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Cheese

	 

	Reaching for the cheese, I notice my friend is looking directly at me from the other side of the table. He slowly shakes his head, while his lips clearly form the word “no”. The moment is so short that I almost think it didn't happen: an instant later my friend is again deep into his conversation with George, who is sitting to his left. I hesitantly retract my hand.

	 

	Wondering, I take a better look at the cheese. It is a perfect piece of French cheese. A red cheese as they call it, although it is actually more orange coloured on the outside, with a smooth cream-white inside, beautifully displayed on a rustic wooden board. The inside looks to be at the perfect temperature, just before oozing, but still firm to the knife. I can already imagine the salty prickly taste and the feeling of the delicate consistency in my mouth. 

	 

	Why shouldn't I touch this cheese? Knowing the reputation of the restaurant I am in, it should be really good. But perhaps it is the wrong time to eat cheese. I never know when to eat what in these fancy places. 

	 

	Every year in September, my friend and his wife invite us all to dinner in a “haut cuisine” restaurant. For the occasion, we all dress up and join the party, because, well, it is always something special, these dinners. But highbrow dining is a complex thing and the customs that go with it always make me slightly nervous.

	 

	I do remember the lessons I had in the past, about how to behave at a formal dinner. There are the basics of course that anyone should know, like no hunching over your plate, but sitting attentive and straight up. And how to use the cutlery, laid out left and right of your plate: from the outside to the inside with each following course. Also, a respectable tranquillity is expected, meaning speaking in hushed tones and no clanging of knives and forks against the tableware. And important: do not drink too much alcohol so that you keep your manners in check.  

	 

	But most memorable are the more particular rules I recall. You eat your peas with a fork, not with a spoon and you prick them one by one. The chef should make sure that you do not have too many peas on your plate, so that you can finish your course in time. Use your spoon for soup only and eat the soup from the side of the spoon by tilting the soup in your mouth. Never put salt on the food you get: the cook has seasoned it as it should be. And never say “enjoy your meal” because it is a directive. Better use “I hope you will enjoy”, although I am not sure about that, because I vaguely remember that is also wrong as the enjoyment should be a fact when you serve other people dinner. You are not supposed to serve something they will not enjoy, something like that. Another nice one I remember is the “never point with a knife”, because that is a hostile action. And when you have finished your course, you should put your knife and fork next to each other, pointing to the right to indicate that you have finished. No “rowing boats” (leaving knife and fork on the plate sticking out like oars on both sides). But nothing specific about cheese comes to mind. 

	 

	Well, with all that in my mind, I am confused as ever. And then a lady opposite of me, Adam’s wife, takes a bit of the white cheese next to the red cheese. It looks like a camembert, if I am not mistaken. She cuts the cheese and eats it. So it is not the wrong moment for cheese then. Or is she making a mistake? But our mutual friend sees her taking the cheese and smiles at her.

	 

	There should be another reason for me not to touch that cheese then. Did I nearly toppled something over when reaching for the cheese? Did my friend warn me for something? I can be so clumsy sometimes. 

	 

	I check the table in front of me: the position of my glass of wine, other glasses, the decanter, the neatly folded napkins (in the form of swans) and the several decorative flower arrangements dotting the table. I am always wondering about those flower arrangements. What is their purpose? The ones we have are fortunately quite small, but they are still in the way when you want to reach for something. Maybe their positioning defines the space you should be moving in while eating. I guess it wouldn’t be very polite to lean over the whole table a lot, so they might be perimeter-flowers. But never mind the flower arrangements, I can not see anything that would have been disturbed when I was reaching for the cheese.

	 

	Maybe I got in the way of someone? Was I impolite? Let's recall the moment I reached for the cheese. I remember that I had just finished a discussion with Charles to my right. It was about the country he had visited during his holidays last summer. There was a lot to say about that, because I visited that country as well and we both had strong opinions on it. Charles thought that this country was an awful place, with dishonest and stupid people, something that, in my recollection, was the opposite I experienced. Thing is that when I visit a country, I do not have expectations and I just let all impressions come over me. I tend to look at all details of society, imagine how people live in the environment they are part of and how they act in that frame of reference. Charles doesn’t do that. He just barges in, expects people to be less civilized than he is and doesn’t notice any toes he threads on. When I remarked that being loud and obnoxious is usually not the way to experience the cultural benefits of a country, it turned out that Charles was quite an old-fashioned racist. So there was that, and I think we then descended further into a swamp of political opinions which no discussion is ever helped with. We may have ended with an “agree to disagree”, I didn’t really care anymore about that repulsive fascist at that point, but the discussion had ended. I am sure of that.

	 

	So then the cheese was in front of me, a bit to the left, less than a meter away. I would have to reach for it past some glasses and a flower arrangement. Leaving Charles to his right-wing obsessions, I turned away facing the lady on my left, which was the wife of my friend, the hostess of the evening. Or I don’t know, can you say “hostess” when you are in a restaurant? Is the inviting couple host and hostess when you are not at their home? But anyway, there I was and she happened to look my way when I turned, so before reaching for the cheese, I had to make conversation. Such social rules are unavoidable.

	 

	“What a fine restaurant, don’t you think?” she exclaimed. I agreed and told her that their choice of location was exceptional, as usual. Thinking back about that moment, I find that the things that you say when you are responding to such a general question, are just social conversation. How many people would actually mean what they say? Like a true, heartfelt comment on the location. It makes me think about how I personally feel about the location. I gave the socially accepted response, but did I mean what I said? 

