
I’m at the Rotterdam Zoo with Alva. She kind of ordered me to come here today. Of course my mother considered this ‘a date.’ I have no idea how you felt when you were on your way to your first date. I am scared shitless to do anything wrong. In spite of everything, we're talking about Alva, right? The prettiest girl in school who invited me to the zoo. And I don't mean the madhouse that used to be my school, but a real one with tigers, wolves, and giraffes. It was a chance to spend a few hours looking at her. If I managed to see an animal, that’s an unexpected bonus. Long, thick, blond hair in a ponytail, a face like an elf's but with small, beautiful ears. 
It’s a ten-minute walk from the train station to the gates of the zoo, where she was already waiting for me. 
“Hi, Simon, glad you made it,” she said and offered her cheek for a kiss. Barely regaining my senses, I responded to her gesture with a soft kiss on the softest cheek I ever touched. To be honest, the only cheek I kissed, not counting old aunts. 
“Hi Alva, do you like the zoo?” Stupid question, of course. Why else would we be here?
“Yeah, animals are a lot nicer than humans.”
“I think there are quite a few animals in Dalton College as well, but I wouldn’t consider them nice.” I said without thinking.
She laughed as if I had said something funny. “I guess you are right. But let’s have a look at all animals that have over two legs, shall we?”
I paid for both of us. My mother had impressed upon me that I had to pay and had given me sufficient money. She took my arm, and I grew a few inches. We stopped for a photo at the entrance, where professional photographers were making a living out of it. I’ll likely remember this day forever, but having a photo of it was also convenient. 
We walked past the lion enclosure. “Lions are magnificent creatures, don't you think?” she said.
“Yeah, but having them caged in such a small enclosure is kind of sad.”
 “You're right, of course, but a lioness is a fierce beast, just like we women are. Did you know a lioness will fiercely defend her cubs against any threat? In the wild, lionesses do most of the hunting. They work together, plan carefully, and rely on skill and intelligence—not just brute force.”
“Is that so? And what are your plans? Why are we here?” I asked courageously. We strolled toward the wolves. Her hand in mine. I can’t believe how good that felt. 
“I know I'm not very smart. If I don't have to retake my exams, I know I'll barely pass. School was never my thing. It’s more that my brother went to the Dalton, so I had to go too, you know? I like to have a plan. A plan A and if that doesn’t work I have a plan B. Are you a planner or a pantser?”
“I guess I like to have a good plan, but the best plans need to change as the situation changes.” I said.
“Do you think it’s weird that I went to school intending to find a husband who would earn enough to provide me with a comfortable life without financial worries? I grew up in a house where money stress was omnipresent, and still is, and I'm determined that this won't be my future. The idea of being a billionaire wife or a trophy wife is not something I’m looking for. I just want a good life where I can support my husband without having to work myself. Do you think it’s selfish of me to lean financially on a man and be an at-home mom?”
“No, my mother has never worked either. She is beautiful, just like you.”
“So you do think I’m beautiful?” she teased.
“Of course,” I said, slightly embarrassed by that thoughtless remark of mine.
“You never said it.”
“I don’t state the obvious. You know very well you are the prettiest girl in school; I don’t need to tell you that.”
“It’s nice to hear, though. At least that was my plan when I came to Dalton, and little has changed since then, other than that I found my husband.”
I felt a pang of jealousy. “And who might that be?”
She poked me in the ribs. “You of course, silly.”
I stopped right then and there. People behind us had to take a sudden detour.
“Me?”
“I thought you didn’t state the obvious. Yes, of course, you. Why do you think we’re here?”
“I have no idea. We didn’t have a conversation in six years, except on the last day. We went to a bloody dance together, and that’s all. You hardly know me!”
She smiled at me. Friendly smile. “I know you want to study Electrical Engineering at the Technical University in Delft. Those people are hard to find nowadays, and you will be one of the best of them. So you will need someone to come home to. A peaceful environment where you can be yourself and feel at home. And I am going to be that woman.”
I looked at the wolves without seeing them. In retrospect, that's not surprising at all, because wolves hide in the bushes at the back of their enclosure during the day and only emerge again in the evening. But even if they had been there, is what I’m saying, I wouldn't have seen them. Me, the one who felt a victim during all of his school years, came out in victory with the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen? That’s crazy.
“It’s another prank, right? We are just waiting for those bozos to arrive and beat me up again.”
