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I pledge allegiance to the Crown, to the Constitution and to the laws of the Kingdom. 

 

I swear that I have neither directly nor indirectly, under any form or pretext, made any gifts 

or promises to anyone, whoever they may be, to acquire my appointment, nor shall I make any 

gifts or promises. 

 

I swear that in order to do or to enable anything whatsoever in my post, I shall neither 

directly nor indirectly accept any gifts or promises from anyone whosoever they may be.  

 

I swear that, in my position in the foreign service and the activities contingent therein, I shall 

act faithfully, honestly and diligently, according to the rules and regulations, in all matters, 

and that I shall support and promote the interests of the Kingdom of the Netherlands with all 

my capacities.   

 

I swear that I shall disclose to no one but those to whom according to the law or by virtue of 

my office I am duty bound, any matters pertaining to my office which are entrusted to me in 

secrecy or which I understand to be of a confidential nature. 
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*** 

 

The chauffeur picks Nikki up. She sits in the back seat as the car races through the dark along 

four and six-lane highways, over viaducts, past high rise after high rise after high rise. Bursts 

of South American rainforest push their way between the cracked and curved buildings. 

Lianas, palm trees, a church.   

 The chauffeur introduces himself as Lauro. They don’t stop once, not even for a red 

light. When she opens her window, Lauro immediately presses a button to close it again. 

‘Perigoso,’ he says.  And he yawns. 

 The apartment buildings become more imposing, elegant. It’s as if she’s a special 

delivery to the most impressive one. Two brown-tinted glass doors swing open. The doorman 

gives Lauro a thumbs-up, glances nervously from left to right then quickly slams the door 

behind her. For a moment she worries about her suitcases. They’ll be taken care of, of course. 

Amazing, how one becomes accustomed to these kinds of luxuries. But in any event, she’s too 

tired to even think. Her flight was delayed beyond belief. She should have drunk beer instead 

of all that bad airplane wine. 

 A different porter – or is it the same man? – presses the top button of the elevator for 

her. Apparently she is going to the C for cobertura, the roof. 

 The elevator doors open and she steps into a small hallway with marble floors. A 

spotlight comes on, spilling light over a portrait of Queen Beatrix. The marble leads to a 

stately living room which is at least a hundred and fifty square metres in size.  

 The Consul General is in the middle of it, looking like a lost piece of furniture. Behind 

him through the windows the ocean reflects the garish lights of Ipanema’s high rises.  It 

reminds her of the wall-sized poster of Lake Geneva at her doctor’s—a stunning landscape 

done in by kitsch.    

 It is three a.m.  

 She desperately hopes he has just returned from a reception.  

The Consul General sees her and gets up. He buttons the jacket of his dark blue suit, 

smoothes his tie and politely offers his hand. A slight nod of his head. Suddenly she sees 

herself from his perspective--the stains on her cut-off jeans, her greasy hair, the fact that she’s 

not wearing any mascara. 

 “You didn’t stay up for me, did you?” she worries. 
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 “Not the least bit of trouble for any daughter of Folkert’s. And to be perfectly honest, I 

couldn’t get to sleep. Well well, little Nikki… Nikkinha is what they’d say here. Do you speak 

any Portuguese?”  

 She wants to get through the conversation as quickly as possible.  

 “My Spanish is better,” she answers. 

 “You look so much like your aunt. I knew her well, did you know that? And how are 

your parents?” 

 And so on. 

 As it’s supposed to be. 

 Except that it’s the middle of the night. And his wife is sick. 

 Maybe he waited up for that reason, so that he could explain it to her. He gestures 

towards the long, dark hallway at the end of which she must be. Nikki shudders at thought but 

can’t find a way to avoid following him. Yet another light pops on. She’ll be sleeping in the 

guest room, he tells her, right next to his wife’s.  

 “I apologize for the inconvenience, but my wife would rather you use the bathroom 

further up.” 

 Nikki wonders why his wife would be on this side of the apartment. As if predicting 

her thoughts, he quickly explains, “It was actually her idea to move to the guest rooms, you 

know. Far from everything. She feels it’s more peaceful. I suppose. I mean, I can imagine.”  

 “Oh. I’m sorry. How long is it that she’s been ill?” 

 “Weeks, months even.” 

 Nikki doesn’t dare ask anything else. But she doesn’t need to because he immediately 

offers this, “Leandra has myalgic encephalomyelitis.” 

 Nikki shakes her head in sympathy. She has no idea what myalgic encephalomyelitis 

is, but anything sounding that complicated has to be serious. It was depressing. She’d 

imagined a different Rio. She could have been on the Copacabana by now, downing 

caiperinhas.  

 “More commonly known as ‘chronic fatigue syndrome’.” He adds quotation marks in 

the air. 

 She reminds herself – just a few nights. Then she’ll be off to the studio she rented in 

Santa Teresa. Her father had insisted she stay with his friend the Consul General for her first 

few days in “dangerous Rio”. 

 “I’m sorry,” she repeats for lack of anything better to say.  



