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  Eventually, usually, everything basically comes out even. In the end, normally, everything is basically all right.




  




  Part 1








  An Unusual Assembly




  An unusual assembly of people has gathered at my funeral. Even from a distance you can tell they don’t go together. Or maybe they do. Maybe the fact that they are so different from each other makes them go together even more. I don’t know. This diverse assembly, no more than twenty people altogether, forms a semicircle. In front is an open grave, and in the concrete niche, an urn. There are some ashes in the urn. That is all that remains of me.




  The people who have gathered here were dear to me. I loved each of them in my own way. Some I have known a long time, others just a short time. But time doesn’t mean so very much.




  Standing right in front is Konstanca. A tall, beautiful woman, she is wearing a long black coat that would be too warm in the middle of the day, when temperatures still reach twenty-five or more degrees Celsius, but in the morning it makes sense. In her right hand she holds a lace handkerchief, which she uses to wipe away tears. Every so often she gazes at the sky, as if searching for me up there; then she lowers her eyes and again stares at the ground.




  Next to her is her daughter, Rina. She’s here because she doesn’t want her mother to be alone on a day like this. She’s afraid for her. She thinks that the loss, the void I left behind, cannot be good for her. In the past few months her mother has told her a lot about me, about us, about our plans. Rina didn’t take her mother entirely seriously, but she didn’t tell her that. She gave her no indication that she found it hard to believe what her mother was saying. But she was glad that her mother had met somebody, at her age; she was glad that her mother had found a new friend at the nursing home and had no time to retreat into the past. Before the move, Rina had worried about how her mother would accept her new home, even though they had talked about it countless times and agreed that there was no other option. Also, Konstanca was healthy and strong; only her memory had started playing tricks on her and those anxieties had come which come with old age and are nothing special if you take them for what they are. Rina’s main concern had been that her mother wouldn’t find the right company, that she wouldn’t fit in or make friends with the other residents, and would more or less be alone and lonely. She was afraid that her mother would withdraw and gradually lose herself in memories. But as things turned out, there was no reason for her to be afraid. Konstanca made new friends and had less and less idle time. Eventually, she was checking her watch even when Rina was visiting. If Rina asked if she needed to be somewhere, she’d say no and in the same breath ask her to stay a little longer. Rina got the message and couldn’t help but laugh. She was happy and had no more worries. But now the worries and fears are returning. Rina feels them coiling around her neck and slipping down her spine, all the way to her pelvis, then down her legs to the soles of her feet. But she will never say anything about this. Instead, she’ll come for longer visits; instead, she’ll try to cheer her mother up or at least distract her with stories.




  A few steps away is Adam. He was an intern when I first met him; now he’s the director of the law firm. I love Adam like a son. Adam has been glancing at Rina. He’s wondering who this woman is, although in fact he knows. He likes her.




  Standing between Adam and Rina is a gaggle of old people. Maks is in front, bareheaded in a green tracksuit. He’s holding a chess set under his arm. He mumbles that we are falling like chessmen. Not a good match. But we’re not giving up, he thinks with resolution. Beside him is Franc, a kind of assistant to the caretaker. Franc keeps thinking about the chores waiting for him at the home. There’s plenty to do. He hopes the funeral won’t take too long. He hopes that after the funeral they won’t make him go out for coffee. Although coffee would be nice, but not at the cemetery snack bar, where everything smells of chrysanthemums and death. While he’s thinking this, his stomach starts growling. He’s hungry. He thinks about how undertakers don’t give much thought to the living, only to corpses. If they thought about living people, they wouldn’t schedule funerals so early in the day. When’s a person supposed to eat breakfast?




  Next to Franc is Bernard, an artist who has just had the idea of adding a new cycle of paintings to his body of work; he’d call it, We Are Here. Alive. It’s possible to stand up to death, he thinks. Just look at us! He feels excitement in his chest, a slight itch in his fingers. He can hardly wait to get home, put a piece of board on the easel, and start painting right away. He would paint the faces of the living. Of course, he concedes, death will win in the end, but until then, there are still lots of living people I can paint. And the paintings will remain and bear witness to the fact that we once existed.