She put her hands on my neck and pulled me toward her. She kissed me on the mouth. I repeat, she kissed me on the mouth. The first kiss from a woman other than my family. Let them come, those idiots. At least I got my first kiss out of it. They wouldn't take it away, no matter how hard they hit me. After that first kiss, there were a few more. Her tongue stayed in her mouth, and so did mine. I felt a little lightheaded when she released me.
“Did I convince you I am completely serious?”
“I still can’t believe it. You want to marry me?”
“No.”
Even though the polar bear enclosure is on the other side of the park, I felt a bucket of ice water running down my back. “Oh.”
“Don’t look at me that way. Let’s grab a cup of coffee in that restaurant there, and we can sit down and talk.” I always thought you could talk and walk at the same time, but apparently I was wrong. I was wrong about a lot of things. As a gentleman I pretend to be, After getting her the coffee she’d requested, we settled into a secluded corner of the restaurant, seeking refuge from the loud children. 
I know more of you than you think. You should know I've been watching you for over a year now. And my network at school has already uncovered a lot of information about you. For instance, I know that your father already bought a house, just for you in Delft, so you don’t have to travel to the Uni. So I have a plan. A plan A, so to speak. 
“Suppose, just suppose for argument’s sake, that I move in with you in that house. You don’t want to be bothered with making dinner when you come home from your lectures. You want to do your studying, reading, writing papers, all that stuff. No way you are going to cook for yourself. What you will do is order takeout food and eat that while you are working, right?”
I nodded. A very plausible scenario. 
“Same for tidying and cleaning your house. I understand it’s two floors, and you don’t want your mama once a month complaining to you that your place looks like a pig stable, do you?”
I smiled. “Again, a very plausible scenario. So you want to be my housekeeper?” I asked her incredulously.
She looked at me long and hard. “I want you to think about a deal I have in mind. I don’t want an answer right away. In fact, if you say yes or no to this deal right now, I will discard both answers. Take some time to think it over, maybe even talk to your parents, but don’t give me your final answer until next week.”
I nodded.
“Please say it out loud for me.”
“I do solemnly swear to say I will decide on this secretive deal not before next week, so help me God.” I joked.
“I’m serious, Simon.”
“I know. Don’t worry. You make me curious, though.”
“This is the plan. I’ll move in with you as soon as possible. I will help you decorate the house. You don’t have to worry anymore about cleaning or doing the laundry. No takeout meals, but nice home-cooked dinners instead. My mother taught me to cook well. Lots of young guys spend half their college life chasing girls in an effort to get laid. Suppose, just suppose, you have a woman at home who will have sex with you whenever, wherever, however you want. No limits and no taboos, and as many times as you like, and I will never refuse you. Make all your fantasies come true. But that all comes with a price. This all comes with a considerable cost.”
 “You are talking in riddles, Alva. You don’t want to marry me, and just described the perfect married life. I am confused. Are you talking about money?”
“Perhaps I want to marry someday. Perhaps I’ll even want to marry you. I want the intellectual Simon as my husband. With your exceptional intellect, you’ll contribute to making our country safer and ensure a good quality of life for us. But the social, emotional, spiritual, and physical Simon is not ready for me yet. We would have divorced even before you got your degree. That doesn’t mean we could not work with that. I have this idealised image of a man in my head. If you agree to work with me for you to be that man, I would love to be your wife.” 
I looked at her blankly. Information overload. Emotional flooding. Sensory deprivation.
“If I say you need to work hard to be the man you can be, don’t do it for me. Change yourself into this confident man who knows what he’s worth. Confidence is sexy in a man. A man who protects his woman against all enemies, domestic and abroad, is irresistible to a woman. To me. Don’t kid yourself, it’s going to be tough. But if you want me just as much as I want you, I want your commitment to work with me for a year. And we could evaluate after that year in all honesty if we still want to be together or if it’s better to go our separate ways.”
“All this is a little vague for me. Give me an example of what you want to change in me.”
“Let’s tackle the easy part first: the physical aspect. You need to lose 10 pounds. Build up stamina. That means before you go to college, we will both hit the gym. We will run together in the evening. I want you to learn how you can defend me, so I will feel safe in your company. But it’s not only physical defence I need from you. It's also about defending me and standing up for me when I can't, for example, against my family. They can be quite dominant, and I'm not always up to it. How wonderful would it be if I left that to my man who will take care of it for me? School is full of immature boys. There is only one boy whom I trust enough to grow into a confident man. And I am looking at him right now.”
“That’s not exactly love at first sight,” I sighed. 