 5 

“Well, as they say: hardships in life are intended to make us better, not bitter. But yes, 

it’s all rather tragic. First and foremost for her, of course. She prefers to call it a ‘situation’. 

She believes the body absorbs the mind’s terminology and can be programmed that way.” He 

leads her out of the hallway and back into the living room. 

“You must be hungry. My housekeeper Mercy is adept at predicting all our needs 

around here.  She’s made some pasta for you. At least I think she has.” 

Both of them linger uncomfortably in the kitchen as if it were his first time there 

himself, as if he has no idea where to find a plate of pasta. She notices how clean the kitchen 

is. There is nothing on the counter other than a neatly rolled-up damask napkin with a fork 

and spoon. Silver. She doesn’t dare tell him she’s a vegetarian. 

“How nice of you,” she says. He nods, but stays put. Only after a few endless seconds 

have passed does he open the fridge. The plate is right in front wrapped in plastic. 

“I suppose one is meant to heat this up,” he says, giving the microwave an indecisive 

look.  

She takes the opportunity to end this. “You know, I’d be just as happy to eat it 

tomorrow. I ate in the airplane and with the time difference…” 

She doesn’t have time to complete her sentence.  

“Fine,” says Melchior, quickly pushing the plate back into the fridge. He motions her 

towards the door: after you. As she walks through, she catches him saying something. She 

isn’t sure whether he’s talking to her or only to himself. “Chronic is such a pessimistic word, 

don’t you think?” 
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*** 

 

The next morning, Melchior Steenbergen was still plagued by frustrations. He had a headache 

too, because the girl had accepted his offer for a drink. He happened to have a bottle of 

Chablis open, he’d said. What was he thinking? Young people like Nikki didn’t generally 

catch on to the finer points of etiquette. He had only meant to make her feel welcome--he 

hadn’t actually wanted to have the glass. But Nikki’s father wasn’t only a friend; he worked 

for the Foreign Office as well. He would do well to keep him happy.  

 And now, just the thought of seeing his wife depressed him. He hadn’t skipped a 

single morning since Leandra had moved to the guest quarters. His alarm clock went off, he 

got out of bed, pulled on his bathrobe and made his way along the hallways to her. He knew 

he was secretly holding out hope that each morning she would have simply recovered after a 

good night’s sleep. That she would be reclining sensually on the bed for him just as she used 

to. Only these days it wasn’t Leandra waiting for him; it was the sickly odour of her illness. It 

was just as well they were sleeping apart. At least that way she was free to abandon herself to 

this new lover of hers.  

 “Morning dear. How are you feeling today?” he would ask, and the answer was always 

the same.  

 “A little better, I think.” 

 Leandra would press her finger against her lip as she said it, a sign she was lying. It 

was part of an ugliness that was coming to the surface. He hadn’t seen it during the two years 

they’d been married, but now he did. 

 Usually Melchior would take a shower after he’d awoken Leandra. This morning he 

decided to break his routine. Now he was the one who hadn’t slept. Right from the start it had 

been Leandra’s primary symptom – that she was tired but couldn’t sleep. If he was honest, the 

logic escaped him somewhat. He’d never suffered from insomnia himself, though he had 

spent the only two hours he’d had left of the previous night wide-awake and worrying. 

Nikki’s plane had been so late. He would have to carefully enquire if that was often the case 

with the KLM flight. Much to his dismay, KLM had already been given a low-priority landing 

slot so late in the evening. It wouldn’t be good at all if they were also given the short shrift in 

bad weather or in other cases. The chairman of the board wouldn’t be happy, no he would not. 

Especially since it was Melchior who had convinced him that a direct flight between Schiphol 

and Rio would be worth his investment. 
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 Perhaps he should organize a lunch to bring all the parties together again. It was 

always the best way to deal with complications, to keep everyone happy. Not that he felt like 

it much. His term in Rio was almost over. Having a sick wife didn’t make giving receptions 

any more pleasant. Especially the questions. However well-meaning, they were only 

gratuitous: how was she feeling, had she tried this or that particular doctor, a friend’s brother 

had found aura therapy helpful, that could work? He could value the advice, it wasn’t that.  It 

was how eager people offered it that made him uneasy – as if they could ingratiate themselves 

to him in that way. He didn’t like feeling he owed anyone anything. 

 He abruptly turned on the faucet of the shower. The water came out rust-colored, 

unnatural. Now this. A pipe or a valve in the building must have broken. Here it was again. 

Rio had pulled itself up from the earth. It had convinced the world that it shone like a jewel. 

But if the foundations weren’t sound, the illusion would show itself; the jewel would be 

revealed to be mere coloured glass. 

 He had caught himself thinking those kinds of deep thoughts. It was one of the few 

advantages of growing older. 

 “Mercy!” he called out. He didn’t need to shout very loud. After eighteen years they 

were so attuned to each other that she heard him at once. She also knew that she shouldn’t 

simply walk in and deprive him of the freedom of his nakedness. 

 He had never forgotten the look she’d given him when they met for the first time. 

