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  “We believe your son Max is missing.”


  What kind of nonsense is that? Missing? How long do you have to be gone before someone reports you missing?


  



  On the night of May 11-12, 2020, Marjolein Hartman is told that her son Max is one of five surfers who died off the coast of Scheveningen—in a freak display of natural forces. They suffocated in a thick layer of foam that had formed just offshore due to a sudden shift in wind. The tragedy shocks the nation and makes international headlines.


  



  Utterly devastated, Marjolein tries to keep herself upright in a world turned upside down. Searching for a lifeline, she starts writing just weeks later. With raw honesty, fierce love, and brutal clarity, MAX takes the reader shockingly close from day one, sharing her pain and her struggle during that first year of grieving as a mother.


  



  MAX – A Mother’s First Year of Raw Grief is more than a personal account. It’s a mirror for grieving parents, and a window for everyone close to them. Readers describe it as a wave of recognition—a book that offers not answers, but the deep comfort of knowing you’re not alone. That what you feel is not madness, but mourning.


  



  For those close to the bereaved—friends, siblings, partners, professionals—MAX provides a rare and intimate glimpse into what raw grief truly looks like, and what it takes to simply survive.


  As the Dutch newspaper NRC wrote in its review: “Her story is as raw as life itself and as inescapable as death.”


  



  MAX is, above all, a book about love. A mother’s love in its purest, fiercest form.
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  Marjolein Hartman (b. 1974) is a writer, entrepreneur, and public speaker from Amsterdam. Following the death of her son, her raw and honest reflections on grief turned her into a widely recognized voice on parental bereavement in the Netherlands. The original Dutch edition Rauw (“raw”) became a national bestseller. She has since spoken at countless events, appeared on television and radio, and continues to support grieving parents and professionals through her writing and talks.


  Dear Marjolein


  



  When childhood’s fleeting years are gone,


  And life’s real challenges move on,


  Then, my dear child,


  There will be storms, both fierce and wild.


  You cannot outrun them, nor pretend,


  But keep your eyes and heart open to mend.


  To those who touch your soul, stay near,


  Give much, take little—hold this dear.


  For happiness blooms where love is true,


  And giving is what brings it to you.


  



  With love, Mom


  



  From my childhood memory book, 15 December


  
    Dear Ivy,


    



    Can I tell you something about your brother Max?


    



    Do you remember that last Friday? Because of Covid, you didn’t have school, and I was home playing teacher. Max went to work in my stead. That afternoon, you and I talked about cubes. In the evening, Max and Noëlle stayed for dinner, and I told them how well you understood everything. Max was wildly enthusiastic. The story led to a cube with


    a bite taken out, and how you had to figure out how many blocks were missing. I asked Max if there was a way to calculate it instead of just counting, like we did. Max paused for a moment and said that with a cube, he’d probably just count them too. But when it comes to a pyramid… and then he launched into an elaborate calculation.


    The only thing I remembered from it is that a factorial is written with an exclamation mark.


    Afterwards, Noëlle asked, “But what’s the point of that information?”


    I looked at Max, curious to hear his response.


    He laughed, realized this wasn’t his target audience, and changed


    the subject.


    That, Ivy, was your brother Max.


    



    Love, Mom

  


  11 May 2020


  It seems to be a good day. I’ve worked hard and laughed a lot. Early in the evening, I’m texting with a friend I’m worried about her after her divorce. She seems to be doing well. Good.


  I also exchange messages with a prospective date, and we make plans for our first meeting this weekend. Later, Ellen drops by. It’s a pleasant evening with a dear friend. As she heads out, she checks her phone and mentions something about surfers in Scheveningen.


  The comment barely registers.


  One day


  At 2:15 a.m., I am woken up by a call from the police.


  “We’re at your door.”


  Shit, someone must have broken into the store!


  “I can be there in twenty minutes.”


  “We’re at the door of your house.”


  Ivy or Max? Ivy is with her dad, so it must be Max. This is not good,


  not good, not good. Stop. Don’t think. Stop.


  Please, let him just have done something stupid!


  Two young, female officers in uniform are standing at the door.


  “We believe your son Max is missing.”


  What kind of nonsense is that? Missing? How long do you have to be gone before someone reports you missing? I texted him the day before, in the afternoon, about his hospital appointment, and he replied.


  The next sentence mentions something about surfers in Scheveningen.


  At that moment, my heart freezes.


  The officers hand me a phone number for someone at the Scheveningen police department and ask me to call him. He can explain everything. I sit down at the kitchen table, dial the number, and when someone picks up the phone, I introduce myself as Max’s mother.


