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LET ME CALL HER SYLVIA. THAT’S NOT HER REAL NAME—her real name would only confuse things. People make all kinds of assumptions when it comes to names, especially when a name isn’t from around here, when they don’t have a clue about how to pronounce it, let alone spell it. So let’s just say that it’s not a Dutch name. My wife is not from Holland. Where she is from is something I’d rather leave up in the air for the time being. Those in our immediate surroundings, of course, know where she’s from. And people who read the newspaper and watch the news with any regularity can’t really have missed it either. But most people have bad memories. They may have heard it once, then forgotten.


Robert Walter? His wife’s foreign, right?


Yes, that’s right, she’s from . . . from . . . Come on, help me out here . . . People associate all kinds of things with countries of origin. To each country its own prejudices. It starts as soon as you get to Belgium. Do I need to repeat here the kinds of prejudices we Dutch people have when it comes to Belgians? When it comes to the Germans, the French, the Italians? Go a bit farther east and a bit farther south and the people gradually change color. At first it’s only their hair: it gets darker, and finally it turns black altogether. After that, the same process repeats itself, but now with their skin. To the east it turns yellower, to the south it gets blacker and blacker.


And it gets hotter. South of Paris, the temperature starts to rise. When the weather’s hot, it becomes a lot harder to work. One feels more like sitting in the shade of yonder palm. Even farther south, one stops working altogether. Mostly, one just takes a breather.


When our daughter was born, the name “Sylvia” was the second on our list of names. The second on a list of three, the name we would have given her if we hadn’t named her Diana. Or to put it differently: if we’d had three daughters instead of only one, they would have been named Diana, Sylvia, and Julia. We also had three names ready for any boys who came along, but I won’t list them here. We don’t have boys. We also don’t have daughters. We have only Diana.


It’s probably clear to you by now that Diana isn’t our daughter’s real name either. First of all, for reasons of privacy—she has to be able to live a life of her own, which is hard enough already when a girl has a father like me. But it’s no coincidence that all three of those names have three syllables and that they all end in an a. When it came time to choose our daughter’s name (her real name), I made a concession. I felt that my wife had a tough enough time of it as it was, in a country not her own. That I shouldn’t go burdening her on top of all that with a daughter with a Dutch name. It would be a name from her country. A girl’s name she could say out loud each day, a familiar name, a warm sound in the midst of all that harsh gargling and bleak hawking we call the Dutch language.


The same goes for my wife’s name. In addition to her person, I also fell in love right away with her name. I say it as often as I can—long ago, too, in the middle of the night, all on my lonesome, in the boarding house where I had to spend the night because there was no room for me at her parents’. It’s something in the sound of it: somewhere between melting chocolate and a wood fire, in terms of the taste and the aroma. When I don’t call her by her first name, I call her “sweetheart”—not in Dutch, no, in Dutch I’d have a hard time getting the word out of my mouth, only ironically at best, as in: But sweetheart, you should have thought about that beforehand.


“Sweetheart” in my wife’s language, though, sounds precisely the way “sweetheart” should sound. Like the name of a dessert, or more like a hot, sticky beverage that leaves a warm, tingling trail behind as it goes down your throat, but also like the warmth of a blanket someone lays over your shoulders: Come to me now, sweetheart.


My wife—Sylvia! Her new name is starting to grow on me—is from a country that shall remain unnamed for the time being. A country about which a lot of preconceived notions exist. Notions both favorable and unfavorable. From “passionate” and “temperamental,” it’s only a small step to “hot-tempered.” A crime passionel (the term says it already) is a crime we tend to situate more readily in the south and east than in northern climes. In some countries, they just happen to lose their tempers more quickly than we do; at first it’s only voices shouting in the night, but then suddenly there is the glint of moonlight on a drawn blade. The standard of living is lower there, the discrepancies between rich and poor are immense, stealing is viewed with more sympathy than in our country, but the culprits are viewed with less—they consider themselves lucky if the police get to them before the injured party arrives to settle accounts.


I myself am absolutely not free of preconceived notions.


In light of my official capacity, though, I’m supposed to be—and I just happen to make a good show of it. In the last few years I’ve had a cup of tea (or a beer, or something stronger) with every minority group our city has on offer. I’ve swung along with music not my own, raised a slice of some vague meat dish to my lips—but that doesn’t make me free of prejudices. I’ve always cherished my preconceived notions as something bound up inextricably with my own person. Or, to put it more precisely: without those prejudices, I would have been a different person. That, in the first instance, is how I look at the foreigner: with the naturally suspicious eye of the farmer who sees a stranger entering his yard. Is the stranger coming in peace, or shall I turn the dogs on him?


But now something has happened that has thrown everything for a loop, something with my wife. Something that perhaps has more to do with her country of origin, her place of birth, than I care to admit—with her cultural background, I venture cautiously, in order to say nothing of that dubious concept of “national character.” At least, not for the time being.


I ask myself to what extent I can hold her responsible, and to what extent it might be the fault of her native country.


