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			For Armando and for all the wild childhoods


			

				The Departure


				‘I gave orders for my horse to be fetched. The servant didn’t understand me. I went to the stables myself, saddled my horse, and got on it. In the distance I could hear a trumpet. I asked him what that meant. He didn’t know, and hadn’t heard it. At the gate he stopped me and asked: “And where are you going, sir?” “I don’t know,” I said, “away from here, away from here. Only if I keep going away from here, can I reach my destination.” “So you know your destination?” he asked. “Yes,” I said. “I told you already, it’s ‘away-from-here,’ that’s where I’m going.” “You don’t have any provisions with you,” he said. “I don’t need any,” I said, “the journey is so long that I will certainly starve if I don’t find something to eat on the way. No provisions can save me. Luckily, this is a truly enormous journey.”’


				Franz Kafka, translated by Michael Hoffmann


			


			

				‘I’m interested in the kind of writing that exhausts the world completely and incessantly, not solely as the source of a narrative or a story, but as a source of explicit and implicit content that allows for unlimited ways of documenting, unlimited styles and interpretations.’


				Goran Ferčec in conversation, Moderna vremena, 2016


			


			

				‘I’d like to talk to you, and I’d like to write to you too, but I set such high standards for the letter that I end up lacking the time and strength to do it. Still, I’m thinking about you; you have become a character in the novel I’m writing; I’m calling you simply “a friend”.’


				‘I’ve never been a character in a novel, not even my own. Thank you.’


				From text messages to a friend, 15 December 2019


			