  The detective begins to explain right away. Several surfers have died in the storm last night. Two were pulled from the water; three are still missing. I ask him if he is sure that Max is one of the surfers. He is sure. His car was found nearby. His phone was still in the car. Friends have confirmed that he went surfing there. I shouldn’t hold out any hope.


  



  And all hope is gone.



  



  I ask if his father already knows. He knows. I hang up.


  I send the two officers away, and then I am left there, alone.


  Everything happened in less than ten minutes. What now?


  I call Ruud, Max’s father.


  He speaks calmly. So do I.


  Without any emotion, we exchange information.


  Is there any point in going there? The area is cordoned off. They’ll continue the search in the morning.


  I call Diederik, Ivy’s father. He doesn’t pick up.


  I call Anne-Marie, my sister. She doesn’t pick up.


  I call my friends. None of them pick up.


  I try again. And again. And again.


  What am I supposed to do now?


  I get in the car and drive to Diederik. He doesn’t open the door. I ring the bell again. Still nothing. Despair is taking hold of me. I keep pressing the bell, my other hand dialing his phone over and over.


  By now, I am utterly defeated. Finally, he hears the doorbell and opens the door—naked.


  “Put some clothes on,” I sneer.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I’m not standing at your door in the middle of the night for no reason!”


  He comes back wearing pants, and in the hallway, I tell him, in a small voice, what has just happened. Diederik collapses to the floor, immediately sinking into his grief. I just stand there, helplessly leaning against the wall, thinking over and over again: This is terrible, this is terrible, this is terrible. This is terrible!


  He gets up, and we go inside. He makes me a cup of tea. Diederik tells me that Max had texted him last night, saying he was going surfing in Scheveningen. “Just checking if it’s nice there,” he wrote. I nod, unable to speak. Diederik had only replied with “okay”, feeling a bit annoyed that he hadn’t been invited. Later that evening, when he saw the news reports, he messaged Max: “I hope you went somewhere else?” Max, of course, didn’t respond, and Diederik went to bed without giving it any further thought.


  I don’t know what to make of this. I can’t think. My mind feels both completely empty and utterly full of Max.


  “What do you want to do with Ivy?”


  “Let her sleep,” I whisper. “Bring her to me in the morning. I’ll tell her then.”


  That gives me a few hours to think about how to explain to my little girl that her brother has died.


  An hour later, I return home.


  What now? It’s 4:00 AM. Sleep is out of the question.


  I decide to take a bath.


  Before it even fills up, I’m already out. All that water—not a good idea.


  I sit down on the bed.


  I try calling again. And again. Still, no one answers.


  Finally, I start typing texting:


  



  Max is 1 of the surfers at


  Scheveningen who’s missing.


  The police told me tonight,


  and they said I shouldn’t


  hold out hope.


  



  Ten minutes later, I get a reply from one of my employees. She’s awake and tells me I can call her if I want. With no family or friends picking up, I do.


  She’s talking, but I only hear fragments: terrible… horrible… hope. I can’t speak. My brain can’t form sentences anymore. All I can say is: “I don’t know anymore.” Over and over, like a broken record. “I don’t know anymore.” After a few minutes, I hang up. Completely alone, I sit and wait.


  



  Max… Max… Max… Max… Max…


  Dead.


  What am I supposed to do?


  I wail, cry, scream.


  Max!


  What am I supposed to do?


  Max, oh Max…


  I don’t know anymore.


  What if they never find you? Then what?


  Where are you?


  



  A few hours later, the first phone calls come in. Total disbelief. This can’t be happening. I strip everyone of hope and want only one thing: for them to find him as soon as possible. My sister Anne-Marie calls. She hasn’t read my message but saw that I called her five times during the night. I give her the few allencompassing sentences. She screams and says, “I’m on my way.”


  I get dressed and go downstairs. Help is on the way.


  Gently rocking, I sit on the edge of the couch, waiting, my arms crossed tightly around my stomach. Waiting for the call that Max has been found, waiting for Ivy and Diederik, waiting for my sister and friends, waiting for the hammer blow that will make this loss hit me all at once. This is the worst loss imaginable. My son, my sweet, handsome, brilliant Max, is gone. Forever. I have lost. I don’t know anymore. My brain feels like it’s short-circuiting. I want to feel more pain, to break down, to be torn apart, but I’m paralyzed. Only one sentence repeats over and over in my head, like a mantra: Max is dead.


  



  Ivy hesitantly walks in. “She already knows,” Diederik says. When she woke up, he told her they were going to mum’s right away because something terrible had happened to Max. She immediately asked, “Is Max dead?” and Diederik confirmed it.


