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         Who would have thought I’d agree to this?

         I step onto the escalator of Rotterdam Central Station. The stairs form and the suitcase slides down, a full two steps, so I lean on the handle to keep my balance. At the top of the stairs, I am struck by the hustle and bustle of the big city, and the rays of the sun warm the skin of my cheeks. I’ve never found metropolitan life attractive; the crowd is a bit overwhelming, and I feel uncomfortable. This is the third time I have the pleasure – or not – to visit Rotterdam – theoretically for business purposes.

         Matthijs got me into this situation. I was supposed to be in the editorial office now, working on a boring report for yesterday, with my boss leaning over my desk and devouring every line of text with her eyes. It would be better that way; I do not have the slightest desire to work out in the field. Not after the marathon they gave me. During the past six months, I have visited half of the country. For an introvert, it’s like swimming in a lake at freezing temperatures. And no, I don’t like ice swimming.

         The suitcase crunches on the unevenness of the square next to a building with a domed roof structure. Crowds sit on benches or on stone decorations, mainly elderly people and children running around merrily, laughing out loud for reasons only they know. They bask in the heat of the July day. I sigh heavily as I scuff the soles of my shoes on the even pavement. I take my phone out of my pocket to locate the hotel until I realise it’s exactly across the street. How can such a work of art be overlooked? A skyscraper with an unmistakable “Marriott” sign. The only advantage of this situation is that I will sleep in a luxury hotel, eat a good dinner, and in the morning, I will return on the first train to Gennep.

         An old tram with the number twenty-three blocks my way. Big cities have a way of fitting cars, pedestrians, and public transport all on the same street. There are no lights. Did I mention that I much prefer the peace and quiet of my town?

         All I learned from the message from Matthijs was that I was to interview a niche jazz musician. Matthijs was a frequent visitor to concerts and festivals, sometimes playing to the table himself. As a passionate and unfulfilled musician, he felt at ease in this environment, which made me all the more surprised when he sent me the entire script.

         Yesterday an email came. Desperate, packed with emoticons, and a dozen exclamation marks. He begged me to go to Rotterdam today and take the job.

         He had never asked me to do this before.

         Impossible concept. I suppose he wouldn’t have missed such an opportunity if it had been his beloved music and a night in bleach-smelling bedding. Besides, Matthijs loves Rotterdam and has a lot of friends here. He could hit the town after work, make an appointment with them, and maybe stay all Sunday for a quick walk around the shops. A fashion madman, always in short pants and patent loafers, would not deny himself the pleasure of wandering around Bijenkorf.

         I’m standing in front of the door, kissing the threshold when… Ouch. I realise my shoes have chafed me raw. Terribly stupid of me to wear brand new sneakers for a business trip. Actually, in terms of fashion, I am the complete opposite of Matthijs. And all my colleagues from the editorial office. My hair is tied up in a high ponytail as usual, and I’m wearing a white turtleneck and a tartan dress. The only one I have. Plus, the usual round glasses. In my normal surroundings, I am considered a girl next door type and it does not bother me at all, because I prefer ease and comfort to tight suits. Musing on my choice of wardrobe isn’t accidental; summer is in full swing and after a moment spent outdoors in the full sun, I get impossibly hot. Who wears a turtleneck in July?
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