I was in Drenthe, and I told him you were a teacher there yourself. I think he found that interesting.”




    Maya nearly choked on her coffee, but thankfully, Ryan didn’t connect her reaction to the invitation—what the hell was wrong with her?




    She needed girlfriends to talk about men with. Yes, girlfriends. She hadn’t even thought of that yet. Life would be truly unbearable without a best friend. Finding a friend in Stonehaven—that would be the first goal on her list.




    “I have to go,” Ryan said, standing up.




    “Already?”




    “Just an hour,” he nodded. “I don’t want to be late.”




    “Wait, I’ll walk with you.”




    “Mom…” Ryan rolled his eyes. “It’s like a hundred meters.”




    “Oh. Okay.”




    So, school drop-offs weren’t going to be her moment to be around people.




    Then how was she supposed to find friends?
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    At quarter to three, she was already lingering by the gate. She had put on a nice dress, even though it was actually too chilly for it, something easy to find in her makeshift box-closet. But she wasn’t wearing makeup. Only now, as she was about to have a conversation with a man—a teacher, her child’s teacher, for heaven’s sake—did she realize that she no longer wore makeup.




    It had simply disappeared from her life, and she didn’t even know exactly when. As a teacher, she had always dressed neatly, ran a brush through her hair, and wore mascara with a soft blue eyeliner around her eyes.




    Now, she wouldn’t even know where those things were. Had it been around the time of Raymond’s diagnosis? What a bizarre period that had been! It had started when he became tired. He stayed tired, and at first, it seemed like it might be due to the tension between them, but over time, it became clear that this wasn’t normal fatigue. He came home looking grayer and grayer from his job as a sales manager at a publishing house—it all happened so fast.




    For a while, they searched for reasons. Was it because he had failed to land an internal vacancy and transition to a role as a publisher? He had wanted that so badly. Was it because of the struggles they were having in their marriage?




    It never got better, even though the doctor couldn’t find anything wrong. His blood tests were fine, and his body responded well to all the standard exams. He started relying on paracetamol, and maybe because of that, they didn’t immediately notice that he had developed stomach pain. All that time, he kept working (and they kept arguing).




    Raymond wasn’t used to asking for much attention when he had problems, largely because he had never been able to get it from his parents—his mother, to be precise. Maya had often wondered if things would have turned out differently if he had come from a more nurturing home.




    One day, he developed a fever, and the advice was to stay home and “just rest and recover.” But he never went back to the publishing house. Two weeks later, his fever still hadn’t gone down, and only then did the doctor start to worry. She referred him to the emergency department, where they decided he needed a thorough examination.
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