I wonder whether I’m capable of telling the two apart—whether I ever will be capable of that. Whether I would have reacted differently if Sylvia had been just another Dutchwoman. Sometimes a prejudice can serve as a mitigating circumstance, sometimes as a damning one. That’s just the way those people are, it’s in their blood. What it is precisely that is in their blood, well, everyone can fill that in for themselves: the thievery, the knife fighting, the lying, the wife-beating, the bashing of other population groups that don’t belong in their backward village, the cruel games with animals, the religious customs involving the shedding of blood, the intentional mutilation of one’s own body, the overabundance of gold teeth, the arranged marriages of sons and daughters; but on the other hand also the food that tastes so much better than it does here, the parties that go on all night, the sense of “we only live once, tomorrow we may die,” the music that seems much more stirring, more melancholy, closer to the heart, the men who let their eye fall on a woman and can never be discouraged, the women who want one specific man, only that one, you can see it in their gaze, in the fire in their eyes—but when they catch their husband with another woman they jam a knife between his ribs or cut off his balls while he’s asleep.


And that’s as it should be too, I think to myself, I who try to remain free of prejudices but am not—and never have been either. And what if those prejudices suddenly turn against you? How do you react then? As the Dutchman who wants to be seen as tolerant of other peoples and cultures? Or as something a little more in line with the country of origin, with the national character, of the other?


Until now, the two have always been good bedfellows. Night after night I’ve shared my bed with those preconceived notions. But what if you wake up early one morning to find the sheets beside you cold and unused? It is still dark, through the curtains a crack of light from a streetlamp shines on the turned-back feather bed. What time is it, for God’s sake? She should have been home ages ago.


You prick up your ears, you hear bare feet padding down the hallway, but it’s your daughter, who’s now knocking on the bedroom door.


“Where’s Mama?” she asks.


“I don’t know,” you answer truthfully.
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IT HAPPENED AT THE NEW YEAR’S RECEPTION, ON THURSDAY, January 16. Why does it have to be so late in the month? I asked the first time after my appointment, and at least once more after that. Why so far along into the new year, just when we’re breathing a sigh of relief because the New Year’s receptions are—at least for another year—over at last? I’ve forgotten what the exact answer was. Something about tradition. “That’s the way we’ve always done it,” I recall the city manager replying vaguely (the former city manager, that is; one of our first tasks in the new year was to find a suitable replacement for him). He shrugged as he said it, but in his eyes I saw something else. Because! That’s why! is what his look said, as though speaking to a child who wants to know why it can’t go outside and play for five minutes before dinner.


Everyone was there. Of the “triad”—which is what they call the three-man team of police commissioner, district attorney, and myself—I caught sight only of the DA. He was standing beside the table full of hors d’oeuvres, sliding a handful of salt peanuts or cocktail snacks into his mouth. On the table were wooden serving trays with cheese cubes, and platters with pieces of raw herring that had little cocktail sticks with red, white, and blue Dutch flags stuck into them.


As far as I could tell at a glance, all the aldermen were already there, and most of the council members too. For the rest, a few representatives of trade and industry, people from the art world, the club president of Ajax. Without a doubt, at some point he was going to start in about the national championship celebration. About last year’s celebration, to be more precise. Which, for the third year in a row, had been held in an open lot beside the Amsterdam ArenA, jammed in between the Heineken Music Hall and the office tower of Deutsche Bank. ArenA Boulevard sucks in air like a wind tunnel; the tower and the stadium do the rest. On calm days it’s the ideal playground for wind funnels and mini-tornadoes. Sand, newspapers, empty French-fry and hamburger containers are drawn into the air. There they hang, orbiting around, until the wind gets bored and smacks them down a few hundred meters farther—often enough, right on the heads of the shoppers headed for Mediamarkt, Decathlon, and Perry Sport.


Catcalls had been my due. And rightly so. I realized that it had been a hopeless error of judgment on my part, that I had given in too quickly to the arguments advanced by the other two members of the triad. The city. Downtown. The safety risks. Of course, a team that has just won the national championship should have its victory celebration downtown. At Leidseplein, on the balcony of the municipal theater, players and trainer holding aloft the champion’s cup for the cheering supporters to admire. But in preceding years those celebrations had all ended in disturbances. Smashed bus shelters, concrete planters thrown through shopwindows. Looting. Groups of drunken and high hooligans climbing the light towers. And then, as the crowning touch—like in a Western, when the cavalry arrives at the fort beleaguered by Indians—the charges carried out by the mounted police. “Potentially fatal” situations had arisen, that was how the next day’s papers quoted the police commissioner. Things could have spun even further out of control. Serious injuries. Perhaps even a fatality.


Hence the vacant lot with whirlwinds. Not much to vandalize there. ArenA Boulevard, with its tempting array of plate-glass windows, could easily be blocked off by a few platoons of riot police. That was a lot harder in downtown Amsterdam, with its tangle of narrow streets and alleyways. But despite the red flares and the smoke, the celebration really did look horribly dismal, with the beats of Bob Marley’s “Three Little Birds” drifting away feebly amid the office towers. That’s how it seemed to me, especially when I played back the news footage that evening, footage that would travel all around the world: Ajax may no longer have been the superpower it was in the 1970s and mid-1990s, but it was still very much a legendary club, one whose name was spoken with respect. The whole world would see that Holland’s best soccer club was celebrating its championship on a dismal concrete lot.