  I pull her onto my lap, hold her close, and continue rocking back and forth. It is so awful. She knows. I know. What else is there to say? I have no words, Ivy, but I am holding you in my arms.


  When Ellen arrives, she hugs me but quickly lets go and rushes to the bathroom to throw up. Diederik’s parents arrive soon after. Everyone holds their breath, looking at me, trying to figure out how to react. And I don’t make it easy for them because I just sit there. Waiting for the next step: Max must be found. Anne-Marie bursts in, and finally, I feel myself truly being held.


  



  Ruud calls to say that someone has been pulled out of the water, but he doesn’t know who. We have to wait. A little later, he calls again to say it’s very likely Max. My sister and I drive to Scheveningen. The silence in the car is deafening. We have no words, no energy to talk. My heart creeps up into my throat.


  When we arrive in Scheveningen, Ruud is waiting for us. We haven’t seen or spoken to each other in at least ten years. Our past doesn’t matter anymore. Max must be identified. Ruud tells us they’ve taken a photo, which we’ll see first. My sister, Ruud, and I walk past groups of people at the Royal Netherlands Sea Rescue Institution (KNRM) storage facility. Ruud’s girlfriend Debbie joins us, and two officers lead us into a large room at the harbor office. They explain that another person has been found, probably Pim. Mathijs has been seen but disappeared underwater again. Pim and Max are at the KNRM storage facility. As soon as they’re finished with Pim, we can go to Max. But first, the photo. Are we ready? We think so. On the officer’s phone, we see Max’s face. It hits me like a sledgehammer. My Max, my beautiful, gentle, warm Max. What are they showing me? A photo of a lifeless body—and it’s Max. My brain short-circuits, shutting everything down. There’s only one thing left: I need to go to him.


  The wait is unbearable. Anne-Marie contacts Ellen about a funeral director. Ellen recommends Anne Wieb Wijnsma, someone she trusts because he arranged her brother’s funeral. I consult with Ruud and agree. A little later, my sister has Anne Wieb on the phone. He’s going to start making arrangements.


  



  As we wait in that room in the harbor building, Ruud and I reminisce. We scroll through photos. Mathijs’s parents and siblings also stop by briefly. I recognize their cautious, hesitant demeanor—Ruud and I are doing the same. Sharing facts, trying to piece together any additional information. No one has hope; we’re all just bracing ourselves for the next step. Mathijs’s sister mentions seeing a Snapchat photo of Max last night, taken by her brother on the Scheveningen coast. Messages are sent, asking if anyone hasn’t yet opened those photos and can take a screenshot. Thankfully, someone manages to save it. A few moments later, the photo is in front of us: Max, wearing his wetsuit, both hands raised high, thumbs and pinkies extended—the shaka sign, the universal surfing salute.


  



  Finally, we are allowed to go to him. We walk back to the KNRM storage facility. There are things everywhere, and in the middle stands a tent. They tell us that Pim is inside. On the side, there are screens, and behind those screens lies Max. I walk ahead, around the screens, holding my breath. And there he is, lying on a concrete floor, the imprint of his wetsuit still visible on his face, with a few towels covering his naked body. I kneel next to him, stroke his hair, and kiss his cold forehead.


  Mama is here now, my boy, and I will take good care of you.


  The next step. He has to leave this place.


  Anne Wieb has now arrived. Max will be transferred to a funeral home in Wateringen. Fine, as long as he’s off this concrete floor.


  I pick up Max’s car from the Scheveningen boulevard, the police gave me the key, and moments later, I’m driving behind the car carrying him.


  My thoughts go back to seven years ago. On the motorway, I was overtaken by an ambulance carrying Ivy, my one-and-a-half-dayold daughter, with meningitis. We followed the ambulance, while inside my tiny baby was fighting for her life. I didn’t want to ride along. The paramedics needed to focus one hundred percent on Ivy. I didn’t want to distract them for even a moment; a newly delivered mother on the verge of losing her baby. One of my grandmother’s sisters had died of meningitis, so I understood the gravity of the situation.


  “Will she survive this?” I asked the doctor that evening.


  “It could freeze, or it could thaw,” he replied.


  There was hope, and I clung to it with everything I had. I lived on hope; death was not an option.


  And now, I’m driving behind my dead son. No hope, nothing to cling to. The frost has bitten, hard and mercilessly.


  



  At the funeral home, it doesn’t take long before they finish with Max, and we’re allowed to see him. A white sheet covers him up to his chest. The room feels impersonal, scattered with fake flowers here and there. We take a seat on the chairs lined up against the wall. One by one, we take turns standing and spending a moment with Max.