Mercy had been working for a Lebanese in Accra, a bachelor with a crew cut and shining, 

pale skin. In the absence of a wife, Mercy was expected to do what had presumably been done 

before by his mother. She was to spoil him, revere him, prepare the most complex Lebanese 

meals for him – in Ghana of all places. Walking through the front door, Melchior was sure he 

was in Beirut. Besides Mercy there was nothing in the house at all that made him think of 

Africa. 

 She had stifled a giggle when she’d caught sight of the green frog on Melchior’s key 

chain, a corporate gift from Heineken. The fact that she’d tried to control herself by staring at 

the floor was telling.  She was afraid, of course. Melchior felt moved enough to give her the 

trinket. He had so many of them, he assured her. She had shoved it quickly under her apron 

and disappeared into the kitchen.  

 Melchior had tasted the food in amazement. He had excused himself at one point to go 

compliment her. One glance of Mercy was enough. She was leaning against two sacks of rice-

-there weren’t any chairs in the kitchen. And she was talking to the frog like a toddler would. 

She made it jump, roll, fall. There was something demonic about it actually--incoherent cries, 
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different voices. When she saw Melchior, she jumped up at once. But this time she didn’t look 

at the ground. Instead she stared him in the eye with that penetrating gaze of hers. Without a 

word she told him her life was already over, that she had never had the right to say it had even 

begun. How old was she anyway? Eighteen? On an impulse he told her that he urgently 

needed help with his housekeeping. If she was interested, she wouldn’t have to worry about 

anything, he’d take care of things with her employer. All she had to do was simply fill his 

glass with water, as a sign. Persuading the Lebanese was quite simple after that. He wanted to 

export palm oil to the Netherlands, he could use Melchior’s help. Melchior took Mercy home 

with him that very evening.  

 And he had done well of it, hadn’t he? The story played well for company: he had 

rescued a poor wraith from a brute of a Lebanese who had all but imprisoned her. He had 

quite simply given Mercy a better life. Melchior liked to bring it out as an example of why he 

had become a diplomat. The Netherlands stood for such humanitarian values. If people 

complimented his compassion, he’d shrug. “Virtue is the only true nobility,” he would say.  

 Mercy’s voice came from the other side of the door.  “Yes, sir?”  

 “The water’s gone brown!” 

He laughed to counter his forcefulness.  He mustn’t get upset about something so 

banal. He had enough to deal with as it was. 

 “Yes, sir. Eduardo will fix it today.” 

 He still found it pleasing when Mercy used her initiative. As a rule, servants were not 

encouraged to think for themselves. But he had one who could. He was less pragmatic than 

she was, he knew it – a man for the bigger picture.  She complemented him well. 

 “Where would I be without you?” he said. He felt her pride, the warmth of her blush 

radiating through the door. It was easy to make another feel good. He was happy to do it, even 

if underneath it all he knew she would work harder for him because of it.  

 While he let the tap run, he studied himself in the bathroom mirror. Unlike the broken 

building in which he lived, his own body needed little intervention to function. There were no 

creaking joints, no leaking vessels. In that regard he’d successfully out-trumped his father, a 

hero of the resistance who had died suddenly of a heart attack at age forty-five. His father 

published a memoir posthumously, one chronicling his triumphs, including his being named 

Ambassador to Indonesia. Melchior had had no idea his father was writing a book while he 

was alive. When it came out, he had leafed through it like a man possessed, afraid that his 

darkest suspicions would be confirmed. And indeed, he was right; in his father’s life story, he 

was only mentioned in a single sentence. 
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“It had always been my intention to send my son (aged 8) to boarding school.” 

 That particular fact was correct. Melchior’s education had been placed in the hands of 

the priests of the Canisius boarding school from his eighth year onwards. In retrospect he 

wouldn’t have wanted anything else. He had been allowed the space to develop precisely 

because his father wasn’t around any more. At least at the Canisius his deep feeling for poetry 

was appreciated. His father was no intellectual, not at all. Not that Melchior would call 

himself an intellectual exactly. But he did think himself well-read, thanks to the Canisius. 

 He had three copies of his father’s book which he faithfully brought with him to every 

diplomatic posting. His father would travel with him to his postings, at the very least. 

Melchior always laid out a copy on the coffee table.  Sometimes it was easier to capitulate 

than to resist. 

 Melchior brushed his teeth. His skin sagged slightly, but the muscle tone of his biceps 

and pectorals was still considerable. Until he was forty he’d run a lot, leaving his legs slender 

and well-formed. He’d never had to do much to his torso. His broad shoulders were imposing 

even with a layer of fat. And when his chest hair turned grey, he’d simply had it lasered away.  

In retrospect it had been a bad idea. It meant that the wrinkles on his chest were more visible. 

Luckily he’d never made the mistake of getting a tattoo.  

 Was he imagining it or was his skin sticky? He’d taken a shower before going to bed. 

 “Please don’t tell me that the water was brown yesterday already, Mercy. Was it? Tell 

me it wasn’t?” 