My wife always goes with me to the New Year’s reception. Even though she detests them—in fact, she detests all occasions that smack of officialdom. Sylvia has never wanted to be “the wife of,” the woman in the shadows; she prefers to live her own life, and we try to keep her public appearances to a minimum. But the New Year’s reception is an exception. She knows how bored I get at things like that. It’s inevitable. The glass in the hand. The dish of salted nuts. The babbling on about nothing—and I know that other people can see it miles away too, my desire to get out of there as quickly as possible shines right through me. “Just tell me if you want me to go along,” she always says. “If you really want me to be there, then I will. For you.”


That’s how we’ve divided up our roles. That’s our agreement. As soon as I put on my most pitiful expression and look at her with the hammy, imploring look that I save for special occasions, Sylvia knows how things stand. I never have to say anything more. “Okay, don’t start crying,” she says. “I’ll go along. What should I wear?”


Foreign heads of state I can deal with on my own, the opening of a new subway station, the farewell party for a museum director, a symphony conductor’s seventieth birthday. The heads of state tend to walk around looking a little forlorn; by the time they get here they’ve already spent half the day in The Hague, in the company of our prime minister. But after that half a day, the visiting head of state and our prime minister clearly have nothing more to say to each other. The boredom hangs in the air like an odorless but deadly gas. I feel sorry for them, for the heads of state. I too have spent the occasional half-day with the prime minister. No, not half a day, a couple of hours at most; during a dinner, a boat tour of the canals, a film premiere. You toss a coin in his slot and something always rolls out—but rarely anything useful. You’ve got people like that: you talk to them and they answer you right away, a little too readily perhaps, they don’t take time to think about it. Maybe they’re afraid of silence, I don’t know, even half a second of silence seems to feel like an eternity to them. In any case, I’m not the only one; after a few hours in the company of our prime minister, the foreign heads of state go looking for someone else too—for a breath of fresh air.


Now it’s time for me to tell you something about myself. Something which, lacking proper explanation, might sound like pure vanity, but which definitely isn’t that. I’ll try to stick to the facts. Fact is, for example, that you won’t feel bored any too quickly when I’m around. I see the way the heads of state cast about. They may be standing beside the prime minister and the minister of foreign affairs, but they’re dying to get out of there, they’ve stopped listening already, mostly they wear this glassy-eyed stare. Maybe what they really feel like doing is taking a little nap, but—that being out of the question—they’ll settle for a double vodka or a cigarette out on the balcony. All I have to do is wait until that restless, glassy-eyed look settles on me, you can set your watch by it. I radiate it, I don’t have to put any effort into it at all, it’s written all over my face: that I’ve had enough of this too, that I’m just as fed up as they are. They step away from the circle of blowhards and come over to me.


“Mr. Mayor . . .,” they start in, they’ve forgotten my name of course, but I don’t hold that against them. “Robert, call me Robert,” I say and nod toward the balcony doors at the far end of the room. “Want to pop out for a smoke?” I quit smoking twenty years ago, but I always have a pack and a lighter on me, for emergencies.


On our way to the balcony, I catch the eye of one of the waiters walking around with trays of red or white wine, water and fresh-squeezed orange juice.


“Maybe you’d like something else?” I say to the head of state. “Vodka, whiskey? Maybe a little brandy? I’ll have a double vodka,” I tell the waiter, just to help the head of state along a little. “From the freezer, if you’ve got it. Otherwise on the rocks. We’ll be out there, on the balcony.”


No, when it comes to visits from presidents, premiers, lord mayors, and royal families from abroad, I can get along without my wife’s company. Sometimes I give in, though, when she makes it clear that she would actually love to go along. When Barack Obama came to town, for example. “If Obama comes, you have to promise me to take me along,” she said. “And why should I?” I asked, purely for form’s sake, because I knew the answer already. “He just happens to be a good-looking man, darling,” she said. “Women all think he’s good-looking.” “Like George Clooney?” I asked. “Like George Clooney,” my wife said, “although I can’t really feature Barack Obama doing a Nespresso commercial.”


In any case, when members of the royal family come to Amsterdam, I always want to have Sylvia at my side. I don’t know what it is, but I literally dummy up whenever I’m around that white-wine-slurping, beer-guzzling, and chain-smoking family. I start breathing audibly. I start developing itches in places it would be incommodious to scratch. Like having a mosquito bite under a plaster cast. I start sweating, the rings of perspiration form on my shirt, and that realization makes me sweat only harder. I go to the toilet, unbutton my shirt, and, using a few papers towels, do my best to wipe down my chest, armpits, and stomach. I try to stay away as long as possible, I lock myself up in a cubicle and read the news on my iPhone without a single item actually getting through to me. God, I whisper to myself, let this day pass from me, or words to that effect.