  Next to Bernard is the duty nurse who has been assigned this morning to accompany the residents. I have never seen her before. I don’t know her name. She seems friendly and patient. There are a few more people behind the duty nurse. They keep to the back because if they stood next to the grave, death would be too close.




  To the left of the grave is Musa, who is from Sudan, a cook. He says that, ultimately, what’s delicious is simply having something on your plate, and that love tastes the same everywhere. Next to him is Rabia, from Pakistan. She has shiny lines on her cheeks from crying. To her left is Makemba Alisa, from the Central African Republic. Makemba Alisa is swallowing back tears. At one point, her right hand cautiously seeks out Rabia’s hand. Then the two women hold each other, as if to instil courage and strength in one another.




  Behind Makemba Alisa is Joseph, a Filipino; he repaired the television a few days ago. It’s an old television, but it worked perfectly for a long time. Every evening, after the doors were shut and life settled down, Musa would sit in front of the TV and watch cooking shows. He’d watch them late into the night. He couldn’t believe how many cooking shows there were; he loved the channels where master chefs from all over the world did nothing but cook all day. When the television stopped working, Musa was beside himself. He didn’t tell anyone that he missed watching TV, but we all knew it. His eyes were sad, and his words were few and dry. Even the food he prepared had a different taste; it was bitter. Franc and Joseph opened up the television set and looked inside. Joseph found some diagrams on the internet, and then a shop that sold parts, and ordered some. In less than a week, the postman arrived with a small package. Now that the television’s working again, Musa, just as before, watches cooking shows every evening late into the night.




  Next to Joseph is Luminita. Luminita is from Romania. She is considered a missing person. She hasn’t done anything to make the officials who compile the lists think anything different. She told me she doesn’t want to change her status, especially now when, after such a long time, she is breathing and thinking more easily again; now that she finally feels alive again. She told me she feels as though she put everything weighing her down in a big suitcase, which she left in a locker at the railway station, and then, on the bridge guarded by four copper dragons, she threw the locker key in the river, where it was eaten by a fish, which was eaten by a bigger fish, which was eaten by an even bigger fish, and so on, from the river to the sea to the ocean. Luminita is holding a bouquet of summer wildflowers in her right hand; she picked them this morning in the meadow behind the home. Her wrist is sore from holding them.




  Next to Luminita is Vesna, the social worker sent to us from the centre. She is a young woman, not yet twenty-five, and looks even younger, with the face and body of a child. She has big, frightened eyes in the middle of her face, like a deer’s. She completed her studies a few months ago but, like most young people, wasn’t able to find a job, so now she works as a volunteer. She hopes that this will give her the experience she needs and maybe in the future lead to a chance for full-time employment. Vesna and Luminita have become close in the past few weeks. Vesna doesn’t seem as shy as usual, and a few times I saw Luminita with a smile on her face. Vesna has to pee. She’s wondering if she has a bladder infection. She went to the bathroom before leaving the home and now has to go again. How awkward. Where can she find a toilet among all these graves?




  Standing apart from everyone else is a young man. He stands there a while, then wanders over to a nearby bench and sits down. From there he watches the assembled group. If Aida, the cleaning lady, had come to the funeral, she would remember him – at least once she saw him leaving my room very early in the morning. She doesn’t know who he is. I didn’t tell her. I myself don’t know who he is. The man seems satisfied. He is thinking that in the end everything is basically all right, that everything basically comes out even.




  When the funeral music starts up from the loudspeakers, it interrupts everyone’s thoughts. They all look straight ahead; they’re waiting for what’s about to happen. One of the four uniformed men who have been standing behind the grave walks up to the microphone and, as his job requires, says a few words. Then he runs his eyes over the gathered crowd, as if checking to see if anyone has something they want to say. He silently counts to thirty. Since nobody steps forward, he turns to the men behind the gravesite. At his signal they join him. They stand there in silence. One of them is holding a wooden pole with the national flag, which he waves a few times over the open grave. Then he rolls the flag onto the pole and the men leave.