  After some discussion, we decide he has to come home as soon as possible. I want to spend every remaining moment with him. We’ll also wash and dress him ourselves. I was the first to wash him, and I will be the last.


  



  We need to fetch his suit from his student room in Delft. Ruud and I take Max’s car while my sister and Debbie stay behind with him. The car immediately becomes the topic of conversation. First, there’s the enormous mess, and then there’s the fact that everything seems to be held together with duct tape: the headlight, side mirror, window strip, and even the upholstery… If you can’t fix it with duct tape, you’re not using enough duct tape.


  



  When Max started looking for a new car six months ago, I really tried to steer him toward something small and economical. But no, he was adamant about getting that old Volvo 940. He wanted it so he could take it on surfing trips. And a few weeks after buying it, he did exactly that—driving to France with a group of friends, including Mathijs. I got messages from him during the trip, gushing about how ridiculously happy he was with his new car. The vacation was a roaring success.


  



  Everything’s going so well; somehow, everything is falling into place perfectly. Every single trip went without a hitch, and we can’t stop laughing! Yesterday the waves weren’t great, and today we’ve only managed to catch a few, but it doesn’t matter because we’re having a hell of a time!


  



  After finishing his bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering, he planned to move to Amsterdam in a few months, to live above my shop on Leidsestraat. The car wouldn’t be practical there, so he intended to rent a garage in The Hague and fix it up with Ruud. He called it a true father-son project.


  



  In the living room of his student house stands the large photo of Max and Ivy, taken from his room. Candles burn softly beside it. His housemates sit there, visibly defeated. We briefly explain what we’ve done and why we’re here. Brief, concise. I’m in a hurry; Max is waiting for me.


  



  In the mess that is his room, we try to find the suit that I bought for his graduation. Dark grey with a light stripe, from Suitsupply. It looked so good on him. After six months of university, it no longer fit. He left home with a strong jawline and a six-pack, but after studying intensively—which mainly meant attending every party—not much of that was left. However, over the last year he had gotten back into shape, and I remain hopeful that the suit will fit again. We find the trousers; now all that’s missing is the jacket. Max’s housemates have no idea where it could be. He borrowed a jacket from someone else recently, so there’s a chance he might have lost his own. Alright then, no suit. We sift through the chaos again, looking for something else that will work. Eventually, we find a good shirt, trousers, socks, and shoes.


  We go back to Wateringen. Sit with Max for a little while longer, gaze at him, kiss him, and then head home—alone in his car.


  At home, Ellen is still here—or maybe she’s back again, I can’t tell. She’s in full producer mode, and the subject of eating has come up several times. Anne-Marie is simply there, everywhere and nowhere at the same time, holding me tightly when I need it and letting me go when I’ve had enough. She cries when I cry, and otherwise, she doesn’t. Diederik and Ivy are back as well. Ivy’s been given something to eat. Where did that come from? Eline, my psychologist friend, is here too. I tell her how terrible it is and that I don’t know what to do anymore. She acknowledges the enormity of the tragedy and tries to comfort me, assuring me that nothing is required, and everything is allowed. Day by day, hour by hour, minute by minute.


  The minutes tick away slowly. I wish Max were here. I already miss him.


  Diederik’s parents come to pick up Ivy. She’s allowed to come back later to see her brother. I see the doubt in her eyes. Going with grandpa and grandma is always fun, and getting away from this strange atmosphere is probably something she’d like too, but her big brother will be here later, and she doesn’t want to miss that.


  “It’s alright, sweetheart. Go now and come back in an hour.”


  



  Adrenaline courses through my veins. My eyes dart nervously around the room. I see and hear everything, but I can’t speak. Restlessly, I pace through the house. All eyes are on me—I can feel them—but I avoid any eye contact.


  Then I hear a car crunching over the gravel driveway. I’m back. Max is here.


  We all go outside. I stand in the yard, my gaze fixed firmly on the car. I’m being held, hugged, comforted; everyone wants to do something, anything, to take away—or carry some of—the pain, and everyone realizes they can’t. I stand completely still, hyperalert.


  



  Max is coming home. Dead.


  



  The cooling plate and equipment are wheeled into the house and connected. I’m still standing there, waiting for Max. They unfold the stretcher he’s lying on from the car. He is tightly secured, wrapped in thick plastic. They wheel him inside, and I follow. Inside, they transfer him from the stretcher onto the cooling plate. They loosen the straps and fold down the plastic. The white sheet covers him completely. Carefully, they fold the sheet back to just above his chest.


  I’m standing next to him, rest my hand on his hair and kiss him on his forehead. No warm, soft forehead, but cold and tensed. But he’s my Max, my beautiful Max, and even in death he is beautiful. I calm down.