It’s the same thing that happens with movies sometimes; after ten minutes you know it’s not going anywhere, you need to get out of there, but you stay in your seat anyway. Maybe it will get better later on, you tell yourself, while every fiber of your being has already tensed for the impending escape. With Sylvia at my side, though, it’s bearable. She’s an easy talker. All her countrymen are easy talkers; it comes as naturally to them as breathing. She asks the princess, who is the queen these days, where she bought her shoes. With the prince, currently our king, she has a good long talk about pheasant hunting. It helps that people in her native culture view hunting differently than we do here. More liberally. In my wife’s country, the fact that the meat on our plates comes from living animals is in sharper focus than it is with us. Probably, I sometimes allow myself to think, because it was less long ago that people there had to hunt in order to eat.


So here’s what happened at the New Year’s reception: I did indeed find myself locked in conversation with the president of Ajax. My wife announced that she was going for a quick look at the hors d’oeuvres. “Can I bring you two something?” she asked before she left, but we both shook our heads.


Less than a minute later—I had just assured the president that any celebration this year would take place downtown, no matter what, regardless of any objections from the other two members of the triad—I looked around and saw her, not close to the table of hors d’oeuvres, but more to the back of the room, close to the door that led to the central corridor of city hall and the toilet blocks. The person she was talking to had his back half-turned to me; a man, I saw, but I couldn’t tell right away who it was. But when Sylvia raised her bottle of beer and clinked it against his, and when the man then turned and glanced around the room, I saw that it was Alderman Maarten van Hoogstraten.


“We, as a club, would of course be delighted if it could all take place downtown again,” I heard the soccer club president saying close to my ear. “And we’ll do all we can to make sure everything proceeds in an orderly fashion. Rioting, of course, is not good advertising for the Ajax brand.”


“The city is what I’m aiming for too,” I said. “Of course we’ll have to wait and see, but this would make it the fifth championship in a row. Special attention will be paid to that. Here, but also abroad. So we don’t want to see footage of a dismal concrete lot, we want to see canals, the Rijksmuseum, the concert hall, the City Theater.”


I counted to three, then took another look at the spot close to the door at the back of the room. At that very moment my wife tossed back her head and laughed; the alderman had his hand on her elbow and was whispering something in her ear.


“Well, now that you mention it,” the president said, “we’ve been talking, because it would indeed be the fifth time, about doing something special. A boat procession through the canals, for instance.” Now Sylvia looked around, her gaze sweeping the crowd. Was she looking for me? Or was she only making sure that no one was watching her and the alderman? For a full half-second I was sure that our gazes crossed, but the next moment Sylvia was already looking away.


“I won’t say that I’d already thought of that,” I said. “But a boat parade is exactly what I had in mind. Thousands of people along the quays. The television viewer in France, Italy, China, and America gets a glorious view of Amsterdam. We want helicopters to fly over and film the city too. But if you’ll excuse me, we can talk more about this later on, right now I really have to—” I pointed to an imaginary someone who wanted to talk to me, somewhere in the vicinity of the hors d’oeuvres, someone who had supposedly caught my eye.


“Of course. Go right ahead. You have other things to see to. I’m already very pleased to hear this. Can I discuss it with the board, or would that be premature?”


“Hold off on that a bit. I want to run it past the triad first, for form’s sake. But I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”


I took a few steps to one side, toward the snack table, then I cut left. Keeping my head down, so that no one would detain me, I edged my way through the crowd.


“Maarten,” I said.


“Robert . . .”


I had approached my wife and the alderman from an angle; with my last step forward, I placed myself in their field of vision.


“Getting bored?” my wife asked.


I took a good look at her face. I searched for signs of anything you might consider out of the ordinary: a slight blush, a batting of the lashes, or even only an undisguisable irritation at the fact that I had come to interrupt their cozy little tête-à-tête.


“Yes, I’m bored,” I said. “I feel like going home pretty soon.”


“But we just got here!”


Maarten van Hoogstraten looked at me. I was expecting him to look at Sylvia too—but he didn’t.


“I was just leaving . . .,” the alderman said. “I still have to . . . I was actually out to get a drink for Lodewijk. I should have gone back to him a long time ago.”


He raised his hand to my wife’s elbow, touched her briefly.


“Sylvia,” he said.


Then he clinked his beer bottle against mine. “Robert.”


And then he was gone. “We’re going,” I said.


“But you can’t just do that, can you?”


“Oh, yes, I can. If you go to the restroom first, then I’ll come five minutes later. Behind the toilet blocks is the service staircase; we go down two flights, and we’re outside.”


“Is something wrong, Robert? Aren’t you feeling well?”


“I feel fine. But I’m fed up. It just isn’t my day. And we’ve done it before, Sylvia. Remember Bernhard and Christine’s wedding?”


“Yes. And the coronation.”


During the reception, after the wedding of my best friend and his third wife, we had first gone to hide in one of the side rooms. Then, five minutes apart, we had snuck out to the street on the canal side. And during Willem-Alexander’s coronation we had found a side door. We ran the first part of the way, then ducked down an alleyway into a café.


The trick was to not say goodbye to anyone. To disappear at one go. The other people in the room simply assumed you were still there. Maybe you were back in the kitchen, or up on the top floor, where the music was playing so loudly.


“See you in five minutes?” I asked my wife.