 “Maybe no.” Which mainly meant yes when she didn’t want to disappoint him. He 

pressed his nose into his armpit, but fortunately couldn’t smell anything. Something rumbled 

in his stomach though. He had drunk a glass of tap water to flush away the alcohol from last 

night. It wasn’t that disastrous. It might even lead to a good trip to the toilet which would free 

him of yesterday’s big meal. He had lunched with the chairman of the Centro Cultural Banco 

da Brasil.  

 “You know what, Mercy? I was thinking we might want to organize a luncheon.” 

 “When, sir?” 

 He could never tell from her voice if something was too much work for her. Recently 

one of her eyes had been squinting outwards, a sign that she was tired. He couldn’t do this to 

her. 

 “Never mind,” he said as he suddenly remembered his good friend, the widow Rachel 

Steenstra’s fazenda. She had said it was quite lonely up in Teresópolis.  

 “I think it’s Rachel’s turn to organize something, don’t you?”  
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He didn’t wait for Mercy’s reply. Since he’d lost Leandra as conversation partner, he tended 

to think aloud. “Why should we always have to do these things? With it being so hot too. It 

should be nice and cool there. You should come as well.” 

 Images of an intimate lunch with business friends on the fresh veranda in the 

Teresópolis mountains flickered through his mind. He should have some time away anyway. 

He had certainly earned it. And with those thoughts he began to feel more enthusiastic about 

the coming days. 

 “Yes, sir, it will be good. I will make something.” 

 “Oh, no, no. That won’t be necessary. Or maybe just a desert. That layer cake of 

yours, for example. Something simple like that.” 

 He turned off the faucet. “Oh, and Mercy?” 

 “Yes, sir?” 

 “I’m running late.  Would you mind checking on Miss Leandra for me this morning 

and see if she needs something?” He spoke in the same light tone he’d used to mention the 

lunch. Don’t make a fuss of it, he thought. 

 “Yes, sir.” She replied cheerfully, but slightly faster. How well she understood him. 

 “And please don’t forget to tell her that Nikki has arrived. Miss Leandra will want to 

meet her, I’m sure.” 

 It shouldn’t take that much effort to say hello, to show some interest on her part. He 

found it embarrassing that Leandra remained hidden behind the closed doors of the guest 

wing. Unhealthy too. 
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*** 

 

Leandra is in the bedroom they used to share. The book she had started to read is still on her 

bedside table: Braziliaanse brieven, Brazilian Letters. She’s not much of a reader actually; she 

thinks in pictures. Photography, travel – these have been the two greatest passions of her life. 

 She has resolved to take a tour of the apartment every day. Their bedroom is 

approximately halfway and she pauses there, resting her forehead against the warm glass of 

the window. Outside on the wraparound terrace the Dutch flag is up. It’s flown only on 

special occasions, like a royal family member’s birthday. Or just when Melchior feels like it.  

 There’s some activity around the flagpole today. Melchior is watching Eduardo climb 

the mast. The task makes him look like a monkey climbing the trunk of a coconut palm. 

Elbows, knees, elbows, knees jutting out awkwardly. Only near the top does he dare to let go 

to reach for a rope that has come loose. If Eduardo fell, it would be ten stories. Fallen for the 

Kingdom of The Netherlands. He puts the rope in his mouth and slides down, visibly relieved 

that he is on his way back. 

 Melchior makes some kind of gesture. He’s out of sight for a moment then reappears 

camera in hand and Mercy in his wake. Mercy translates, emphasizing the key points with 

exaggerated hand movements. Apparently Melchior wants Eduardo to climb up again. 

Eduardo has to climb up again. Leandra takes in Eduardo’s expression. It’s somewhere 

between discomfort – he rubs his arms – and complete resignation, as if he’s long given up on 

trying to understand why white people want him to do these things. Now he just does them.  

It’s easier that way, just a part of his job. 

 Mercy puts her hands on her hips. Her skin is darker than Eduardo’s. Watching them, 

Leandra sees the seeds of how Ghanaians sold their own people into slavery.   

 “The more slave traders we can write into the history books, the better, I think,” she 

said to Melchior when she met him for the first time.  

 Leandra had been sitting on the Praça República in Recife under a baobab tree. The 

tree was originally from the African savannah. It had survived the journey and the centuries, 

knowing to dig its roots in deep. Its branches stretched out as wide as possible. She identified 

with it, that survival instinct. In contrast, the faux Louis XIV buildings around the square had 

been hastily built.  Propped up like set pieces. The buildings around the square had come 

much later than the tree. They were imitations of the Louis XIV style. So contrived, so hastily 

built. 
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 The entrance to the square was guarded by a bronze bust of Johan Maurits van Nassau. 

Like her, he looked out onto the clean façade of the Governor’s Palace. The soles of her feet 

tingled. The ruins of his Vrijburg palace were buried somewhere here. Demolished, burned, 

stamped vengefully into the ground by the Portuguese.  