  



  The ladies in charge of it all are nothing but respectful. They’d already finished their shift, but they have children of their own at Max’s age and immediately offered to work overtime when they heard what had happened. They’re visibly distressed.


  We agree that they’ll return the following day at noon to give instructions on the washing and dressing. After that, we’ll arrange the funeral. Some brochures have been left.


  Instead of the white sheet, we drape him in a duvet cover. Immediately, it becomes a friendlier sight. I want to tuck the duvet in, nice and warm. I wish I could take him to bed, cuddle up to him, make him warm again. I know full well that I can’t, so I keep my thoughts to myself.


  Ivy comes home. She walks straight to Max and starts examining him closely. He’s cold. Yes, he’s cold. There’s sand in his ear. We carefully remove it. There’s still some sand in his nostrils. We remove that too. Now it’s fine. Satisfied, she leaves with her grandparents to stay at their place. Before she goes, she asks us if we’ll wash him with warm water tomorrow, so he’ll be warm again. Later that night, in bed, she asks her grandmother if Max isn’t just home in Delft? Grandma explains that he isn’t—Max is dead.


  “But we can just pretend, can’t we?”


  “No, we can’t. Max is dead.”


  “But I still believe Max is in Delft, and I won’t go to sleep until you believe it too.”


  



  More people show up, as do flowers. Someone notes that there is a large group at the door. They’re some of Max’s friends. They’re holding a vigil. I step outside with Diederik. There’s at least twenty-five of them, and they form a big arch around the house. There’s lit candles, flowers, cards and stuffed animals. They’re silent, standing there with a heavy heart, but there nonetheless.


  They’re standing there, because doing nothing isn’t an option. They’re standing there because they lost their friend, and some lost their best friend. I thank them and tell them Max is home. Starting tomorrow afternoon, they’re all welcome, if they want to. I can’t think of anything else to say, except to remind them to be careful—because their mothers can’t go on without them.


  



  Once everyone has left, I sit on the couch with Anne-Marie. We browse through the catalogues of coffins. I want real wood, no frills, which eliminates most of them right away. We laugh about our mother’s coffin, three years ago. We had insisted on a white, wooden coffin. Just simple. According to the funeral director at the time, that didn’t exist. What we wanted was only available in chipboard. My sister continued the search online and almost immediately found exactly what we were looking for: oak, and at half the price of the chipboard coffin. So, we ordered one from a website with a name like CheapCoffins.com. Hilarious.


  I can’t bring myself to keep searching. Besides, even the simple coffins in this booklet are made of real wood. And how special does a simple coffin really need to be?


  I pick my top three and will discuss them with Ruud tomorrow.


  



  My choice for the card is made quickly: thick paper, with a picture of Max on the front. I’ll think about the text later. For now, there isn’t much to discuss. I’m not tired, even though I’ve been awake for nearly twenty-four hours, ever since the police officer woke me with that call. I keep looking at Max and think to myself: I can do this. If I can keep Max in this room for the rest of my life, I can manage.


  The next best thing.


  



  I know I should go to sleep, but I don’t want to miss a moment with him. After some time, I fetch a pillow and blanket from upstairs and offer Anne-Marie my bed. She refuses, insisting on staying with me and Max in the room. She arranges a bed on the floor using the couch cushions.


  Quickly, I send a text to my date I was supposed to meet this weekend, explaining what has happened and letting him know our date is off—forever.


  Then I lay down, say goodnight, and drift off.



  
Two days



  
When I wake up, I keep my eyes closed. I want to avoid facing reality for just a little while longer. My body is filled with emptiness, a big gaping hole, and my head is dazed. Thoughts slowly creep their way into my consciousness.



  
Today we’re going to wash and dress Max, just like I did my mother only a few years ago, together with my sister. It was beautiful, loving and dignified. She was soft to the touch, and still warm. We turned on her favorite music and paid our final respects. I surprised myself—just the thought of it used to make me sick to my stomach. But there was nothing frightening about it. In the week leading up to it, we had already washed her daily, and this felt no different. It was an honor to make our beautiful mother beautiful one last time—a final homage to the life of an extraordinary woman.



  





  
When I open my eyes, I see my sister staring straight at me. She’s been up all night, just looking at Max. I hate that I didn’t stay awake. Guilt washes over me. My son is lying there, no more than three feet away, and I slept like a baby.