			* * *


			I start writing on the train, on my journey from point A to point B, from that small coastal town to Berlin, I stare out the window at the remnants of the city, the unfinished houses in the suburbs, the warehouses in the industrial zone and the stunted trees along the river, torn plastic bags hanging from their branches like bats, it’s hard for me to be in this compartment, hard to be in this skin, in the role of a traveller, I have forgotten how to travel, how to surrender myself to the mercy of the road, how to say goodbye, I have forgotten how long you actually stand there looking back at point A as it rapidly disappears, and then how long you just keep standing there, just standing and standing, staring into nothingness, about to cry, so I open my notebook but I have no answer, I write ‘On the journey from point A to point B, from that small coastal town to Berlin, I stare out the window at the remnants of the city, the unfinished houses in the suburbs, the warehouses in the industrial zone and the stunted trees along the river…’ and so on, I write the only way I know, meandering and circling around what hurts the most and yet cannot be changed as it shrinks into nothingness behind me, I root through last summer, I root through last winter, I root through the autumn before it, I lose myself in the similarities of those days, all of them the same, I return to the afternoons spent between clammy sheets on a deathbed of a hangover, my hangovers caused by depression; my depression caused by failure, boredom, provincial life and a lack of talent to turn my misery into a masterpiece, I can hear the seasons passing through my silence as everything goes to fuck, as I die for the tenth, for the hundredth and the two-hundredth time, and from my bed I watch the shadows creep into the room through the slits in the blinds, darting over the ceiling and cascading down the empty white walls, I do nothing else, I just stare at the lights on the walls or the patterns on the parquet floor or my toes, too wooden to move, I waste years like this, with no purpose, I leave no trace except for an occasional piece of journalism depicting human misery and hence paid just as miserably, and all the while she smokes in the kitchen staring out the window, as I am now, staring into the nothingness we have been reduced to, waiting and waiting and waiting for my departure, which is taking me forever, because I take the liberty to delay it, to gaze at those walls, the floor and my toes, to wallow in self-pity, repeating that I don’t belong there, as I don’t belong anywhere, that I am asking for nothing and want nothing except to write, but that’s the one thing I can’t do, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, and so I remain silent, although my silence scars no one but her, just as no one but me misses the books I have not written, this is our life, this was our life, this was just a week ago, those were our days, that was my cadaver in the apartment that I called inhospitable yet I could not leave, she called it a dump although she never allowed for it to truly become one, she cleaned, she cooked and decorated the shelves with cacti, trying her best to brighten it up, whereas I never even tried, I let myself off with the thought that I was just passing through, that I asked nothing from her and expected nothing, and so I could not be responsible for her discontent, I looked for excuses and arrogantly took the liberties a man takes with a woman, took the liberty from that woman whom I claimed needed no liberty, I played that man and tried to make her into that woman, one who would, upon my departure, lose the right to be tied down and the reason to be unhappy in that dump, in the company of a depressed drunk, a so-called writer, an occasional journalist, between my bottle and her ashtray, in conditions that might rightfully be called the abyss in which the majority lived, and the abyss in which the majority lived became our habit, our decade, her third cigarette in a row lit mechanically without a thought as she observed the silent scenes in the windows across the street that reminded her of what we’d failed abjectly to become, while she watched our neighbours’ harmonious choreography revealing that they didn’t need to avoid each other to survive, as she stared into their interiors decorated with books and pictures where they planned to live forever, as opposed to our neglected rooms that tacitly counted on our transience, as opposed to our silences that we feared to break lest we injured ourselves, as opposed to our fear of an ending that inevitably caught up with us in every gesture, sigh or cigarette, in that galloping defeat of a love that would surrender in deadly silence, without a fight, without negotiation, which is why every shared moment of ours was half-baked, which is why we stopped trying; I lay reading the news, lay staring at the photos of war reporters, and lying flat on my back I perished in those wars, wondering how much longer; in my notebook the pages were blank except for the one where I’d written ‘S.O.S.’ before collapsing into the bed in which I slept, drank, ate, jerked off, perished, but I never got up; she smoked and suffered, sometimes she cried, she translated other people’s books, she spent more and more time in other people’s heads and languages, that’s how we kept maximum distance, she couldn’t get closer to me just as I couldn’t get closer to her, we’d long been complete strangers when she said it, between two puffs on her cigarette, so I finally got out of bed and did what I’d made so many empty threats to do, I left, saving us both, because I couldn’t unhear her grand ‘I don’t love you,’ a beautifully phrased sentence I will never forget: ‘I don’t love you, what’s inside me doesn’t connect with you, I don’t rely on your body even when I’m at my loneliest, I don’t believe our photographs even when we’re smiling in them,’ making me understand at last that I no longer had any right to stay, which truly took me forever to realise, and finally I set out from point A to point B, ashamed of the calm with which she endured my presence while I was convinced I was the one enduring her presence, I said: ‘Give me ten days,’ and it truly took me only ten days to leave and find myself here: on this train heading northeast across the continent, still fantasising about embracing her at the station where she did not appear; my mind was in the shape of the apartment I had to leave, take out the trash, repaint the walls and leave the keys, I had to start over, start from scratch, start from yesterday, accept the fact that the inventory of all the last years would yield practically nothing: ‘What is the tangible residue of our relationships, if not a pile of fleeting memories and scattered time?’ a friend once said, ‘We have entered a strange age where we value only what we can capitalise thoroughly, relationships included, and now this question flickers in neon above our heads: in all these years, what have we created for us?’ nothing, thankfully not even