 The Maurits House had asked her to put together some historical material on Dutch 

Brazil for their audiovisual tour. She thought a short film would be just the thing--they were 

always so popular. Leandra took any commissions that let her combine photography and 

travel. The Maurits House paid well and it would be easy to put together a short piece. A 

music track and some film footage and you were already on your way. The film would serve 

as an introduction to the exhibition in the Maurits House. She had intended to also make a 

virtual map, to highlight the remnants of the Dutch presence that visitors could then stroll 

through. But as it turned out there were virtually no traces of the period. Anything Dutch had 

been destroyed by the Portuguese. Only the stories – written or passed down – kept Johan 

Maurits alive. She would have to think of something else, find another way in. 

 She sat thinking about that. Could she use the surrealist décor somehow? She studied 

how the light fell on the square at different times of day. These days she took her time, this 

was new to her. In her twenties, she’d furiously snapped away, as if possessed. Now she 

aimed for calm control. She wanted to know exactly what she was looking for when she 

picked up her camera. And sometimes when she achieved that level of concentration she 

could forget herself. 

 Melchior had been standing there for a while next to the statue of Maurits. His 

presence distracted her. But he was gazing at the statue with such awe that her irritation soon 

gave way to interest. He looked like something from that lost Golden Age. In spite of tropical 

heat, he was dressed in a cream linen suit, brown leather shoes, a hat. Perhaps she could use 

him in some way. She didn’t know how, but she felt that that was right. As if he was part of 

the picture. 

 When she finally spoke to him, his eyes showed irritation too. Maybe she had 

interrupted a private moment. Perhaps he had been imagining himself governor of Dutch 

Brazil. He had in fact been stroking Maurits’ hand for a while. He stopped when he saw her, 

tipped his hat. Leandra swallowed her laugh. 

 “Well, two Dutch people in front of a statue of Maurits in this godforsaken swampy 

hellhole,” he said. 
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 She didn’t believe in fate, but she thought it was remarkable, that something like this 

had landed in her lap. At the same time she knew she shouldn’t be too eager. People who 

want something too badly often don’t get it. It was why she chose to provoke him. 

 She asked him why he thought the Pernambucans still adored the Dutch Maurits, five 

centuries after the fact. She already knew the answer of course: the Brazilians believed that it 

would have been better for their country if Maurits had stayed. Melchior didn’t have anything 

original to offer. He said exactly the same. 

 “If only they knew, right?” she said.  

 “If only they knew what?” 

 “Well, if you look at the state of the countries the Dutch did manage to keep.” 

He cleared his throat. She saw him gathering himself up to defend his god, his country. 

He frowned, got solemn. “Really you should look at all these things in the context of their 

time. It’s important to take a considered view of our history.” 

He took a brochure from his bag, unfolded it. The word “German” had been 

underlined in pen. “But ‘the German Johan Maurits van Nassau arrived in Recife in 1637 to 

govern the Batavia conquest.’ That’s too much even for me. We need to keep our heroes 

onboard. The only reason they refer to him as German here is because Allemanha stepped in 

and financed the bust.”  

He tapped the plate under the statue disapprovingly and bent towards her 

confidentially, “I don’t like to admit it, but between us, I think the Germans have done a good 

job. It even gives me goose bumps, seeing him so proud there in his armour. And then his 

hand on his chest in that way.” 

She was only half listening. She was searching for something in his face, behind his 

expression. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but there was something mask-like about 

his radiant smile, as though it wasn’t for her. He barely made eye contact. She suddenly felt 

challenged: how could you impress a man like that?  

All at once he thrust his card with the Dutch coat of arms out to her. He introduced 

himself by last name, position and posting. She liked the way he abandoned himself to his 

role. She liked that in people. It didn’t matter what they did so long as they were passionate 

about it. She kissed him twice as was customary in Brazil. She wanted him to know she 

wasn’t just any old tourist. He smelled of coffee, she noticed. Of spices and slaves.  

“Leandra Taminiau,” she said. 

He didn’t ask about her last name. When she was a child she’d told everyone who 

would listen about her French father, an artist. That she hadn’t seen him since she was seven. 



 14 

It made her special. As she grew older a different question became more important: what 

someone did. She could say then that she was a photographer. She didn’t earn much but at 

least she was doing what she wanted. And because she knew very well that people didn’t 

usually dare, she emphasized that they too should do what they had always wanted. It gave 

her a feeling of superiority--it was almost a kind of sadism. She wanted them to do it too, she 

said, and guaranteed they’d never regret it. At worst they’d regret the things they hadn’t done. 

It was never too late.  

But Melchior didn’t react to her name. He said only what one said when meeting 

someone new in Brazil: “Prazer.” She countered by giving him her thoughts on slave traders. 

She had originally been inclined towards Johan Maurits as well – a humane man, someone 

who stood for religious freedom in Dutch Brazil even for Jews.  She used to think of him as a 

man who forged alliances, who brought artists, architects and scientists to the country, one 

who built palaces. Then she’d read in a footnote somewhere that Maurits had captured Fort 

Elmina on the coast of Ghana and a fort in Angola too--two places from which the majority of 

slaves were exported. She felt she could only take the commission from the Maurits House if 

she gave that part of history its due as well. It was vital to ask whether Johan Maurits had 

behaved humanely towards the Africans and native Indians. Her project was becoming more 

ambitious.  