“No, it’s not. I’m honest. I’m not feeling love for you at this moment. However, that might change after a year of living together. We will both undergo changes. If I fall in love with you, there will be no mistaking it. And if I don’t…”
“You will find someone else.” I said, harsher than I intended to.
“Yes,” she confirmed. “My search for a good man will continue.”
“I feel better now.” I said. She looked at me with big brown, sometimes green, eyes. “I just couldn't understand it. What were you doing with a guy like me? That made little sense at all. Now that you have a very clear, self-centred interest, I understand. It's a very interesting plan, with many short-term benefits and a completely uncertain outcome.”
“Every relationship has an uncertain outcome, Simon. Have a look at the current divorce rate.”
“I hear you. And you were right, I need to think about this with a clear head. Looking at you does nothing to lift the fog.” I extended my hand. "Thank you for this very interesting afternoon. I'll contact you next week. Or better yet, call me next week when you have time; you know so much about me you undoubtedly have my number too." 
I stood up and left the restaurant without looking back. Several animals rudely laughed at me as I walked toward the exit. I had no desire to stay here any longer. I sought the compartment on the train with the sticker ‘Silence’ on it. It's rarely completely quiet there, but it was the best alternative to first class, which was outrageously expensive. That there are still class divisions on our trains these days is a travesty. At first glance, it seemed like a cold proposition. I’ll be your housekeeper and your whore, but only if you make significant changes. If you stay the way you are now, I’ll find someone better.
I didn’t get any further than that on the train to Amsterdam. For a moment, I'd fooled myself into thinking she might have feelings for me. What good was fooling myself? After a year, she'd be gone, and after that year, it would be much harder to get back on track again. 
——————————
I could have known, should have known, that my mother would side with Alva. I hadn’t even got inside before my mother immediately subjected me to a third-degree interrogation about how my date had gone. And those who know my mother know she’ll continue until she has extracted all the salacious information. That one thing I couldn’t get out of my mind, I didn’t tell her, of course. 
“Don’t you understand this is a win-win situation for you?” My mother had always seen only opportunities, a stark contrast to the truth of my life she never acknowledged.
“She doesn’t love me; she probably doesn’t even like me. We would annoy each other so much that she would leave me within a month. She’s just in it for the money.” I didn’t add ‘like a cheap whore’, but that’s what I thought. 
“Did it ever occur to you I might have married your father for the same reason?” She asked.
No, that has never occurred to me. I never thought about it before, to be frank. My parents were old. My mother was 59, my father 65. They married 19 years ago, and ten months later I was born. My mother was already 41, and, as she had told me in shameless detail countless times at family gatherings, how challenging her labour had been. Although her bravery in bearing a child was beyond reasonable doubt, I had assumed that her age was the reason I had remained an only child. I suppose you can safely call a woman who goes to the hairdresser and beautician every week, vain. My mother took care of herself. I'm afraid I'd never really thought about my parents' love life until now; they were old people.
Luckily, I didn't have to answer her question. “Your father was a wealthy man when I married him. I didn't care that he was six years older than me. He didn't care that I'd already been married twice. We made a pact, and we were happy. So you see, you don't have to be in love with each other. Let's be honest, Simon, if you let this girl go, what do you think your chances are of marrying someone as beautiful as she is? A regular girl who's less honest about her reason for marrying you, so you only find out when it's too late? An ugly girl who might love you, but whose love you have to turn a blind eye to, or Alva, who's honest AND drop-dead gorgeous.”
Don’t think that my mother was being hurtful on purpose, or to humiliate me. She just said what she thought, and she didn’t say it for herself. I can’t deny that it hurt though. According to another woman, no matter her age, my likelihood of a woman loving me in the future was at an all-time low. 
“What do you’ve got to lose?, Simon? Even if she would leave you after a year, you would come out of this relationship healthier, fitter and with some experience of living together with a woman. The Lord knows I had to teach your father the very basics of making love. He learned little from hookers.”
“TMI, Mom, TMI!” I said, protecting my ears with my hands.
She smiled and continued undaunted, “When you're young, you're much more teachable than when you're older; you're not yet stuck in old habits. Don't wait until you're your father's age; that's all I want to say to you, Simon.”
Those words echoed in my head. Don't be like your father. What guy with healthy hormones wanted to wait until he was almost fifty to get married? Would I have to pay a lot of money to sleep with a woman? Was that my preordination? I couldn’t help it. ‘Whenever, wherever, however you want it.’ It is a crime to put such thoughts into a man's head. This rumination only led to false hope. And I couldn’t help it. 