  The people who have gathered here gaze out in silence a few moments more. Each of them is wondering if it’s over now and they can leave, or if they should really stand there a little longer out of politeness.




  The old people are shuffling their feet as if the ground is cold and the chill has penetrated their shoes, but actually it’s fear. This morning it wasn’t death who came to them, but they who came to its garden, as if to provoke it, to invite it to stop by again sometime. Mostly they are thinking that it’s a good thing this is behind me. People are not afraid of death; they’re afraid of the pain of the final moments. And they’re afraid of not knowing where they are going or what it will be like there, if there is anything there, and if there isn’t, then what? For me, who has crossed the threshold between here and there, they think it’s a good thing regardless. Besides, I was lucky. I died in my sleep. People want to die in their sleep, but most of us don’t have such luck.




  Makemba Alisa, Rabia, Musa, Luminita, and Joseph are also shuffling their feet; they too are quivering from the morning chill.




  Only Konstanca stands quietly and does not move. Rina is patient. She stands next to her and waits. Every so often Adam glances in their direction. He had decided to walk over, say hello to Konstanca, and meet the woman who is with her, but not now. It will have to wait a bit.








  




  Part 2








  Memories Are Just a Game,




  Mostly a Harmless One




  Iturned eighty a few days ago.




  Eighty years is a long time, almost too long for one person, and certainly too long for a lonely person. For the most part, I haven’t been alone all those years, and for the most part, I haven’t been lonely; I was surrounded by people I loved. Now, when most of those people are gone, having departed to where I myself will soon be going, I am surrounded mainly by memories.




  I have all sorts of memories. But what they all have in common is the fact that as I grew older they started changing their shapes and colours, like glass that every so often liquefies and reshapes itself, but then the molten glass quickly hardens again. Occasionally, my memories escape me for a moment, but then a moment later they return. In a new shape, but still mine. It’s all a game.




  Life is not bad. On the contrary, I have never felt so much contentment and abundance. In my well-protected, bright, and spacious one-room flat, the light is always on. I can regulate it, but for safety reasons I can’t turn it off completely. The snacks in the little refrigerator are made especially for the elderly, and drinkable water comes out of the tap. The radiators heat up when the temperature in the flat falls below twenty-one degrees, and the air conditioning kicks in when the temperature rises above twenty-eight. I have a telephone with a call button for emergencies, but I don’t use the telephone. I do, however, use the television and the radio. The flat has a small balcony that is big enough for one person, or maybe two if they squeeze in close. I clean my shoes on the balcony.




  Every day at twelve-thirty my lunch is delivered. The menus are announced a week in advance, but I don’t really get excited by any sort of food. Despite occasional times of scarcity and hunger, I’ve eaten more than enough of everything in my life. Besides, all the food tastes the same, as if downstairs in the kitchen they used the same mix of seasonings for every dish. But that doesn’t mean I’m not grateful. I always eat what they bring me. Maybe I don’t eat it all, but I do eat it. Those of us who wish it can have lunch served in our flats; the others eat in the dining room. I don’t enjoy eating in the common area. I don’t like the lip-smacking, the coughing, the clink of utensils. I don’t like it when the smell of the food is mixed with the smells of disinfected, overwashed clothing, urine, and old decrepit bodies. It takes away what little appetite I still have. Except for those who are ill, we all take our breakfast in the dining room. I have no choice but to eat with the others. As for supper, I haven’t had supper in years. I usually take tea, sometimes compote. Nothing else.