Melchior didn’t immediately reply so she went a little further, “Or should we consider 

all of that within the historical context too?” 

At last he looked at her properly, though her comments didn’t seem to have affected 

him. He was still smiling warmly. He even laid his hand on her arm. She was surprised by 

how welcome his touch was. Her skin relaxed under the warmth of his hand.  

He said, “I really love proverbs and sayings. Do you know Horace Walpole’s? The 

world is a comedy to those that think, and a tragedy to those that feel. I always use that in 

speeches.”  

He batted away a dragonfly. There was a swarm of the insects in the square. They 

were uglier than the ones she remembered from her childhood. The pretty dragonflies that 

danced around her father’s easel were thin and pale blue. In Recife they were fat and grey-

green. She hated them for ruining the only positive association she had with her father. 

“I’ve got an appointment with the governor at three to set this rewriting of history 

correct,” he said. “Whatever the Germans can do, we can do better, of course. Imagine if the 

Dutch financed a dig of the ruins of the Vrijburg palace? I’d like to see how long they 
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continued to call Johan Maurits a German after that.” He nodded towards the palace, tipped 

his hat again and walked away. 

On an impulse she followed him, over the road. 

“But why is it so important for you?” she asked him. Was this what diplomats spent 

their time doing? Worrying about matters of national pride? 

He stood on the first step of the palace, turned around and looked down at her. 

“Let’s put it like this. I really need Johan Maurits. I am organizing a cultural event 

based on our common heritage. It would be quite unfortunate for me if Johan Maurits was 

officially German here.” He rubbed his thumb and index finger together: money. 

She wanted to know what this ‘cultural event’ was. She wanted to spend more time 

with him in general. After all, they were both working on Maurits. Everything she did was for 

these kinds of significant chance encounters. But he climbed further up the steps and she 

remained behind. When he reached the top he turned around again. 

“You’ll take care, won’t you? That neighborhood over there, you can’t see it from 

here, but once you’ve gone round the corner, it’s perilous.” He indicated the area with a broad 

sweep of the arm. He looked like a plantation owner surveying his sugarcane fields. If only he 

knew, she thought. He was talking about the old town next to Teatro Mamulengo where she 

lived. There were refugees who were squatting in abandoned buildings, musicians with 

dreadlocks, actors. All of them artists like her, her people.  

 “We’ve just heard from the consulate that Recife will top the list of murders per 

capita,” he said. “Just give me Rio. You know it, of course.” 

 She had never been to Rio. There was enough to discover in Recife, too much even. 

 “You don’t know it? But it’s a cidade maravilhosa!” he called out like a merchant 

touting his wares. “Rio is an ab-so-lute must. Do you know what? Come and celebrate 

Queens’ Day with us.” 

 He disappeared through the stately plaza and left her feeling unsatisfied. She hadn’t 

been able to tell him anything about herself, where she came from, not even what she did. She 

would go to Rio at once.  After all, an artist should always be prepared for the unexpected. 
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*** 

 

It came as no surprise to Melchior. Obviously Tygo Vleeshouwer was going to emphasize 

how late he had joined the meeting. He wouldn’t have found Tygo’s disapproval so bad if he 

had at least been man enough to openly say it. But of course that wasn’t what Tygo was like. 

He preferred to look exaggeratedly at his watch, one of those ones with a colossal metal band 

instead of a leather strap. Melchior saw how he tried to catch the trade attaché’s attention at 

the same time and smiled to himself when the man proved too absorbed in a newspaper article 

on dengue to even notice.  

 But Melchior had outsmarted Tygo here too. On his way to the meeting he’d picked up 

some Nutella cakes which had gained him points with his other colleagues in the past. A little 

‘jeu’ worked wonders. Rio might not be one of the most prestigious posts but the effect the 

city had on him made up for a lot. He and the city suited each other. Let things run their 

course. Wait a week and ninety-nine percent of the problems related to officialdom resolved 

themselves.  

The more uptight Tygo grew about reports, surveys, memos or policy documents, the 

more relaxed Melchior was. After all, how terribly important was the subject of this 

emergency meeting anyway? What to do about the supposed dengue epidemic and whether or 

not they should put something on the website? Part of him didn’t really blame Tygo. The 

ability to put things in perspective came with experience. Though he wondered whether Tygo 

would ever gain a sense of proportion. The man’s constitution was bad enough! He was 

skeletal – a fast metabolism from worrying too much. His eyes tended to shoot from side to 

side, verging on panic. Melchior had never seen him lean back in a chair. He was constantly 

bent forwards, tense, his elbows on the table, his fingers fidgeting. He’d managed to disturb 

Melchior’s concentration more than once by clicking his pen again and again and again. 

simply clicking his pen. The man wasn’t even aware of it himself. ! Melchior felt it his duty to 

point out such things. After all, colleagues were meant to help each other.  