	 

	We are sitting in a large room, set aside from the rest of the restaurant, which is in a villa built around 1920, give or take. High ceilings with a lot of curly white plaster ornaments and a moss green colour on the walls. Some big golden baroque mirrors are hanging at strategic places on the walls. You can not see any of the other people in it, but it does create a sense of space in the room. One side of the room has big windows, with white wooden slats forming squares within the glass pane: the square pattern is brightly set against the dark background of the evening outside. Some plants with large green leaves decorate the two corners where the side with the windows meets the walls. On the floor a darker shade of green carpet ties the room together. With the tableware and glasses sparkling in the dimmed light emitted from the three golden chandeliers on the ceiling, the room is like a green fluffy luxury box and we are the jewels. 

	 

	I guess the word “exceptional” that I used to describe the location to the hostess would be accurate. It can be interpreted both ways. In any event it is neutral enough for me to not be accused of social lying.

	 

	During the conversation with the wife of my friend I didn’t have time for these thoughts, although she was chatting away excitedly and it was hard for me to get a word in. After a while, I gave up trying and didn’t really follow what she said anymore. Some women talk a lot. Maybe that is the reason I never got to marry one, maybe I am afraid that my inner silence would be broken forever, as they say. Which is a very manly thing to say, at least it sounds like that. I am not really sure whether it actually exists, this inner silence. Personally, I believe I think too much when I am not talking, so not much inner silence here. I assume that every woman who knows me would burst into laughter when I started talking about my “manly inner silence”. I guess it is just an excuse for being too afraid to commit to sharing a life with a woman. But I feel I am drifting away from the subject. 

	 

	So while being verbally attacked, my mind wandered towards the cheese. Would it be rude to move ever so slightly towards the cheese while nodding affirmatively to my hostess? I would think not. We are here to eat, not to chat, are we? But my hostess thinks differently. In the heat of her monologue, she lays her hand on my wrist. The same wrist that belongs to the hand I wanted to use to reach for the cheese! I smile politely and endure the stream of words, as it is not socially acceptable to pull back my hand from under hers. Luckily, after a while she got distracted by someone else and she removed her hand so that I could reach for the cheese. And so I did, but I was stopped by my friend.

	 

	I don’t see anything wrong here as well. There was a gap in the conversation, I was longing for the cheese, I was reaching out to it, mentally for a while and finally also physically. Nothing would bar me from the cheese on the social front.

	 

	Maybe my friend thinks I am allergic and he wanted to spare me the ordeal? Did I give him reason to think that I have an allergy, in the past? There was this tiny incident a few years ago with some Asian cuisine and their excessive use of monosodium glutamate. During the dinner a red rash was slowly forming all over my body, to the horror and joy of our group. Starting with a faint red smear on my nose after the appetizer and ending with a face full of bright red Polka dots at dessert. Good times, for the others at least. But cheese… It may be the time my friend brought this camel cheese from Egypt. That was something. I believe the milk itself is already nearly as thick as cheese. A camel can't spare too much water for milk, of course. But then these Arabs still make cheese out of it and the result was… interesting. For the record, I wasn't feeling very well already before my friend showed us the camel cheese. Thinking about it brings back the thick smell into my nose. Things again start to rumble in my stomach now and I better think of something else quickly... To cut a long story short, after seeing and smelling the camel cheese back then, my breakfast ended up in one of the umbrella stands in the hall, because I didn't make it through the doors into the garden in time. There might have been some resentment there by my friend, but I don't think so. I think he was laughing his ass off at the time.

	 

	Reflecting on these past events, it seems unlikely that there was a suspicion of an allergy that caused my friend's action. Maybe I am taking this too personally, maybe this is not because of me. Was the “no” directed to me at all? I could have sworn that he focussed on me specifically. But I guess the best explanation here is that it was a misunderstanding. I must have misread my friend’s intention, so I am going to try again.

	 

	But then a loud voice wakes me from my thoughts. It is “Old Man” Bernard with his story about the horse he once had. We call him “Old Man” because he is our friend’s oldest friend and, well, he is actually quite old too. On every occasion our group is together, the moment comes where he relates this story. After a few glasses of wine, it always starts the same: “Did I tell you about that horse I once had?” And we all say: “Yes, Bernard, many times before.” And then he says: “Ah, but let me tell you again.” Each time the story is a bit different, so we all think it is good fun. As expected, the conversations die down quickly as Bernard prepares himself to tell his story.

	 

	It is a good story, as usual. Everybody has stopped eating and pays attention. So there is no movement at the table and there is no excuse whatsoever to reach for something. While listening I cast a look full of regret towards the cheese. So close, and yet so far away.

	 

	As the story ends, the hostess to my left and Charles to my right turn to me and to each other, laughing and saying what a funny man our Old Man is, recalling some of the most hilarious parts of the story. Entangled in this conversation, I see from the corner of my eye that a waiter is approaching. The world moves in slow motion when I both see and realize what the waiter is going to do. I see the gloved hand reaching out to the wooden board on the table. The hand gets closer and closer. I see myself getting up and with an outstretched hand reaching for the cheese, screaming “Noooo!” A dramatic scene in continued slow motion ensues, with me toppling over my wine glass as I reach. The waiter, startled by my scream, knocks over other glasses and destroys a flower arrangement while crashing into the table. People leaping to their feet, with falling chairs and sliding tablecloths, cutlery and tableware clanging to the floor and plates falling in pieces.

	 

	Nothing of this really happens of course. Sitting motionless in my chair, fixed in conversation, I see the waiter picking up the board and removing the cheese from the table. I guess some things are just not meant to be.

	 