a child; the only profit of our decade together is the fourth page I write as the train carries me to Germany, the day is gloomy, the dawn already drenched in rain, I search for a way to describe it, to give it back its meaning, I search for a voice within myself which would fit the tone and rhythm of the wet grey landscape through which we are travelling, which would fit me, or at least the man I have become by lying there, a voice that can calmly narrate fires and ruins and departures, a voice that perhaps knows a little more than I do, for instance why things happen the way they do or why we failed to be happy or why they say a man has left when in fact he was driven away, why they put it that way; it’s a voice I have been seeking for years, not hunched over my notebook but staring into the void, staring drunkenly into the void, staring hungover into the void, hoping for a turning point that might fill the first page, I thought it would happen when I clutched the medallion my father used to wear, which arrived by post in a yellow padded envelope, forwarded to me when he died in his shack which shared a wall with a pigsty and stood on a hill that he defended with his rifle; they found him two weeks after his liver failed, by which time the starving pigs had chewed his feet off, they removed the necklace and sent it to me along with a clipping from the local newspaper stating he was decently buried, I don’t know how they tracked me down yet track me down they did, I expected it wouldn’t hurt, but it hurt terribly, most of all the empty space where some unforgettable shared moment should have been; sure, I remembered the last time we saw each other, his bloodshot eyes and that medallion on his chest, he patted me on the back, repeating ‘Son…son…son,’ he didn’t ask about my brother, he didn’t ask about our mother, perhaps he’d forgotten they existed, perhaps he wouldn’t have remembered me either if I hadn’t shouted my name at least ten times as I climbed the hill, despite the locals’ warnings that he might shoot, my temples throbbing but he didn’t shoot, and when I finally reached him he knew who I was, he even smiled toothlessly, after all those years I expected he would have something important to say, but he said nothing, we got drunk, and I did the same when the letter arrived, I kept the obituary, put the chain around my neck and got drunk, of course his death might force me to pull myself together and start writing – to make an effort, as she liked to say, ‘At least try’ – but it didn’t, and I was already half-tanked that time she told me she didn’t love me, between two puffs on a cigarette and the trembling motion with which she flicked ash into the ashtray: ‘Since when?’, ‘A long time,’ ‘How long?’, ‘I don’t know,’ and I didn’t probe any further, I didn’t give a fuck, I should have hated her, for some reason I thought it would make it easier to get over the fact that apart from her I had no one else to love me, I had long since lost track of my brother and hadn’t visited my mother for years, I used to call her occasionally and relate exciting details of the fiction I called my life, I had been afraid to ring her doorbell and find an old woman I’d failed to give anything back to, a woman I couldn’t skilfully lie to in the flesh and whose frequent phrase – ‘You can’t blame me for any of it’ – I didn’t want to concede to, I was already old enough to see some of the things I used to reproach her for in myself, but I searched for that inner voice with which I could write, for instance, that I didn’t care, that I forgave myself, I sought it incessantly, everywhere, and so I arrived here, in seat number thirty-two on the train that will take an entire night to reach Munich, where I will transfer to a train bound for Berlin, where I am travelling with no particular reason except to finally say goodbye, to fill my notebook, to write without premeditation as I might write letters to trusted friends and to find the voice that will be my reflection in the mirror in which I now stand completely alone since my mother departed so unassumingly, having arranged all the details of her own burial in advance, even leaving money for a wreath and the name of an agency to take care of cleaning and selling her apartment, so in the end I never even went through her door, I never looked around the apartment, never stopped the clock that kept ticking even after her time was up, I didn’t open her cupboards but I could imagine the neatly stacked linens and towels smelling of fabric warmed by her iron, I didn’t inhale the scent she left behind, I only asked the agency to look out for photographs during the cleaning, and they gave me a flat box with a Christmas motif on the lid which I have not yet even tried to open, but yesterday I packed it in my suitcase and set out, no one saw me off, I didn’t kiss anyone, I didn’t wave to anyone, her imaginary body remained in the apartment, hunched in a chair, motionless like furniture, we truly were like a bed and a solid oak wardrobe, we occupied space, nothing more, but I left, didn’t I? and now I will change cities, I will change languages, I will change the shape of my head, and once I’ve spent my savings I’ll find something called a regular job and refrain from grand ambitions, I will make an effort, at least a little, I will open this notebook here, fill it with tiny script and thus say goodbye in writing, I will grind our oak into sawdust as I always tried, but the sentences crawled across the blank pages’ expanse like ants, in more or less similar variations, mechanically and habitually, shaping nothing and no one, saying goodbye to nothing, I couldn’t write myself out of that nothingness to become a man who admits failure and leaves without anger, a man who from now on can work cash in hand at some bakery in Kreuzberg or stroll through the Grunewald forest, a man who is secretly writing a book but won’t kill himself if he doesn’t finish it, no, he couldn’t care less, ‘Does this even make sense?’ is what I asked my friend, ‘Did it make sense to just leave like that?’ he answered that he envied me, he called to check if I had bought the ticket yet, and my phone rang while she and I sat at a café overlooking the town beach, both silent over two espressos as if we didn’t care at all, she nodded for me to answer the call, I took it, still watching her profile, soon I wouldn’t be able to, I told him I was leaving the next day, she showed no reaction at all, her gaze lost in the cove where no one swam anymore because of the pollution, all the tourists and the fish now gone, the sea nothing but an image from a postcard stripped of any content, then she drained her coffee and left, her back hunched over again as she lit a cigarette in front of the café door, ‘We’re no longer together,’ I said to him again as soon as she stepped away, as if I couldn’t believe it; I’d spent the morning leaving little notes among her things but I wouldn’t admit that to him, I was embarrassed; ‘We’re no longer together, now this city is the only thing connecting us.’


