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An escalation - the year has just begun

It's Sunday, and Martijn and Karlijn are at home. Today, I'm on call, which
means if things get really hectic at work, I could get a call to come in and help
my colleagues. I usually dread these shifts because you can’t do anything—at
any moment, the phone could ring, and I find that really stressful.

There's some tension between my children today; they keep bickering and
picking on each other. As I’ve done for years, I step in like a peacekeeper,
trying to keep things under control. I never imagined it would escalate into the
worst fight [’ve ever witnessed between them.

I manage to get to Karlijn to go to the kitchen. I tell her, “Get a cigarette for
us, and we’ll go outside to the veranda to smoke.” Martijn is slouched in a
chair in the living room, his face filled with anger. This separates them for
now, and I hope it’ll help them calm down. But Karlijn can’t hold back and
hurls another nasty comment at Martijn.

Before I can react, Martijn rushes past me, grabs Karlijn by her ponytail, pulls
her head back, and slams it violently against the kitchen cabinet.

Karlijn screams and crumples to the floor. I grab Martijn by the arms and snap
at him that there’s no fighting allowed in my house. He’s already taller than
me, but [ still think he respects me—at least, I hope he does.

He pushes past me and starts kicking Karlijn. I leap at him again, yelling for
him to get outside. He looks at me, wild-eyed, then bolts toward the door.
BAM—the front door slams shut. I sit beside Karlijn, checking her head and
body for injuries. All I can hear is her wailing because, in her mind, she’s on
the verge of death.

She cries, insisting that her brother is a jerk and can’t get away with this,
claiming she did nothing wrong. As calm as I can be, I remind her that I’ve
told her many times to keep her mouth shut and not react to everything. I don’t
condone Martijn’s behavior in the least, but she can’t just blame him—she
needs to take responsibility for her own actions too.
Self-reflection is something both of my teenagers struggle with. Blaming
others has become second nature to them. They just can’t see their part in
things. No matter what happens, it’s always someone else’s fault.
Meanwhile, Martijn calls Bianca because he knows he messed up.
Shortly after, Bianca calls me, asking how I’'m doing. What does she think?
We decide I’ll take Martijn to the station so he can take the train home, and
later I’1l bring Karlijn home. I don’t want her to travel alone on the train just
yet, even though she’s sixteen.
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On the way back, I’'m on the phone with Bianca, and I can’t help but cry
uncontrollably over what just happened. I'm reminded of my past with
Ricardo, seeing traces of him in Martijn, and it fills me with overwhelming
sadness. Suddenly, I’m back in time, flooded with painful flashbacks.

I’m thankful I wasn’t called in to work today.

Working

Of course, with the ongoing COVID-19 situation, it’s no surprise that work is
particularly hectic. I want to be as supportive as I can to my colleagues, so |
make sure to send my supervisor a message every day, letting them know I’'m
available to be on standby. From what I gather, my willingness to help is
really appreciated, especially during such a difficult time with so many deaths.
I’'m learning quickly and intensely. We work with a dispatch center that directs
everything to the right team. Once I get a call, I know which mortuary I need
to go to. Our team is responsible for four mortuaries, so we spend a lot of time
driving from one to the next.

I’m fortunate to be shadowing a colleague, but that won’t last long.
Eventually, I’ll be expected to handle the mortuaries on my own. You’re
pretty much on your own unless the workload becomes overwhelming, and
you need to reach out for help.

I have some reservations about having to handle this job solo. There’s no
support, no assistance, nothing. You’re entirely on your own, responsible for
caring for a deceased person, placing them on a clean sheet. I won’t go into all
the details, but honestly, doing it all alone just doesn’t feel right. Sometimes,
we encounter situations where working together would be far more efficient.
And sometimes, the deceased can be quite heavy. Even in those cases, they
still need to be turned and cared for, and having an extra set of hands makes
all the difference.

The old man and woman

At the beginning of my shift, I receive a notification: I’'m needed to be on the
top floor of the large hospital to pick up a deceased person. With the necessary
paperwork for the department and the stretcher in hand, I walk through the
hospital corridors with my colleague. On the one hand, I feel a sense of power,
yet at the same time, | feel so small. Everyone who sees us coming with the
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special stretcher understands exactly why we’re there we only come when
someone has passed. People step aside respectfully to let us pass or allow us to
go first in the elevator. The respect of the hospital staff is palpable.

When we arrive at the department, we check in and wait for the nurse who will
escort us to the room. It turns out to be the COVID ward, so both the nurse
and we need to put on full protective suits, goggles, and masks. Every time we
suit up like this, I feel a certain distance between us and both the family and
the deceased. We look almost alien, hidden behind suits and masks.