  The cleaning lady comes by every day to empty the waste-paper basket and wipe whatever needs wiping. Twice a week somebody picks up my laundry and brings me fresh, ironed clothes. Once a week the bed sheets are changed. Every first Tuesday of the month the doctor stops by. I usually tell her I feel fine and that everything’s all right. Only when I have some real problem do I ask for help. But that’s almost never; unlike most people, I prefer suffering a little. People here are endlessly moaning about some pain in their rectum or twinges in their stomach, how their head is constantly shaking, how they get short of breath and their heart starts pounding at the least exertion and at the same time they get dizzy and feel like they’re about to faint. Well, how do they expect to feel? The same as they did in their twenties and thirties? The same as they did in their forties and fifties? They’re nothing but grumpy, spoiled old farts.




  Although I keep insisting that I’m fine, the doctor takes my blood pressure every time she comes. It doesn’t cost you anything, she says. Every six months I have a full medical examination. They take my blood and urine. The doctors are satisfied with the results. Couldn’t be better, they say. I don’t know if that’s really true, since I feel worse and worse. But I understand. It’s old age.




  The building I live in has a lift that is wide enough for two wheelchairs and deep enough for a gurney and an orderly. There’s a small shop on the ground floor. Behind the building there’s an enclosed park with benches. For half the day some benches are in the sun and the others are in the shade, then it’s the other way round. There are birdhouses near the benches where sparrows and tits hop around while pigeons toddle on the ground below them, cooing with satisfaction or dissatisfaction as the case may be.




  In the middle of the park there’s a pond with goldfish and turtles, and behind it a summer house. Maybe there was a time when a brass band used to play in the summer house, and maybe there was a time when, every Saturday or Sunday morning, those who still could would dance to the music while the others watched. I haven’t seen that yet. And if it had happened in recent years, I would know, since the ones who have been here longer than me would have told me about it. But nobody has ever said anything. Maybe because I didn’t ask. I didn’t ask, because there was never a good opportunity. I don’t socialize with the people here anymore like I should.




  I don’t socialize with the people here mainly because their stories are all equally boring and because their fear of death is so great it overshadows every other thought. They talk like they were all cloned from the same person, a person with a boring past and no sense of the present, who is afraid of the future because he knows there’s not much time left. Fear has crippled their minds and, for some of them, even their bodies. Their conversation feels like a theatrical performance where the actors are so good they’ve forgotten it’s just a play. They think it’s for real.




  They talk about the dead as if the dead are still alive, as if they had only gone somewhere and will eventually come back. But where could they have gone? To the seaside? The mountains? To live with relatives, who all these years never came to see them but only sent a postcard every now and then with best wishes or a birthday card or New Year’s greetings? But when the bone-weary old folks lost control of their excretions and pain warped their minds, did these relatives have a change of heart and take them into their homes? I doubt it. But my fellow residents would rather believe this than admit to themselves that the ones who have left are not coming back because the dead do not come back. And conversely, I wonder, what could they even come back to, if this was somehow possible? Within a week at most their beds are occupied. Their wardrobes and dressers are emptied, disinfected, and soon filled with things the new residents have brought. From time to time, something does get left behind. A wall clock maybe, or a potted plant that has just bloomed, which would be a shame to throw away, or maybe a calendar with a few pages left to go. But mostly, the residents who go away leave nothing behind them. That’s the way it is with us.




  Eighty years is a long time, but I can say that life has never been better. I survived a war in which millions died. I survived because I was too young to be a soldier and didn’t take shelter in any building hit by a bomb. I survived times of hunger, when not even grass could grow. People ate the stalks in the autumn and the roots in the winter. I remained on the opposite side of the barbed wire. I survived the epidemic of a disease that was developed in a lab. Mostly because I didn’t need anyone else’s blood and didn’t belong to any of the high-risk groups. I survived earthquakes and floods. I was somewhere else when they occurred. I survived accidents because I didn’t board any plane that crashed, any train that derailed, any ship that sank. I survived all sorts of diseases that were transmitted from animals to humans, and deadly bacteria that poisoned vegetables. I had the good fortune not to eat the flesh of those particular cows and pigs and ducks and courgettes and cucumbers. I survived terrorist attacks. They happened somewhere else. And at times I feel like I survived myself as well.




