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Brenda Park is a Dutch lifestyle coach and writer.

Because of her work, she finds herself in special places, but also in bizarre situations.

This time Brenda ends up on the Veluwe, a woody region in the east of Holland where she meets her friend Juul.

A puzzling death on Forestlust shows that nothing is what it seems.
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"Do you want to be right or do you want to be happy?” Slowly, she took her reading glasses off her nose.

With them on, she looked just like Jennifer Anniston. If you looked very quickly.

“That's what it's all about.” Brenda carefully folded her glasses.

A few months ago, she had gotten contact lenses and, as part of a total makeover, also had decided to go for solar nails, as it said on the window of the Vietnamese nail parlour.

The optician said that one contact lens would do. It would train her eye muscles to be able to see well from close up and from afar.

She had felt ten years younger without her cheap TK Maxx glasses and her thin, short nails.

But the solar nails and the contact lens were not a good combination. When she had to get the lens out at the end of the first day, she couldn't do it with her long plastic nails. She scraped her eyeball until it was bloodshot, and tears ran down her cheek.

With sunglasses on, she had frustratedly cycled back to the shop where the optician had shone a light in her eye and had searched for her lens.

"It's already out," he said. “Oh, no, it isn’t. It's sucked vacuum. Wait! I see what’s wrong, your eyeball's too bold!”

With a suction cup he had picked the lens out of her eye. And he had looked at her fake nails and shaken his head. "That doesn't go with contact lenses.” Well, hey, yeah. Could he not have said that before? Anyhow, that had been the end of the contact lens.

Brenda looked around the room.

In the back, someone got up.

Was it a man or a woman? A woman, she had to be. She picked up a coat from the ground, it looked like a motorcycle jacket, and put it on skittishly.

The hall was quiet. As always.

Just a few more seconds...

In the second row, someone started clapping. And then someone else. A lady stood up in front row. Three women next to her followed.

"Well done!” The clapping became louder.

The bristle of notebooks that were closed and laid down.

"Long live the men!" shouted a young woman in the back. She almost clapped her hands to pieces.

The applause still swelled.

Brenda smiled and took a deep bow. Hanging upside down, she looked to the back of the stage. She saw the organizer of the Women, Men, Love Event enthusiastically applauding between the dark blue curtains.

Natasja, the famous TV actress who led the evening as a presenter, came on stage with her microphone and a large bouquet.

"Ladies, give a big round of applause to our male whisperer Brendaaa Párk!”

Brenda took the flowers and blew three air kisses into Natasja's blond mane.

From the corner of her eye she saw how the person in the back squeezed herself passed the row of clapping women and how she walked briskly towards the exit. On the back of her black jacket was a large image of a Chinese dragon.

Without looking up or looking back, the figure disappeared from the room.

Brenda swallowed. It never happened that anyone left her lectures like this. In a hurry and without a smile. A type like this woman - or was it a man? - didn't come to her talks very often.

With her right fist shyly over her mouth, she looked to her audience and let the applause wash over her with a big smile. It touched her every time how much she was appreciated.

Brenda clicked on the microphone.

"I want to thank all of you," she waved the flowers to her audience. "And I wish all you women..." she paused for a moment, "Lots of Men and Love!”

My God, did she really say that? Nice, with this last remark she ruined her professional performance in one go.

Of course, it wasn't that easy. The room was full of women who wanted a man. Or wanted to keep a man. Or wanted to divorce a man. An easy one-liner like this could be taken the wrong way...

"May I thank you?” A small, skinny woman in her late fifties stood at the edge of the stage and looked at Brenda with earnest eyes. In her hand she clasped Brenda's latest book Equal & Happy. "You saved my marriage.”

"That's fantastic.” Brenda carefully kneeled on her high heels and the woman burst into tears from pure emotion.

A line of women formed in front of the stage. Most with her book in their hands. Some with her events brochure.

"Brenda, where do I buy your dress?!”

“Brenda, is there still room at your next retreat?”

She smiled. The evening was a success. As always.
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Well after midnight Brenda took the exit. Amsterdam West.

Bon Jovi was blaring through the car to keep her awake. It's my life.

When she gave herself, she gave herself completely.

She had stayed on stage until she had answered the last question. Pen in one hand for signing, business cards in the other to record appointments.

Many men in the country would look surprised at the woman who crawled into their bed tonight. And again, a new group of women would realize that, in order to live happily with someone, they first had to live happily with themselves.

Sighing, Brenda drove around the block. No parking space available.

She put her Pepper White mini in a far too dark place next to the neighbourhood playground and quickly pulled her stuff out of the car.