As we walk to the room, we encounter the husband of the deceased woman.
He’s an elderly man, struggling to walk. A nurse is already with him, and then
my colleague and I enter with another nurse. Together, we stand in the small
room, preparing the man for what comes next. Since his wife passed away
from COVID, we must place her in a body bag necessity, though we all find it
deeply unfortunate.

After explaining the next steps to the man, we give him a moment alone with
his wife. He slowly walks over, caresses her cheek, and whispers, “Our story
ends here, my love, but soon, up above, our story will continue.” He gently
kisses her and tenderly strokes her face.

We stand at a respectable distance, our heads lowered, hands folded. It’s hard
for all of us to witness this moment. That poor man, who had been by his
wife’s side for days, watching over her, now missing her final breath. His grief
is overwhelming.

The nurse quietly leads him out of the room so my colleague and I can begin
our work.

We proceed with the first care procedures: carefully washing her face,
adjusting her hair, placing the eye caps, removing the [V, and sealing any
wounds with special glue and dressings.

We always try to treat the deceased with the utmost respect, so that once we
reach the morgue, no further care is needed. Not because we don’t want to, but
because she passed away from COVID. We aim to minimize all risks in the
most respectable manner.

Once she’s fully prepared and placed in the body bag, we gently move her
onto the stretcher. Together, we drape the special deep red cloth over her,
making sure there are no wrinkles, and everything looks neat. Now, we’re
ready. Slowly, we move toward the door, the nurse was already waiting
outside.

The husband watches us from a distance, quietly crying as we take his wife
away.
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As we reach the department’s door, my colleague steps out first, quickly
removes all the protective gear, and disposes of it in the designated containers.
Then, I gently push the stretcher through the door and step outside myself. My
colleague stays with the body while I remove my protective suit.

We walk to the elevator together and take her downstairs. We enter all the
required details into the system, and less than four hours later, the funeral
director arrives to take her.

A divorce in the family

As 1 do every day, I call my sister Dineke. She’s mentioned a few times now
that one of our cousins has separated from his wife—well, actually, she left
him. Dineke keeps updating me on how things aren’t going well, and there’s a
lot of drama surrounding the divorce settlement. With my sixth sense for
sensing when things are off, I can already feel my neck hairs standing on end.
I’ve told Dineke more than once: “Let her call me, maybe I can help her.”

Let me make one thing clear—I really don’t care about most of my family,
including my cousin.

I haven’t spoken to or seen him in years, and I have zero interest in doing so. I
just can’t deal with spoiled people who think they’re better than everyone else,
and I have no patience for those who pass judgment without knowing the full
story. I’ll get into the family dynamics later.

I search for his ex-wife on Facebook and send her a message.

I tell her I’ve heard bits and pieces from Dineke, and [ want her to know I’'m
here for her.

The stories I’ve heard about the divorce already tell me this is going to be a
complete disaster. And you know what? The mess itself isn’t even the worst
part. I just hope, with everything I have, that the children won’t suffer too
much and won’t become the real victims of all of this.

It takes a while for her to respond, even though Dineke had already messaged
her to let her know I’d be reaching out. Soon enough, I discover why she was
hesitant to talk to me at first. The moment she tells me that my cousin and his
parents have spent the last 18 years badmouthing me, brainwashing her into
thinking I’'m a drug dealer and a terrible person, I know it for sure. Yup, my
family’s a mess. Well, except for a few of us.
Getting through to Loes takes real effort, but eventually, I manage. And before
long, I uncover the full extent of the chaos in this divorce. We exchange
numbers, and before I know it, we’re texting for hours. The more she tells me,
the angrier I get!
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I promise her I’ll do everything I can to help. I already knew some of my
family wasn’t right in the head, but now I’m absolutely sure of it. They all
know our story—how Ricardo abused me and my children for years. And
now, this is happening. How is that even possible?

Heart examination

Last year, | underwent a series of heart tests. This came after we found our
mother’s journals following the passing of our parents. What we read was
shocking and disturbing. Our mother had essentially lied about everything. We
had known for years that Dineke was a surviving twin, but we were always
told that Anneke had died from sudden infant death syndrome. The journals
revealed that our mother had been drinking and taking pills during her
pregnancies. We don’t know what kind of pills they were; that wasn’t
mentioned.

Dineke decided to request her medical records from the hospital, as well as
Anneke’s, last year.

What we had been told for years turned out to be one big lie—none of it was
true. Anneke didn’t die from sudden infant death syndrome, but from heart
failure. Both Dineke and Anneke were born underweight and had various
defects, about which we were never informed.

I’ve always been told that [ was just a "band-aid" for the wound our mother
had after Anneke’s death. From the journals, I learned that I was only born as
a way to fill the emptiness caused by Anneke’s passing.

If Anneke hadn’t died, I wouldn’t have been born. Only now do Dineke and |
understand why our mother always treated me so strangely, hugging me and
affectionately calling me "mom’s band-aid."