  Should I be grateful? Many residents here have prayer cards, icons, crucifixes, candleholders, and little altars on their walls and tables, as well as holy books, some of which read left to right, others right to left, and yet others top to bottom; they have prayer rugs, ritual vessels, and incense. Several times a day they give thanks for all they once had and all they still have; they give thanks for infinite love and in the same breath beg for mercy. People who have faith do not beg for mercy. People who have faith do not pray for themselves but for others, so they too might have faith. At least that’s what I think.




  Sometimes I think that such daily endeavours don’t make them better people, but worse. Their spitefulness didn’t come with age. They’ve had it all their lives and never knew how to get rid of it, or couldn’t, or didn’t want to. No prayer could help. Maybe they didn’t ask sincerely enough. Maybe they thought that everything written in the books they kiss before opening applied to other people, and only the verses they liked applied to them. Maybe they thought it was enough to talk about what was right; they didn’t have to do it too. I don’t know. I don’t want to judge. I only know that with age the spitefulness started pouring from their tongues and oozing from their fingernails. But I don’t concern myself with them. I leave them alone and hope that they’ll leave me alone too.




  There are three prayer rooms in the basement of our building. Various spiritual custodians come by every day. They comfort and encourage, anoint with oil, and see off the ones who are departing. I’d like to hear what they pray for in the morning and at night when they’re alone, and what they will ask for in the future, when they find themselves in our position. Is their faith truly so great that they ask nothing for themselves, and won’t ask for anything even in the future? I’ll never know, of course, but I wonder about this, just as I wonder about other things.




  I wonder about the future. I’d like to crack open the door between now and then and have a peek, just enough to see if people in the future are any happier than we are. I wonder if the children there will love the smell of fresh-mown grass the same way we did, if they’ll watch the little bubbles that form in puddles when it pours down rain in the summer, if they’ll feel the sun on their faces and catch that special scent of sunburnt skin in their nostrils, which they might not even notice but will later remember more and more intensely, just as they’ll yearn more and more intensely for the time they’ve left behind, even if nothing bad is happening to them. I wonder what they’ll grow up to be, what they’ll do and how they’ll live. Will their lives be more beautiful than ours? Will they know how to share? Will they know how to give? I have no idea. But I wish them a better and more beautiful world.




  I am happy without answers. The world seems to be getting better. Maybe only in my own ideas and comparisons. But if you ask me if the world is getting better, I would say it is. Because that’s what I believe.




  My eyes have seen enough horrifying things to make me go blind. My ears have heard enough terrifying things to make me go deaf. But I have been spared them. If only, perhaps, to be a witness. I don’t know. What I do know is that I have started to forget things.




  At first, I was afraid of forgetting. I ordered a thick, hardbound notebook from the saleswoman at the shop. When it arrived, I started writing down memories. The next day, when I read what I had written, I couldn’t shake off the feeling that I was reading somebody else’s memories. So I wrote them all down again. And on the third day when I read them, they still seemed no more mine.




  A few days later, when the notebook was half full and the little box of ink cartridges was empty, I took the notebook to the bathroom, put it in the sink, and lit a match. Before it could really catch fire, the alarm went off. The security guard on duty burst into my room, dragged me out of the bathroom and into the corridor and sat me on a bench. Then he took the fire extinguisher off the wall, returned to the bathroom, and put out the fire in the sink. Meanwhile, the duty nurse arrived. And after the duty nurse, the firemen arrived, roaring into the driveway in a big red fire engine with the siren blaring. Before they could turn off the siren and raise the ladder, the security guard told them it was nothing. One of the firemen assessed the situation with his own eyes, and then they left.




  The duty nurse took me to the surgery and examined me. Then I was examined by the doctor, who had been forced to come back to work because of me. She told me I should never do anything like that again. Because it’s dangerous. For me and for the other residents in the nursing home. The security guard told me that we old folks are just like children, even worse. And where did you even get those matches?