  
In the shower, I let my tears flow freely. The water nearly suffocates me. The image of Max’s final battle burns itself into my mind’s eye. They say drowning is a peaceful death, but this wasn’t drowning—this was suffocating in seafoam. It must have been like an avalanche: sudden darkness, complete disorientation, and no air. And I was having a pleasant evening while he was fighting for his life. When he needed me most, I wasn’t there. I was fast asleep when he washed up on the shore. He lay there for nearly twelve hours, and I was nowhere to be found. I failed as a mother. I failed at life.



  
When my tears run dry, I step out of the shower and walk to his bed, where he slept just two days ago. I breathe in his scent deeply. I want nothing more than to lie down there, but I can’t—I don’t want my scent to mix with his. Taking one last deep breath, I straighten myself up and go downstairs. Be strong. Don’t break down. Not now. There’s still so much to arrange, and I’ll damn well make sure it’s done right.”



  
It takes me absurdly long to wash and iron Max’s clothes. Not a single fold or wrinkle can remain. I even iron his underwear. Then I start looking through the holiday pictures. Maybe there’s a good one for the memorial card. The last vacation the three of us took was to Morocco last year. I brought my camera and took a lot of photos. As a result, I’m hardly in any of them myself. Ivy took a few of Max and me, and one of just me. At least, that’s what I thought. When I looked at them later, I saw that Max, standing right behind me, was pulling a funny face. Oh, Max, one decent photo of me, and you just had to ruin it! He thought it was hilarious, and so did I. Now, I’m actually really happy with it.



  
Every photograph brings back a flood of memories, but few are suitable for the card. Then I come across a picture I took of Max from a distance, while he was waiting next to his bicycle. I zoom in and notice that the picture remains reasonably sharp. I turn it into black and white, adjust the brightness and contrast, and crop it to the right size for the card. It’s perfect. What a picture! I send it to Ruud, and he is immediately enthusiastic.



  





  
Ruud let us know that he can’t handle the washing. Diederik is eager to do it. So, it’ll be just the two of us, with my sister helping out wherever needed.



  
When the women who brought Max last night arrive, we go over the whole procedure: lukewarm water, a little soap, not too wet, dry immediately, and dry shampoo for his hair.



  
I fill a bucket and add a bit of my shower gel. Then I search for my softest towels. I find a few I had given to my mother a few months before her death. They haven’t been used since and are almost like new. I can’t find any washcloths. Instead, I grab some brand-new dishcloths. They’ll work just fine. Finally, I put on some music. I feel ready.



  
In the meantime, the women are putting Max through some sort of physiotherapy to give his arms and legs more flexibility, so we can wash him more easily. After they’re done, we begin.



  
I dab his handsome, straight forehead and gently run the cloth over his well-shaped eyebrows. I cautiously wipe his eyelids, behind which his beautiful blue eyes are hidden. I trace the contours of his nose, which he himself thought was rather large, but now seems remarkably small. Carefully, I wipe along his cheekbones and sharp jawline. I clean his ears, small ears that I touch as gently as I did when he was a baby. I’m a little afraid of using too much water, and I dry him off immediately with the towel. Then I wash the left side of his body, while Diederik washes the right. It’s striking how unblemished his body is—no wounds, abrasions, or bruises. Normally, he’d always have something somewhere, but now he looks as flawless as he hasn’t in years. He is beautiful, but he’s not warm or soft. He’s cold and all muscle. Solid arms and legs. Nothing like I’m used to. This isn’t right. This body isn’t worn out.



  
The dressing process doesn’t go smoothly either. Putting a tailored shirt on someone who can’t cooperate is no easy task. Even though we’re all trying to be as gentle as possible and do it right, I’m on the verge of giving up and switching to a T-shirt instead. But suddenly, it fits. Now for the shoes. According to the women, that’s almost impossible. Diederik decides to try anyway and repeats the physiotherapy exercises they used earlier on his arms and legs, this time on his feet. He manages to do it, and the shoes fit.



  





  
Now all that’s left is to wash his hair and remove the last grains of sand from his nose and ears.



  
I feel deeply disillusioned. This did not go as I had imagined. With a sense of unease, I tidy everything up. I’m angry, sad, and disappointed, and I can’t find a way to express it or put it into words. Just let me be now.



  





  
When Ruud and Debbie arrive, I’ve collected myself. I have to be ready, because the next responsibility lies ahead: arranging the funeral.



  
Meanwhile, there’s a steady stream of people, mostly friends of Max. The flowers keep arriving too. The vases are quickly becoming an issue. Ellen will take care of it. I don’t get involved at all. I simply nod at people or offer them a smile, with tightly pressed lips and a slight shrug of my shoulders.



  
Thankfully, Ruud agrees with my first choice for the coffin. We briefly consider whether the rope handles might pose a problem while carrying it, which we are, of course, going to do ourselves.