Since we no longer trust anything, and my medical records have disappeared
due to expiration, I’ve had a series of tests to see if something was wrong with
my heart.

My heart often beats irregularly, sometimes feeling like it’s about to jump out
of my chest. It’s an awful feeling.

After the tests, I was told it’s something with which I can live. Apparently, my
heart just decides to "bounce" on its own. [’ve been prescribed medication to
take when it happens too often, like during stressful times.

I need to get used to it and learn to manage it. It’s true—under stress, my
heart acts up more frequently. So, it is medication.

Fortunately, I can continue working and doing everything I enjoy, just with the
help of a pill.
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At work, I feel at home. My job gives me so much energy, and I do it with
love and dedication. I even have whole conversations with the deceased,
caring for them with love.

But my colleagues... where do I even start? The team [’m stuck with is like a
venomous pit of lies and deceit.

They steal things like face masks and gloves and gossip about each other
constantly. And they lie straight to the manager, who’s so oblivious, they
believe it all.

I’m still learning and doing my best, but I can’t stand the dishonesty. It’s
really starting to get to me. Then a colleague calls me, yelling at me from here
to Tokyo, completely putting me down.

Apparently, I hadn’t dried the floor and didn’t clean up properly. I tried to
explain that I did, and I’'m sorry if it wasn’t up to her standards, but I also had
four reports to finish, so I was in a rush. She didn’t care at all—she was
furious and hung up on me.

Then, I hear from my manager that this job is too much for me.

More terrible comments follow, and I recognize them instantly!

They’re all lies from one of my colleagues. I know exactly who’s behind it,
and I feel so small. In my head, I hear a voice screaming, "Y ou’re nothing,
you’ll never achieve anything in life."

Dineke and I heard these words constantly throughout our childhood from our
father. I also hear him scream, "You’re too stupid to even dance for the devil!"
We’ve heard this our whole lives, and now it’s echoing again. [ get in my car
and drive home, my heart pounding harder and harder.

I feel terrible. I roll down the car window, letting the cold wind blow in my
face, as tears stream down my cheeks. I just don’t understand why. This isn’t
new, right? I’m used to being told I’m worthless.

I arrive home pale, and Joris immediately notices something’s wrong.

I pretend everything is fine and start preparing dinner. Afterward, I clean up
and take a hot shower, hoping to calm my heart, but nothing works.

All'T can do is take a pill.

The beautiful little girl

With a heavy heart, I head to work, finding it increasingly difficult to deal
with the toxic people around me.
We have a new colleague, and even though I haven't met or spoken to her, I've
already heard all sorts of rumors: that she's terrible at the job, that she sneaks
her boyfriend in during night shifts, and countless other awful things.
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If I were to believe everything I hear, she’d practically be the devil.

I decide to try and ignore it for now. I’ll meet her eventually and make my
own judgment.

I proceed as usual to the cold storage rooms and take a look.

The papers on the doors indicate the names and birth dates of the deceased, so
I know exactly who is inside. As I read the names, one catches my eye.

When I reach the last storage unit, | freeze. | remove my glasses and put them
back on. Am I seeing this correctly? Two years old.

I slowly open the heavy door. Inside the room, the cold metal plate where the
deceased lies is two meters long and one meter wide. At the far end of the
cooling room, on this large plate, is a small bundle wrapped in a sheet.

So tiny, so fragile. I stand there for a moment, just looking. I can’t see the
face, can’t see anything except the bundle.

Suddenly, my phone rings. It’s the dispatch center.

"You have a call," they say. It’s the hospital. Relief washes over me because
that means I don’t have to go to another mortuary.

I grab the necessary equipment and stretcher and head to the designated
department.

Once there, | help the family lay the deceased in a beautiful red sheet for the
final care. Before I leave, two people rush over to thank me, hugging me
tightly. They are so incredibly grateful. At that moment, I’m not concerned
about COVID. I hug them back, reassuring them that I’1l take good care of
their loved one, then solemnly walk down the hall towards the elevators.

As I step into the elevator, my phone rings again. It’s the dispatch center.
They need me to forward the information to the funeral director.

I can barely understand the man, but I gather he plans to come at 2:00 p.m. to
pick up the little child. I check my watch and realize I have enough time.
Once I’m back in the mortuary, I haven’t even had a chance to catch my
breath before the next call comes in. I quickly place the deceased in the cooler,
prepare the stretcher, and head to collect the next body.

This time, I’'m lucky. The body is on the bottom floor in a special department,
securely locked. The bell rings, I press it, and soon enough I’m let in and
shown the room where the deceased is lying.

Well, sitting, actually. I’'m confused—has this man really passed away?

I check the papers: he passed away at 7:00 a.m. this morning, and it’s now
11:30 a.m. Two nurses approach me, asking how I’'m doing.

“I’m fine, thank you,” I reply, but internally, I’'m thinking, what’s going on
here?
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