There was chocolate on the side of Tygo’s mouth. Just leave it, Melchior thought to 

himself. His gaze went to the last Nutella cake. He thought of Leandra, she liked cake. 

Despite her toughness she was transported by sweet things like doce de leite. She liked curves 

and curls, flourishes and swirls. She could fall in love with a silver-plated bottle holder from 

Austria, given by one of his guests. Sitting down to dinner she could stroke the edge of a 

tablecloth embroidered with flowers. She could spend seconds admiring the initials stitched 

into his suit, forgetting he was the one wearing it. A box from Taipei inlaid with jade. The 
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vases from the Philippines with hand-painted violets. The watermarked invitations he kept in 

his guest book. 

It was quite unexpected coming from a woman who’d haphazardly put her hair up 

with a pencil, who wore tight t-shirts with loud slogans like ‘Ex Porn Star’. Not everyone 

could receive gifts graciously, but Leandra could. It made him feel good when he gave her 

things she clearly took enjoyment in. 

He had been like that as a child as well. He liked to give his mother presents, probably 

because his father never had. Melchior could rationalize his lack of a role in his father’s book. 

It was about his working life, after all. But he couldn’t bear the fact his father had spared so 

few words for his wife. There wasn’t a single page where she came to life as Madelief – the 

woman who had given up everything for her husband, who had even given up her own child 

to a boarding school. During the school year Melchior would buy things his mother might 

like. A scented candle, or a tile with St Francis of Assisi surrounded by white doves, rabbits, 

deer and sheep. An oval-shaped stone that changed color with your mood. Eau de toilette. A 

Chinese fan for when it was too hot for her in the tropics. He could hardly wait for the long 

holidays when his parents came to the Netherlands and he could give her the gifts. Each 

summer she had something with her he’d given. Her favorite was a gold-colored hair clip 

which she had used to keep a lock out of her face. Soon after he bought, it had shown signs of 

rust. She continued to wear it nonetheless for several summers afterwards. 

The first time they were reunited after he’d gone to boarding school, she said, 

“Melchior, there’s one thing you must remember. You don’t have to cry because I know very 

well that you are sad. If you are brave it won’t last as long. Smiling will make you feel better 

about yourself.” That was the only thing his mother said about their estrangement. He was 

nine years old and felt very grown up because her voice didn’t have the singsong tone other 

mothers used on their children. She said it calmly, clearly, as if she were talking to an adult. 

They were sitting opposite each other drinking tea. Melchior refilled her cup. She let him do it 

without helping. That was the first time too. 

He sometimes wondered as an adolescent how awful she had found it to have to leave 

him behind at the end of every summer. She was always immaculately dressed and knew how 

to put on a winning smile whatever the circumstances. But whenever he had doubts he’d think 

back to those words. He’d speak to her in his thoughts: I know very well that you are sad, 

Mama. Her cool, impenetrable elegance had a function too--it allowed her to hold the world at 

arm’s length. This knowledge reassured him. Her words even became a guiding principle. It 

was his mother, not his father, who had molded him into the man he was. Because of her there 
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was no one more suited to the diplomatic service. He was a better diplomat than his father had 

ever been. 

His thoughts of his mother were rudely disturbed by Tygo’s hairy hand grabbing for 

the last Nutella cake. Melchior watched him eat it whole with disgust. Indeed, the man clearly 

wasn’t aware of his behavior. You couldn’t just take the last cake! The last cake should stay 

there like a stone on a grave. This was what he meant when he complained to Leandra about 

the erosion of the diplomatic corps. Precisely this. In his time, the Tygos of the world would 

never have been allowed to join the club. He would have been rejected out of hand for 

devouring the last cake not to mention the fact that he never thought to stand up when anyone 

walked into the room. 

He’d been astonished when they’d suggested making Tygo Vleeshouwers his second 

in command. It must be a mistake, he thought, and he naively picked up the phone to the head 

of the HR department, Anneloes Aanstoot. 

“Anneloes,” Melchior said, “Everything good there? I’ve read that you’re having a 

tropical summer there – wonderful! You’re lucky, we’ve had rain for weeks.” 

“Yes, good, Melchior. I really don’t have long, I only work mornings on Wednesdays. 

The afternoons I have my grandchildren. So if it’s something complicated you’d be better off 

speaking to--” 

“No, no. I’d rather speak to the woman herself about the more sensitive issues of the 

job.  But my God, aren’t you too young to be a grandmother?” 

“That’s very charming of you. Now what is it?” 

“The thing I wanted to talk to you about is this: I’ve got a fax here in which you 

suggest posting a certain Tygo Vleeshouwers to Rio.” 

“Yes?” 

“But Tygo, he’s well – if I’m not mistaken – isn’t he an accountant?” The question 

was unnecessary. Bookkeeping had been advertised as one of the man’s main skills. 

“He let it be known that he was interested in Rio. And naturally we were delighted to 

hear it.” 