  
Max will be carried from our home to his final resting place by friends and family. I don’t want to hear anything about carts. We’ll walk. Anne Wieb carefully explains that professional pallbearers are only permitted to walk a hundred yards under Occupational Health and Safety regulations. The distance Max needs to be carried is three hundred yards, and it will be exhausting—both physically and emotionally. Max would have done it. He will be carried. Period.



  
Under covid regulations, thirty people can attend inside, so we’ll have to make some tough choices. The rest will have to stand outside. There will be large screens showing the photos, videos, and speeches. The sound and visuals need to be perfect. No stuttering, no glitches, no excuses. We’ll hire a professional AV company to take care of it.



  
Water on the tables and plenty of beer—we are absolutely going to raise a glass to Max. Anything else for the tables? I suggest trumpet daffodils, to really set the tone. “Yes,” Ruud says, “and some snapdragons.” We burst into laughter. All eyes turn to us. We’re having fun...



  
The big picture is sorted, and Anne Wieb has plenty to work on now. So do I. Sorting through photos. And picking music—for the funeral, but also for the hour beforehand, when people start arriving at my house and in the garden.



  





  
Last Sunday, Max and I worked together. With the shop closed and music blaring through the speakers all day. On the drive back, he asked me what I thought was the greatest band of all time. After a lot of back-and-forth discussion, I told him I think it’s Queen. Not that I am, or ever have been, a huge fan, but in my view, that band had it all. We agreed. Pink Floyd came up, and I told him I found their songs too long and downright depressing. Max didn’t agree.



  





  
So Queen and Pink Floyd had to be part of it. We started listening to their songs, some of which were indeed endlessly long. Then Shine On You Crazy Diamond started playing.



  





  
You were caught in the crossfire of childhood and stardom



  





  
I break down. My crazy diamond. So talented, so smart, so handsome, but above all, so good. The world at his feet. This isn’t just my loss; it’s a loss for the whole world. A truly good person— there are far too few of those.



  





  
For half a year now, I’ve had a piano at home. I bought it for Ivy, who started taking piano lessons, and because I thought it would look nice, and because it makes me happy when someone visits and spontaneously starts playing. The first thing Max did when he came home was sit at the piano. He usually started with Bohemian Rhapsody, which at first lasted only a few lines, but grew longer every week. Then he would play Una Mattina by Ludovico Einaudi, and finally Metamorphosis by Philip Glass. It made me happy every single time.



  
Apparently, there’s a video of Max playing Metamorphosis. He sent it to someone to show how easy it was. He’s probably holding the phone between his head and shoulder while filming it. Halfway through the song, the phone falls. I’d like this part of the video to be played, followed by Diederik performing the entire piece. Ivy can also play something on the piano. I’ll consult with her piano teacher about what would suit her. It’s going to be Swan Lake and Dolphin Dreams, Ivy’s favorite.



  
When Ivy comes home from school, she proudly shows me the heart she’s made for Max. She went to school fifteen minutes early to discuss with her teacher how they were going to handle it. She wanted to tell the class herself, and she did. Afterwards, she was given time to make a beautiful drawing, which we now place on Max. She adjusts the drawing a few times until she’s satisfied. Now she wants some crisps. When I give her a bowl, she says: “This bowl is just as cold as Max.”



  





  
Max’s friends arrive in groups. Apparently, Ellen has been in contact with them. They agreed to make their own schedule for who would visit and when. Because of covid, there can’t be too many people in the house at once. Tomorrow, the university students will come by; they’ve made a schedule too. There’s disinfectant outside and a list where they can write down their names for the funeral card. It’s all been handled well, with three people visiting at a time. I recognize many faces, though not all of them. I tell them Max is laid out inside and they are welcome to see him if they want to, but they don’t have to. Every single one of them goes in. The atmosphere is subdued; tears flow silently. After murmuring a few words to Max, they come to me. Hesitant, shaken, with slumped shoulders, they’re like teenagers again, completely unsure of how to act. But somewhere, deep down, they find the strength to approach me. They’re so full of pain and grief, yet manage to hold themselves together as they face the mother of all grief.



  
I often hear people say that Max was their best friend. More often than I’ve ever heard Max say that about his friends. But I truly believe them. That’s how they felt. Max made them feel that way. For many, he made their high school years unforgettable. The parties truly came alive when he was there. I hear about first loves and unrequited ones. No matter what role Max played in their lives, the hole he leaves behind is unfathomably deep.



  
More of my friends come over. It’s nice that they’re here, but I can’t do anything with it. I can’t talk. I don’t know what I want. I just let life happen to me.