“Sure,” she said.
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THAT NIGHT IN BED—MY WIFE WAS STILL IN THE bathroom—I played the scene back about ten times in my mind. First from start to finish, then from finish to start. In slow motion. Frame by frame. I tried to stop the action at the moment when my wife looked from me to the alderman. I corrected myself: avoided looking at the alderman.


“Sylvia.” With his free hand, Maarten van Hoogstraten had touched her elbow briefly by way of farewell. Touched it again, I couldn’t help thinking. For the second time already. In his other hand he was holding his bottle of beer. A bottle. Not a glass. So he could use his hands freely, it had occurred to me in a flash. And now, in bed, with my eyes closed, it occurred to me again. To have at least one hand free for touching the ladies. The mayor’s wife. The mayor’s lawfully wedded wife, I thought for just a moment, but pushed the thought away as quickly as it had come.


“Robert.” Now Van Hoogstraten was looking at me; he raised his bottle, clinked the bottom of it against mine.


He was just leaving, he announced. I had barely come up to them, and he already had to leave. With some flimsy excuse that he also laid on a little too thick. Something about a drink he had to fetch for someone. Nothing that couldn’t wait a few minutes.


Something didn’t feel right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it straightaway.


After we left city hall through the front entrance, we had walked up in the direction of Rembrandtplein.


“You think they’ve missed you yet?” my wife asked as we were crossing the Blauwbrug. A completely normal question—too normal, perhaps. We already knew full well; we both knew that we weren’t being missed anywhere. Where were you? People asked sometimes, the day after a party. I didn’t see you around anymore. The best thing was to turn the question back on them. So where were you? I looked for you. On the balcony. In the kitchen. I hung around talking for a while in that little room, where all the coats were. With . . . oh, what’s her name again . . . the one with the overbite . . .


“I don’t think so,” I answered as blandly as I could. “Only people who overestimate their own importance think that everyone is going to miss them.”


A late tour boat motored by beneath the bridge, with candles lit on all the little tables—the passengers were probably being served cheap red wine and cheese cubes with mustard. It was so quiet on the bridge that I thought I could hear my heart pounding. The best thing, just to get it over with, would be to ask Sylvia right away: How long have you two been seeing each other? The more direct the question, the easier it would be for me to judge from my wife’s reaction whether I was right or whether I was mistaken. I could also start in a bit more circumspectly. You two were having an awfully good time together, you and Maarten. What were you talking about? But I knew what I was afraid of. My wife would laugh right in my face. Come on, Robert, grow up! She would laugh so hard that her cheeks would turn all red, so that I couldn’t see whether she was blushing or not.


But she might also react very differently. Offended. You’re not serious, I hope? Please, tell me you’re kidding. Me, with Maarten van Hoogstraten? What kind of person do you think I am? She might start crying. Only a bit: a couple of glistening tears would be enough. I wouldn’t pursue it any further. I’d probably tell her that I was sorry for ever having entertained such a silly thought. She, with Maarten van Hoogstraten! It was a silly thought, and completely unfounded. My wife had had a conversation with one of my aldermen during the New Year’s reception. She had clearly enjoyed herself. My wife had tossed back her head and laughed loudly at something the alderman said to her. Okay, it was hard to imagine, Maarten van Hoogstraten wasn’t really known as a humorist, but theoretically speaking it was not entirely impossible. The alderman had gone out of his way to amuse my wife, and in going out of his way he had outdone himself. He had made an intelligent woman laugh. No mean feat. But what exactly had he said? I caught myself wanting to know. What the hell could have been funny enough to make my wife toss back her head and burst out laughing?


Crossing Rembrandtplein, we came past Café Schiller. As casually as possible, without slowing and without looking at her, I suggested that we pop in for a nightcap. The whole time, though, I was paying keen attention to her reaction. If she were having a secret affair with Alderman Van Hoogstraten, wouldn’t she rather go home as quickly as possible? To bed with a good book, or to catch the tail end of a talk show on TV—anything, as long as she didn’t have to talk, as long as she didn’t have to listen to questions she couldn’t answer without blushing? Besides the possibility of having her laugh in my face or start crying when I asked her straight-out whether she was having an affair with the alderman, there was a very different reaction I feared: that she would admit to the affair without batting an eye. Maybe in the too-familiar words you normally hear only on soap operas and in movies, but—if all goes well—never in real life.


Yes, Robert. Maarten and I are involved. It’s been going on for quite some time now. He hasn’t told his wife yet, but he’s going to leave her. And I am going to leave you. I never thought I would have to say this to you, but it’s true: I love someone else. Maarten and I love each other.


After these sentences had been pronounced, my life would come to an end. My whole life, everything I had. I thought about our daughter, about Diana. She would be graduating from high school this year. I heard myself tell my wife: Shall we wait to tell her until finals are over? She might get really confused.