Now that she didn't need to do anything anymore, she was exhausted.

The one-and-a-half-hour drive from Tilburg to Amsterdam had used up her last bit of energy.

With her laptop bag around her neck, she carried her roll-up case to the front door, too polite as she was to pull the thing rattling over the sidewalk past the windows of her sleeping neighbours.

The familiar feeling of nausea came up in her belly. And when she opened the front door, it had crept up into her throat. Home. Alone.

Well, not quite, because when she stepped into her living room, her pooch Karlsson got up sleepily. His tail tapped on the leather seatback. He had confiscated the largest and most comfortable spot in the room. She had allowed him to make it his own, because it took too much effort to chase the dog away from the easy chair, obviously his favourite place. Besides, it had something cozy, this curly black-haired tail-wagger in the armchair.

The one Robert had always sat in. 

Maybe that was why Karlsson liked it so much, Brenda thought; maybe he still smelled his owner...

Together with the Do-It-Yourself fireplace, her grandmother's Persian carpet and the antique cupboard from the thrift store, her living room interior approached the pictures from House Beautiful, the magazine that Brenda always got from Juul, her best friend who lived in London with her English husband, every time they saw each other.

If there was one thing that she didn't feel like doing now, it was to go for a round with Karlsson. Brenda opened the kitchen door and pushed her dog out into the backyard with a soft hand. He looked at her with a glum look. Again? he seemed to ask.

Karlsson didn't like to pee on his own territory and after a faint lap on the tiny lawn he scratched the kitchen door again.

Brenda poured herself two fingers of whiskey.

The nauseating feeling was almost impossible to bear. The silence and emptiness of the house overwhelmed her every time. She fished her cell phone from her bag. 

In order to keep her attention on her work, she had kept her smartphone turned off all evening. And to use her time effectively and productively, she only looked at her phone four times a day.

In the morning at breakfast - not before, because otherwise she allowed the fragmentation of her time to start already. No, it wasn't until after writing her 'To Do ' list and her fifteen-minute fitness regime that she looked at her messages and social media.

At twelve o'clock during her lunch she looked; at four o'clock in the afternoon with her cup of tea again and at night before going to bed she looked one last time. That last one wasn't such a good idea.

Imagine that her old American classmate Phil - with whom she had secretly been in love for over thirty years - had sent her a message or that Jimmy, the cute barista in the coffee shop around the corner had sent her a PM. Not to mention Bart, the handsome personal trainer in the gym where she used to teach Pilates, getting it into his head to leave a message on her voicemail.

But these were all wishes, fathers to her thoughts, that never came true at all. The only messages on her phone in the evening were from her mother who wanted to go through the day, or from a friend who hadn't seen her too long because of the many foreign travels Brenda was on, leading her retreats and the occasional late caller for a consultation appointment.

The most frightening was Brenda's fear of what wasn't there when she opened her phone. No mail, no app, no voicemail from the man she had loved so much and still loved, to her own shame. Robert. 

Where would he be now? How much pain was he going through to run away from her like that?

She took a large swig from her glass. The stuff burned down her throat and numbed the nausea.

With a deep sigh, she pressed the button on her phone. The red light blinked. There were five messages, the phone icon showed. An unusual lot for a late Thursday night in June.

Brenda had already called her mom in the afternoon, to prevent her from getting worried if her daughter did not pick up the phone all night. They were forty-eight and seventy years old, but still as connected as when Brenda was a baby in her mother's womb. Only the umbilical cord was gone.

She looked at the list of phone numbers and gave a startled shriek.

All five calls had been from Juul in London. The first call she had made was around ten o'clock, the last one a quarter of an hour ago. Even with the one-hour time difference, this was exceptionally late for Juul, who had a very busy career as a lawyer at an international firm, and who was usually in bed by ten o'clock.

Brenda impatiently listened to the voicemail introduction. She pushed away the first call, the second, the third.

Juul was unintelligible.

It wasn't until the fourth message that she understood a little bit about what Juul said, but the connection was lost halfway through. 

Where the heck was Juul?

With the fifth conversation Brenda screamed so loud that Karlsson shot off his couch, put his head on her thigh and looked at her with his big brown eyes - she could swear it - worriedly.

"Oh, Karlsson, are you scared?” She tickled his chin. "Sorry, me too! Something's wrong with Juul.”

She took the hair clip out of her carefully tucked-up hair and laid down on her couch.

With her left thumb and her index finger she massaged the bridge of her nose, a habit that always came up when she had to think deeply.