——————————
I thought about it for a week. My masturbation rate went up to five times a day. New personal record: six times a day on Wednesday. My mother urged me to shower more frequently. Anger morphed into self-pity and ended up in desire. I stubbornly refused to get to the acceptance stage, even though Alva didn't call.
“She's probably already looking for someone else,” I told my mother this morning.
“She will definitely do that if you don't contact her,” she said.
“Mom, she said she would call, and she didn’t so it’s clear she moved on to greener pastures, isn’t it?”
“Did she promise to call? Did you give her your number?” Mom nagged. 
“Well, not exactly,” I evaded, “But she could find that easily if she wanted to.”
“Perhaps if it’s so easy to find your number, it’s just as easy for you to find hers. So why don’t you call her instead? That would seem to be a grown-up gesture.”
“Mother, you are impossible.” I had shouted and run upstairs, slamming my bedroom door to emphasise my point. After I was mentally done with my mother's meddling, after I relieved myself of a few drops of semen, I was able to sit behind my computer and start the hunt for Alva’s phone number. That wasn't easy at all. It wasn't like I could call one of her friends and ask for her number. First of all, I didn't have theirs of course, and even if I did, they'd never give me her number. What remained was a careful study of her social media accounts. Finally, I found a video on TikTok where I recognised the street where she'd filmed. It wasn't far from us. Armed with that knowledge, I searched for the combination of her last name and street address and eventually came up with a home address. Not quite the same as a phone number, but the best I one could hope for at this stage. 
I cycled past her house without stopping, ostensibly to take in the surroundings. Those surroundings featured a standard street and terraced houses in a typical new housing area. If she hadn't been on my mind all week, I would have cycled back home. If it had been anyone other than Alva, I would be home right now. But we're talking about the prettiest girl in the class, in the entire school, remember? I owed it to myself to at least end this properly. So I cycled back to number 154. 
With a pounding heart, I rang the doorbell. A boy, older than me, clearly related by his facial features, opened the door.
"What do you want?" he asked.
"I'm here for Alva."
"Are you?"
The rude treatment didn’t intimidate me; it helped me. You learn to handle rudeness pretty well after six years at Dalton.
“Yeah, she’s expecting me.”
“And who might you be?”
“Simon.” 
“Wait,” he said and slammed the door shut. The door looked as if this wasn’t the first time. I did that. Wait. Luckily, not long enough to get back on my bike and cycle home. After two minutes the door opened again, this time with a lot friendlier and familiar face. 
“Hi,” she said.
“Hi,” I echoed intelligently. “Can I… I mean… Do you want to take a walk?”
“A walk would be nice. Let me get my raincoat first.” The door closed again, softly this time. It rained. First time I noticed. Stupid idea to walk in the pouring rain. Alva came back wearing a raincoat with a hood over her head. 
I secured my bike with two locks. Here in the Netherlands, more bikes are stolen than people are born. We walked in silence until we walked out of the street. 
“I wanted to apologise for my behaviour on our date at the Zoo. That was not a nice thing to do, and you deserve better. I guess I was a bit overwhelmed by your proposal, but that is no excuse for leaving you there.”
“Thank you, I appreciate your apology very much, as well as you coming to my house. That took courage, and that feels good.” She took my hand in hers as if it were a nonverbal reward. “Have you considered my proposal?”
“Yes.” I stopped walking and looked at her. Even with a wet face, Alva looks stunning. “I am honoured by your proposal, and if it still stands, I would like to accept it wholeheartedly and without limitations.”
“Wow. I mean, wow. I didn’t expect that.”
“Well, if you have second thoughts?”
“No, no. It’s not like that. I just have to get used to the idea, you know? A girl can have dreams too, and after the zoo, there was little hope left.”
I grabbed her hand tighter. “Good. What are we going to do now?” I asked.
“Come to dinner next Friday. You can get to know them, and they can get to know you. We can prepare my parents; I am leaving soon. How soon are we talking about? How is the house in Delft coming along?”
“My father already owns it, he showed me the keys two weeks ago.”
“Okay. Maybe we should go slow a bit, classes don’t start before September. It would give my parents some time to get used to the idea.”
“I understand. At what time on Friday?”
“Dinnertime. Around six. We should get back now before you catch a cold.” She was right. The light rain had stopped, and it was pouring down now. The wind chilled me, and my coat offered no protection against the wet. 
Whenever. Wherever, However. 