Yes, my life would end. Our life. Life as we had lived it till then, the three of us. My daughter would lock herself in her room and cry. Her mother might be the main culprit, but she would never look at me in the same way again either. We were her parents, we had made a mess of things together. That was true, wasn’t it? If Sylvia had been happy with me, she never would have fallen in love with someone else, would she? Diana, too, had been happy with us throughout her growing-up years, our unconditional love had given her self-confidence. Our love for each other, and our shared love for her. She had both feet firmly on the ground, so firmly that even during puberty she had never rebelled against us. In the evening she would snuggle up between us on the couch, her head against my shoulder, her legs slung over her mother’s legs. But something of all that would be destroyed for good, retroactively, if my wife were to leave us and move in with the alderman. Maybe Diana would choose sides with me, at first, but in a way no father would ever want: out of pity for the betrayed husband. Poor Daddy. Maybe she would cook for me the first few months, toss my underpants in the washing machine, iron my shirts. She would warn me about my unshaven appearance, the quantity of hard liquor I would knock back in my rage and sorrow. You should look at yourself in the mirror, Daddy. You should smell yourself. You don’t want people to see you like this. Ultimately she would lose respect for me, maybe not stop loving me, but it would be a pitying kind of love at best. The kind of love you might give a pet that’s been run over, a cat with paralyzed hindquarters, an old person who can no longer go to the toilet on their own. After those first few months had passed, she would leave me too. In retrospective effect, she would come to see her entire safe life with her parents as a lie. That’s the way those things went. Even though nothing had gone wrong right up until the end. So maybe, before that, it hadn’t been as perfect as it seemed either. Who knows, maybe this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. Maybe she had been too young at the time, too naive, too loving to notice a thing. Her parents, her perfect parents, whom she had always bragged about to her friends, a father and a mother who outshone the fathers and mothers of those same boyfriends and girlfriends, fathers and mothers who had broken up long before or who were always arguing. In the end, her parents had proven just as depraved and despicable as the rest.


“Okay, one for the road,” my wife said. “But really only one. I’m tired and I don’t want to get to bed too late.”


We found a table all the way at the back, in a section of the café where no one else was seated. Not a bad spot if someone started crying, I couldn’t help thinking. If one of the two of us started screaming at the other. Don’t look right away, but that table over there in the corner, that’s the mayor. And that woman is probably his wife. Looks like they’re not having a lot of fun. If you ask me, she’s crying.


Sylvia asked for a glass of red wine; I ordered a beer.


“Oh, that was another terrible one,” I said. “I’m really not up to this. During the preselection round, they probably should have asked me: ‘Are you able to stomach receptions where people stand around with glasses in their hand and chitchat? No? Really not? Well then, you’re probably not cut out to be mayor. You’d have to spend three-quarters of your time with a glass in your hand, talking about the weather.’”


The look my wife gave me then I can only describe as loving. I had decided to go on acting as normal as possible—or, rather, to apply every fiber of my being to acting precisely as I would have otherwise—but meanwhile, never to take my eye off the ball.


“What is it? What are you laughing about?” I asked.


“Nothing. It’s because I could see it on your face a mile away. That you wanted to get out of there. And you’re still wearing that same look. You just can’t hide it. It’s written all over your face. It’s so funny.”


I listened to my wife. I listened to each word. To each sentence. And to the extent that time allowed, I ran each word and each sentence back again in my mind. The first time I listened to her as though nothing was going on: as though we were just sitting there having a nightcap, the mayor and his wife, after running away from a deadly boring New Year’s reception. So sweet, the way they sit there laughing at the memory of it, so pleased that they had actually dared to do it—so happy, the two of them, after so many years together.


The second time, though, I listened to the sentences as though they had a false bottom. As though my wife were only playacting and had to do her utmost to make normal-sounding sentences come out of her mouth. If she was acting, then she was doing a damned good job of it. But wasn’t she laying it on just a little too thick, with that bit about being charmed by my visible boredom at the New Year’s reception?


I could just blurt it out, of course, catch her off-balance when she has her guard down. But no, too soon for that, I decided half a second later. First a little more chitchat; wait until the next beer. I had to be particularly careful about my facial expression. It was true, she was absolutely right, my face reflected everything that went on in my mind. What were you and Maarten van Hoogstraten talking about anyway? You two seemed to be enjoying yourselves. If I adopted the wrong expression, I would ruin everything. The best thing would be to put on a smile first. Not a political smile. A real one. That was already tough enough. All politicians who have ever received media training have worked on their smiles. But you could tell right away when they weren’t real, because their eyes never smiled along with the rest; the smiles were stuck to their faces like a sticker to a bargain-basement DVD.


I have never received media training. I’m what they call “a natural.” You can’t media-train a natural. Cut the baloney, that’s my political message. When a journalist’s question irritates me, you can see that irritation all over my face. When I can’t help laughing about something, I laugh. Generally speaking, I don’t like watching myself on TV, but of course it happens anyway. I see my face on the local news station or the eight o’clock news, and no matter how critically I view myself at such times, I see immediately that I got it right. The proper distance when questions are asked about offensive chanting during a football match; the deep, sincere sigh after the umpteenth liquidation in the month-long power struggle in the underworld; but most of all, perhaps, in the pitch-perfect tone of my short speech last Remembrance Day. Everyone could see that I meant it, because I did mean it—that’s how simple such things can be. And before the speech and the two minutes of silence, perhaps the realest face of all, when I left the palace beside the king and queen, the short walk to the monument on Dam Square. I walked beside them, but you could tell from my face, no, from all my body language, that I was keeping my distance, that I didn’t belong there. I’m only walking beside them because that’s what protocol demands, said my face, said also the literal distance at which my body found itself from the royal couple. If some evening I were to feel lonely or unhappy, these are the last people I would call.