“Ah,” he cleared his throat. “Not that I have anything against Mr. Vleeshouwers, don’t 

misunderstand me. But if I look at his resumé… I wonder for example whether he’s done the 

diplomatic training course?”  

Aanstoot clearly found that amusing because she laughed out loud. “You know the 

answer. No, he hasn’t done the training. But there are people who actually think that’s an 

advantage these days, Melchior.” 
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She did, obviously. With her ‘so called’ professional qualifications in Human 

Resources and Personnel Management. What did someone like her know about it? She hadn’t 

spent a single term in a foreign post. He wondered what ate at her more, whether it was that 

she was a woman, or that she wasn’t one of them. The fact was she had an inferiority 

complex. Even the deliberately condescending way she pronounced his name, Mel-chi-or. 

Not that she’d bothered him before. Melchior wasn’t the sort for the old boy’s 

network. He rose above it. He’d been around for long enough. It was simply curious that HR 

seemed to have overlooked him for an ambassadorship. Consul general at his age didn’t really 

make sense, everyone knew that. And in Rio at that. 

Aanstoot seemed to be enjoying the situation because her laughter became more and 

more shrill. “I mean, the course, for God’s sake, what difference does that make these days? 

A three month crash course in diplomatic relations, it’s no more than that. You can’t compare 

that with six years of practical experience, Melchior, come on. Seriously.”  

Did Tygo only have six years of practical experience? It couldn’t get any more absurd. 

Letting someone like that loose abroad with a consul’s business card was simply dangerous. 

The outside world rarely knew the difference between consul and consul general, which was 

at least five grades. Tygo wasn’t even a college graduate! Image was precisely what 

diplomacy was all about. If he had to explain that to the head of HR, the future of the 

diplomatic service looked grim indeed.  

“But wasn’t he in an entirely different – what do you call it these days? – track is it?” 

“Consular administration, that’s right. That fits quite nicely with what he’s going to do 

in Rio. And we felt that he’d reached a ceiling.” 

“But who, Anneloes, who thought he’d reached a ceiling?” 

It came out a little fiercely, and immediately afterwards he was seized with panic. She 

mustn’t think he was pressuring her, not in any way. He had to look out for his own interests 

since he still had two additional postings before retirement. All would be well once he was 

ambassador. 

He quickly smoothed over the conversation. “I only wanted to discuss Tygo’s 

suitability you see, because I believe that after all these years I can call that my strength. So, if 

you don’t mind me saying, I believe that the consulate would be best served by someone with 

my eye for detail. Visa applications and that kind of precision work. It’s actually the purest 

and most rewarding form of diplomacy. Small gestures which have a large impact on people’s 

lives.” 

“We did think that given the delays in completing the Rio-budget…” 
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“Because of the state my predecessor left it in. I had nothing to do with that.” 

“Yes, I know, but…” 

“I know you know, but you can’t be careful enough. Before you know it, these things 

start to lead a life of their own.” 

“But – Melchior – for god’s sake let me finish for once – I am sure that he will be a 

great asset to you. Tygo Vleeshouwers is exactly as you describe – extremely conscientious 

and a very pleasant colleague. Always prepared to lend a hand. I should know, I worked with 

him in the GSO.” 

Aha. So they’d worked in the same department. That explained everything. 

It left him with the pressing question of which box to tick for Tygo Vleeshouwer: 

Unsuitable, Suitable or Very Suitable. If he ticked Unsuitable, he’d come across as 

inconsistent to the HR department. At the same time he didn’t want to be landed with an 

incompetent deputy. At such a small consulate, an underling’s mistakes would inevitably end 

up as his own. He decided that this was potentially the greatest risk he faced and ticked 

Unsuitable.  

He could have saved himself the trouble because they sent Tygo anyway. In turn 

Melchior requested an extra employee from the higher echelons. The interim State Secretary 

would wonder why this was necessary and discover Aanstoot’s error. She would fire Tygo 

immediately, applaud Melchior’s insight, recommend him for Ambassadorship.  

He waited an interminable time for a response.  And when the interim Secretary 

finally sent a response?  He was told he could have an intern.  An intern of all things!  

Other Matters Arising. It was Melchior’s favorite part of the meeting. And not only 

because it meant the meeting was coming to a close. Things could get interesting all of a 

sudden, like a patient who only explains his real symptoms right at the end of the 

consultation. As usual, Tygo didn’t have anything very inspiring to add. And yet he had to 

have his say: “I wanted to ask everyone if they could come to the meetings on time from now 

on.” 

It was a direct affront to Melchior, who knew to retaliate immediately.  

“And since when have we abandoned the academic quarter of an hour?” He kept his 

tone breezy,  as if not realizing at all the slight to Tygo’s lack of university training. Tygo 

pressed his pen hard onto the paper as he made a note. 

“Speaking of which, our new intern Nikki arrived last night and begins on Monday. 

Not a day too soon, I fear. Has everyone seen her university transcripts? Outstanding. She 

seems like a clever young lady, so make good use of her, I’d say.” 