  





  
In between acts, I’m being kept up to date on what’s happening in the Netherlands. Flowers and photographs are being left at The Shore, the surf club in Scheveningen that lost three of its members. Candles are being lit, and people stop by to reflect on what has happened. I’m sent pictures of a sea of flowers, and someone has placed a large photo of Max in between. The coat of arms of Scheveningen, which depicts three herrings on a blue background, has been altered to five herrings on a black background—five white fish symbolizing five extraordinary boys who lost their lives to the sea they loved so much. A large sign with this image now hangs above the flowers. Many people have changed their profile pictures on Facebook to this symbol. I wonder how long that will last.



  
It’s on the news everywhere, all the papers are covering it, and it’s the talk of the nation. The Netherlands is weeping for these five boys.



  
I don’t understand all the attention. Fatal accidents are in the papers every day. People drown regularly at this time of year. Why does this resonate with everyone?



  
Supposedly, it’s due to several factors. First and foremost, the number of deaths that occurred at the same time. Then there’s the rescue operation. No rescue operation of this scale has ever been carried out in Scheveningen, or likely anywhere on the Dutch coast. And then there’s the foam, an unexpected killer. Nowhere in the world has there ever been a case of people suffocating in sea foam. Nobody could have foreseen this; it had never happened before. Experienced surfers and instructors were interviewed. They’ve got all the diplomas, but no training has ever mentioned the danger of suffocating in foam. The wind had nothing to do with it—at least, not in relation to the big waves. That’s exactly why surfers head out. Without wind and waves, there’s not much to surf. Just one hundred yards further along the beach, people were out on the waves until late that same night. No problems. Lots of wind, big waves—that’s what it’s all about. But the combination of wind and foam, that’s where death lurked, unseen. The foam on the shore seemed harmless enough. Just dirty and sticky enough to avoid. The boys carefully chose their spot, away from the foam, into the waves. The group of eight bodysurfers was already there when Max and Mathijs arrived. Some saw them standing at the waterline, big smiles across their faces.



  





  
Max and Mathijs had made plans several days ago to go surfing Monday night. They’re keeping a close eye on the weather. Originally, four of them were supposed to go. One cancelled because he had to study. The other cancelled because he thought the weather was too rough and decided to wait until the next day. Max and Mathijs discuss what to do. Max has forgotten his wetsuit at home and doesn’t have a board either. He borrows them from the boys who have decided not to go. They decide to just go and figure it out when they get there. Max texts:



  





 
We’re just gonna go, and if it doesn’t work out,



 
we’ll just hang out on the beach.



  





  
In the final Snapchat pictures, you can see the sky was a bright blue and flags were waving in the background. It was perfect surf weather. The picture was taken at around 6:45 p.m. At that point, they still had to walk from the parking lot to the sea. They stood by the water for a moment, then went in.



  
Of the eight bodysurfers, two girls decided to leave the water, finding it a bit too rough. They were standing watching the others when the wind shifted from north-northwest to north-northeast, and the current picked up, moving from north to south. The foam was blown into the sea by the turning wind, while the current drove the group towards it. Strong winds and waves whipped the foam up to as high as seven feet.



  
The girls asked bystanders to call emergency services. Seven minutes later, they arrived and saw people floating face down in the water. Two had managed to reach the beach on their own, while another had swum further out to sea.



  
Joost and Sander were the first to be pulled out of the water, resuscitation attempts were made in vain. The search continued, as Pim had not yet been found. Later in the evening, two additional surfers with boards were reported missing. A helicopter was deployed to clear the thick foam off the water’s surface, but the strong wind kept blowing it back almost immediately. At 10:45 p.m., the search was called off; it was already too dark.



  





  
The local newspaper is shoved under my nose. In bold, heavy letters, the front page reads: Muiderberg mourns Max. “Well,” I say, “all my dead make it to the papers.”



  





  
Later that night, when everyone’s gone, I turn my attention to the text for the funeral card. With Shine On You Crazy Diamond still echoing in my mind, I write:



  
Just as you were on the verge of trading your effervescent youth



  
for a promising future, the sea, foaming at the mouth, claimed you.



  





  
I send the line to Ruud. We get into an argument about foaming at the mouth. He thinks merciless is less confrontational. I want it to hit hard, unapologetically harsh. Tired from the day and not wanting to argue, I relent.



  
By the time midnight passes, we’ve brought Ivy’s mattress downstairs to make a bed for Anne-Marie in the living room. When I lie back down on the couch, I lift my head to look at Max one last time.



  





  
Goodnight, my boy. I love you.
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