I had finished my beer a long time ago; my wife was still fussing with the wine at the bottom of her glass.


“Shall we go for another one?” I asked.


“You know, this Maarten van Hoogstraten,” my wife said. “I always thought he had no sense of humor at all. You told me that too, once. But he told me a story back at the reception, I almost died laughing. No, really, I never would have expected that from him.”


And while Sylvia started telling me the story and I gestured to the waitress for a second round of beer and red wine, I had to do my best not to laugh too heartily—not to betray my suspicions with a shit-eating grin from ear to ear.


For what else could it mean, the fact that my wife was now telling me in great detail the “funny story” she’d heard from Van Hoogstraten—something about how his children’s pet rabbit had gnawed through the HDMI cable on the TV, but I was only half listening, at moments of great relief we only half listen—other than that I had been getting wound up about nothing at all?


“In the end, I couldn’t tell what was funnier,” she said when the story was finished. “Whether it was the rabbit or the combination of the rabbit and Maarten trying to catch it. I mean, he is sort of stiff. Well, not exactly stiff: more like a straight arrow. Someone who isn’t completely at home in their own body. Anyway, I was trying to visualize it, him crawling under the couch, trying to grab that rabbit but missing every time, and I got the helpless giggles. I saw him looking at me, sort of like: Well, it wasn’t that funny. It really was funny though, the way he told it, too, but part of it was unintentionally funny, of course. But now that I think about it: Do you supposed he realized that I wasn’t just laughing at his story but also partly at him? That I was laughing at him?”


Despite myself, I was probably grinning then anyway, there was no stopping it. My wife and Alderman Van Hoogstraten! Where had I come up with that? Someday, maybe a year from now, I could tell her about it, as an anecdote. You remember that time at the New Year’s reception, when you were talking with Maarten van Hoogstraten? Do you know what crossed my mind for a moment? No, I decided then and there in Café Schiller, I would never tell her about it. Never! She might take it as an insult.


“I wouldn’t worry about it,” I told her. “He is sort of rectilinear, like you say. People like that only take things at face value. I’ll bet you he’s still beaming with pride at having made you laugh like that.”


A woman like you, I’d almost added. A woman who sees straight through the rectilinear Dutch.
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AS I SAID, THAT EVENING IN BED I PLAYED THE WHOLE scene back in my mind—but in the reassuring knowledge by then that I had been all worked up about nothing. I started at the end, at the moment when we left Café Schiller and Sylvia took my arm as we walked down the street. That’s how we walked those last few hundred meters to our front door, a normal couple of a certain age, walking arm-in-arm. Not to keep each other from falling, but out of love, out of fondness, because both husband and wife enjoy each other’s company.


Had we said anything else? Hardly. The subject of Van Hoogstraten, in any case, had been put to bed earlier, in the café. My memory is one of my strong points; I remember a lot, sometimes more than strictly necessary. A little over twenty years ago we took a trip through the American West; the trip lasted six weeks and I still remember every town and whistle-stop where we spent the night, every motel, every restaurant. That was before Diana was born, we both still smoked, the dashboard of our Chevrolet Lumina rental was littered with used packs of Marlboros. What good is remembering all that, you might ask? But I like it, it calms me: the idea that it doesn’t all just disappear. In bed at night, when I can’t sleep, I take the trip all over again, from the moment we landed in Los Angeles, happy hour at the hotel, the five or six margaritas we drank there, the heat on the following day, the road to Las Vegas, the endless freight trains. A memory like a movie, but with no need of film. No, we weren’t the kind to keep picture albums, no ordering of things, no chronologically pasted-in vacations, no exact dates, no quasi-cute captions; everything we have is kept in boxes and rarely taken out: maybe five times in the last twenty years, I’d figure.


That’s what they call the “long-term memory,” but at my age—I turned sixty last year—the short-term memory is another kettle of fish: Where did I put my reading glasses, my cell phone, the keys to my bike? I’m standing in the bathroom, I came here to get something, to do something, I was probably looking for something. But what?


That’s the way I now reconstructed, step by step, from back to front, the moment when I unlocked the front door downstairs. The streetlights along the canal, the black branches of the trees, a duck between the parked cars who, startled by our approach and quacking loudly, flapped off into the water. I think he’s sort of nice. That’s what my wife said, yes, somewhere between Rembrandtplein and home we had started talking about our daughter’s new boyfriend. I think it’s nice that he’s not really Dutch.


Maybe “new boyfriend” isn’t quite the right term, “first real boyfriend” might be more like it. The boys came and went, they lined up to go out with our Diana; sometimes she would bring one of them home for dinner and he wouldn’t speak a word, or at most “Thank you very much, ma’am.” Or: “Maybe something like European Studies, sir.” If they had been able to pant like a dog, with their tongues hanging out of their mouths, they would have. They couldn’t believe that they were really here, at the same table with a girl like our Diana. But it rarely lasted longer than a couple of weeks; in any case, we never saw them at the dinner table again.