  Since then I’ve understood that memories are just a game, mostly a harmless one.








  




  All the Windows in My Life Have Faced East




  My mornings start early. People say that when you’re old you don’t need much sleep. I have never needed very much sleep, not even when I was younger. Five or six hours was enough. Nowadays it’s no different, only I don’t sleep as soundly as I used to. And I never wake up feeling really refreshed. When I wake up it’s usually still night outside, but in my room, because of the light I can’t completely turn off, there’s semi-darkness. But my eyes soon adjust to it.




  When I wake up, I’m awake right away. I never linger in bed, never try to fall back asleep. No, I get up right away and go into the bathroom.




  I return to the room in my bathrobe and with socks on my feet and sit down by the window. My window looks east. That was my only requirement when I moved here: the window had to look east. Nothing else was as important. The staff tried to convince me that the furniture was the same in all the flats, which meant that all the flats were equally good. I don’t care about the furniture, I said; I care about the windows. I want an eastern view. All the windows in my life have faced east.




  Most people don’t know what the world is like at the break of dawn. Of the ones who do see it, those who are awake because of work, illness, worry, or for no special reason, only a few are aware of the beauty of the first moments of that uncountable repetition of creation. Most are just happy that another night is past.




  All my life, through windows facing east, I’ve watched birth and arrival. Every single morning reminds me that I should be happy and satisfied with what I have. And I really do have a lot. I was born on the better side of the world, on the side of the world where, to our way of thinking, people have an easier and more beautiful life. It doesn’t take much to see what life is like on the worse side of the world. All I have to do is turn on the television or radio, or glance at the front page of the newspaper. Sometimes I wonder if people on our side of the world are even aware of this. I’m afraid that they aren’t.




  Every so often, it’s true, they might see some charity event and send a bit of money to this or that humanitarian organization. They don’t care what the people at the organization do with the money. We have no control over that, they say, and abuses happen everywhere. But in the end, some of the aid does get to where it’s intended. And that’s better than nothing.




  Personally, I’m ashamed. Our aid comes not from the heart but only from our hands, and it’s sprinkled with venom. More often than not, our aid comes too late and is delivered into the wrong hands. And we are satisfied with that. What’s more, when we send people medicine past its expiry date, and surplus food in dented tins, and second-hand clothes and tents we don’t need anymore because they’re so worn out, we expect them to be grateful.




  We who live on the better side of the world have big ships and aeroplanes. But we don’t build ships and aeroplanes so we can take people some place where life is easier and better. Nor are we prepared to share knowledge and skills that could help them make a better world for themselves. We want them to stay where they are, where there is deprivation, where nothing grows from the sand because the water has dried up and it won’t rain again for another century or two; we want them to stay where the earth has been poisoned metres deep and acid rain falls from the sky, and where there’s not a day in the year that they see the sun for all the smog. We want them to need our aid. We build ships and aeroplanes so we can take them all the things we don’t need. And we do this more and more. If everything we took them stayed here, we’d be drowning in rubbish. A person can’t wear five pairs of trousers at once, or eat ten kilos of noodles a day, or talk on twenty phones simultaneously. If the people on the worse side of the world aren’t grateful for our help the way they should be, we add a few things to the crates we send: automatic rifles, landmines, bombs, machetes – and it all starts over again.




  The world is beautiful only from one side. Only from this side are the windows that face east better than other windows. On the other side they don’t have windows that face east. On the other side they don’t have windows at all.




  On the worse side of the world they make boats that are too fragile for waves several metres high, in which on long, dark nights they try to reach our side of the world. The people in the boats keep their eyes and mouths shut so the white of their eyes and teeth doesn’t give them away. They wait for whatever is going to happen. Until their boat capsizes. If their boat doesn’t capsize, then they are stopped by a patrol boat, which tows them to a port where they are wrapped in blankets and given food and water, and later loaded onto ships strong enough for waves metres high and returned to their side of the world.
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