She looked at the clock on the wall. Almost 2:30.

Brenda was sure Juul would not be asleep if she'd called a quarter of an hour ago. And she hadn't called from her home phone, but from her mobile phone, so her whole house would not wake up if she called back now...

Brenda touched the bell button. The cell phone rang.

Right after the first ring, Juul answered. “Thank God! I have to tell you something!” Juul’s voice sounded as crunchy and far away as it did on the voicemail.

Brenda closed her eyes and listened intently to her friend. She didn't have to say much, Juul rattled on incessantly.

Karlsson had just put his head back on his crossed front legs and closed his eyes when Brenda shot up with a cry and jumped around screaming like a child. Karlsson rolled off his chair for the second time and, wagging his tail, followed Brenda through the room.

"Oh, Juul, I get it. It doesn't matter that you call me so late. Yeah, it's so great. Yeah, we need to talk... No, not now... Tomorrow!"

Brenda sounded delighted. "Yes, I can do tomorrow. We will. Yeah, I'll call you when I get in my car. Yes, see you soon!”

She swiped the call away and sat down on the couch with a big smile on her face. Juul. She wasn't in London at all, but one hundred and twenty kilometres away in the woods of Hoenderloo, a small village in the woods, where she had a holiday home.  

Karlsson came up to her and looked at her with his big round eyes, his head tilted.

Brenda tickled him under his chin again.

She really had to try to go to sleep now. Tomorrow morning, at eight o'clock, he would be at the bottom of the stairs, ready for his walk. 

What a happy coincidence that she had no obligations in the coming days: tomorrow she saw Juul and what a special occasion they had to celebrate, because what she had just heard came out of the blue: her girlfriend would be a grandmother at the age of forty-eight!

Brenda knew Juul like no other and had heard in her voice that this fact also evoked a different emotion than just joy in her. It was high time to catch up tomorrow. Brenda emptied her glass, grabbed her shoes and turned off the lights. 

"Bye-bye, Karl, sleep well and get your sleeping bag out, because you and I are going camping!”

When she looked around the room one last time, she saw her phone light up. Juul again?

She opened the phone case. A text message from an unknown number. 

You were good tonight. I e-mailed you too, but it's getting urgent now. I need to talk to you. Robin.

Brenda raised her eyebrows. She often received text messages from strangers, but this message was odd, a bit threatening even. She hadn't received an e-mail from a Robin, that was for sure.

Who are you? she quickly typed back but even after she had undressed and brushed her teeth and after another look while she was already in bed, there was no answer.

Brenda slipped her phone on airplane mode. Despite the long day, the tiring ride and the whisky, she could not sleep. She folded her hands behind her head and stared out through her attic window. It was a clear, starry night and the big dipper was right above her house.

"The saucepan pours the black gold-like velvet over the sleeping people"... She had read this poetic poem somewhere and usually, repeating that sentence made her sleepy. 

She imagined being poured with warm, velvety darkness and felt how the image worked again to find her rest.

Her mind sank. Robin... Men's name. Woman's name. Man. Woman.

When had she thought that before? Tilburg.

Her face relaxed and her eyelids felt heavy. She half-heard her own quiet breathing before she fell asleep.
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Indeed, Brenda woke up from Karlsson's begging cry at the bottom of the stairs and when she looked at her alarm clock it was a quarter past eight. The sun had been up for a couple of hours and the sky was already bright blue. 

Through the half-open attic window, the excited chirping of the sparrows on the roof came in. 

In a week's time, it was the longest day of the year. Then, the summer would officially begin, but it felt like it had landed weeks ago. As sunny and warm as it had been this spring – everyone was talking about it.

Brenda threw off the duvet and swung her legs to one side of her bed. Even though she had only slept for six and a half hours, she felt energetic. The next two days she saw her dearest friend and that made her so happy!

She took off her nightgown and looked in the mirror at her own nude body.

When she turned sideways and looked over her left shoulder, she frowned.

A skin fold ran from her ribs to her hips. Since when was that there?!

It looked like she was getting fatter every day. Not good at all for a lifestyle coach.

She sucked in her belly and stretched her spine longer. See, that made a difference, the fold disappeared.

A matter of Pilates. Every day. As she so convincingly proclaimed in her books and during her retreats.

She pushed her face close to the mirror, put both her index and middle fingers above her eyebrows and pulled up her forehead slightly. Better, much better.

But a forehead lift was, just like a crash diet on shakes and pills, a no-go for Brenda, at least as long as she didn't want to smash up her image as Miss Pure Nature.
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