Two months, though, was a different thing. During those two months, the new boy had come to dinner at least five times. And unlike the boys who languished, he simply joined in the conversation. He didn’t say too much, or too little; he wasn’t the kind of assertive blabbermouth who talks your ear off. He was polite, a tad bit shy perhaps; even after repeated urging to call me by my first name, he kept on saying “sir.” Finally I let it go, I figured he was probably brought up that way and that it made things easier for him—but three days earlier, while we were sitting on the couch watching Expedition Robinson, he suddenly called my wife “Sylvia.” “I think that swimming champ is sort of a loser too, Sylvia,” he said about one of the female contestants. “They should send her home as soon as possible.”


Like my wife, I also thought he was a nice boy. In my case, that’s really saying something. I’ve imagined often enough how I would react if my daughter came home with a boy who wasn’t very nice. I thought about my face. I wouldn’t be able to hide it: I would shake the hand of the boy who wasn’t very nice and adopt an expression like I was sniffing at a suspect carton of milk. Way past expiration, that’s what everyone, but especially my daughter, would be able to read from my expression.


But I had nothing to fear when it came to the new boy, at least nothing to do with my own facial expressions. The first time we shook hands he looked at me openly and candidly and introduced himself—but I had already seen it. Only shy people can look so open and candid, I knew that from experience. I had seen that look often enough in the mirror, when I was practicing it. And indeed, after the initial greeting, the boy lowered his eyes right away, let go of my hand, then looked at me again and smiled. It was a real smile, not candid perhaps, but certainly disarming. He saw it too, then, he let me know with a smile. It’s like the way motorcyclists or runners raise a hand in greeting when they pass each other. Shy people can hide their shyness from the outside world for a long, long time, but never from someone who is just as shy as they are.


It came as a surprise to me, during our short walk home from Café Schiller, when my wife said she liked the boy because he was “not really Dutch.” That was probably understandable, considering that she wasn’t really Dutch either; on the other hand, in her own culture, prejudices about other cultures were much more pronounced. Or let me put that differently: Where she came from, they held no prejudices against holding prejudices. Everything was in the service of preserving one’s own kind. There, what a boy or girl brought home with them was weighed in a much finer balance. Foreign blood was viewed with definite suspicion. Things that came in from outside could weaken one’s own kind.


“You know what Diana told me a while back?” she asked me last night, as we were climbing the last three steps to our front door. “That he always holds the door open for her. At a café. In a restaurant. He even helps her push the chair in closer to the table. And when he’s parked somewhere he always hops out, walks around the car, and opens the door for her.”


What, is he studying to become a cabdriver? The question was on the tip of my tongue, but I gulped it down before it could cross my lips—this was no moment for sarcasm. There, at the threshold of our home, our official residence, Maarten van Hoogstraten crossed my mind for a moment, by then as something that was disappearing farther and farther over the horizon, like after a visit to the dental hygienist: your gums are still tingling but in a pleasant way, rosy, as though they’ve just taken a long walk on the beach.


Maarten van Hoogstraten. They didn’t make them any Dutcher than that. Dutcher than a head of endive brought in after a first night’s frost, Dutcher than a pair of clogs with little windmills painted on the insteps, Dutcher than cheese and milk, bread for breakfast and lunch, Dutcher than a hole in the ice, than that one single cookie to go with your tea before the lid goes back on the tin.


I pushed against our front door, pushed it all the way open, then stepped inside quickly to hold it open for my wife.


“Ladies first,” I said.
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AND THEN, IN BED, AS I HEARD SYLVIA TURN ON HER electric toothbrush in the bathroom, then all of a sudden I knew.


I knew what didn’t add up.


Running again through the evening, I had arrived at Café Schiller, not the moment when we came back outside, but before that, when we paused on Rembrandtplein and I suggested we go in for a drink.


And she, after a slight hesitation, agreed.


So far, so good. If my wife had known that I suspected her of having an extramarital affair, that suspicion would only have deepened if she had refused a last drink at Café Schiller.


But during the half second or less that her hesitation lasted, she hadn’t looked at me.


She had tilted her head and turned to look at the front door of the café.


Okay, sounds good. No, she’d said something else, something about being tired and not wanting to stay up late. I’m tired and I don’t want to get to bed too late.


At the little table inside, of course, there was no way we could avoid eye contact. It was there, at that table, that she had dished me up the story about the alderman—about his intentional or unintentional funniness.


But once we were back outside, after taking my arm, she had—as far as I could remember—spent most of the time looking at the ground: at the street, the pavement.


That was all believable enough; it was dark out, in Amsterdam at night you often keep your eyes on the ground in order not to step in something or twist your ankle on a loose paving stone.


But even at home, when I made a gracious display of holding the door open for her, she hadn’t looked at me. She had wiped her feet, she had stamped her boots a few times on the doormat, the way you do when you’ve been walking through the snow and don’t want to track it into the house.


But it wasn’t snowing. The streets were dry.


She had looked at her feet. Then she went upstairs ahead of me.


I rewound it all the way now, skipping a few scenes, until we were back at the New Year’s reception. At the moment when I came up to my wife and the alderman.
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