			***


			Before I finally fall asleep in the seat of the replacement train, I open my laptop, and train tracks appear in the black rectangle, illuminated by the lights of a locomotive, the opening sequence of Lars von Trier’s film, there’s the lulling sound of the steam engine accompanied by the disturbing, repetitive score as the voice of Max von Sydow narrates the hypnotic prologue: ‘I shall now count from one to ten; on the count of ten, you will be in Europa,’ I know these lines by heart: ‘I say one, and as you focus your attention entirely on my voice, you will slowly begin to relax, two, your hands and your fingers are getting warmer and heavier, three, the warmth is spreading through your arms, to your shoulders and your neck, four…’ and so on, until ten; when I open my eyes and wake up from my own hypnotic sleep, I find myself sitting at a Munich Central Station café, jotting something down in my notebook, leaning over it like a woman over a compact mirror, I look around, and my gaze alights on the waitress focused on counting coins, a cotton mask tight over her mouth, her glasses fogged, I make a note of it and look around again, a pack of children is running under the waterfall hissing down through the opening in the roof of the station dome, their screams piercing the dense layer of noise, I make a note of it, someone nearby is talking about the riot police surrounding the building yesterday after a reported sighting of an armed man on a regional train, they searched the carriages, they stopped all other trains but didn’t find him, everything’s normal today, the rain is pouring down vindictively, I want to record all this, I want to write down that everything is all right, the end of the world is behind us anyway, no machine guns in sight, only the signs of another oncoming flood, it’s early, and at the other end of the train tracks she’s gradually woken up by the seagulls, and the room in which she opens her eyes looks different, in her slumber she may not even comprehend what’s made this difference, she looks around and realises I’m no longer there, I’m gone at last, the apartment floats in the air, nothing weighs it down, nothing smothers it, perhaps she checks her phone to see if I’ve crossed the border yet, if I really am at a safe distance, or maybe she is worried after all, holding it in her hand with trepidation, wondering why I haven’t messaged, perhaps she’s texting me right now, something short: ‘everything OK?’ to which I’ll answer even more briefly: ‘all good,’ and I won’t say any of the things I wish I could tell her, that I’d hoped she would stop me at the last moment and I never left at all, that saying goodbye is an art and that now I’m finally forced to create something great; I’ll keep it to myself, in fact I won’t write to her at all, just as she won’t write to me either, and it’ll likely be years before I recover from all this, ‘Count to ten,’ I say to myself, ‘count to ten, and when you open your eyes, you’ll be back in Munich,’ so I count to ten, I feel the dull presence of my body, chilled through from sitting too long and then standing too long, my back is stiff, my shoes are soaked, but I focus on my pencil, I try to corral the dispersed images of the station into the compact mirror of my black notebook, although at this moment, at this junction, I’m failing, and I think of my friend’s words, ‘Every image of reality can be recorded as possible literature, there are no insignificant situations that do not deserve to be written down, there is only the laziness of not writing them down,’ so I continue writing down; at around three in the morning they made us get off at Salzburg central station due to track repairs; due to trees knocked down in a storm; due to an engine failure; due to someone jumping in front of a moving train, of which we would read only the day after tomorrow; I was guessing, I had no idea why they made us get off, they didn’t tell us, they dragged us out of the overheated compartments, and we waited for over three hours on an unroofed platform, clueless as to when the replacement train would come, it was windy and it couldn’t have been more than five degrees out there, I took a sweater out of my suitcase, pulled it over my shirt and tucked my hands under my armpits, there were no benches, some people sat on their suitcases, others jiggled their legs, hid from the wind behind cold pillars or stood in pairs tightly embracing, caught in a railway limbo, our bodies the only cabins offering any shelter, then someone cursed and said it was all because of those fucking migrants, while two men tried unsuccessfully to crack open the vending machine stocked with snacks and energy drinks and secured with a padlock, shaking it and kicking it, but nothing doing, it’s the fucking migrants, it said so in the papers, they came down from the mountains at night looking for food, armed with kitchen knives and tools stolen in their raids on remote holiday homes, and because of that, it said in the paper, folks now kept their valuables and women under lock and key, even banded into militias to scour the woods armed with shotguns, the papers printed photos of these rural heroes with their round red faces, bloated bellies, camouflage gear and rifles, and behind them was barbed wire, its razor-sharp blades slicing the throats of deer and wild boars, but this provided a sense of safety; people were dying again at Europe’s borders, which was to be read as good news, and so we stood there, paced back and forth, sat or shifted our weight, and then the two men found an iron bar somewhere and smashed the vending machine, opened it with a few swift moves, took a couple of chocolate bars and Red Bulls and strolled to the other end of the platform to smoke, and nobody tried to stop them, presumably expecting police, but when after ten minutes no uniform had appeared, a woman slowly ambled over to the broken vending machine, took a cookie pack and handed it to the child fussing around her legs, then someone else came and helped themselves, and then another; it was getting colder, I squatted down and stood back up, trying to find a sheltering cabin of my own in the body cast onto this random platform, I pictured myself in my bed, say, reading a book, I typed on my phone: ‘Berlin is much further than people think,’ and my friend responded immediately, he was still up: ‘my dear Iv.,’ he texted back, ‘perhaps your discomfort with flying is a good way to unfurl the world from its modern confinement by travelling on land, perhaps the track repairs are a secret codename for this expansion…’ and between four and six in the morning I actually saw an expanded view of my situation: it was a scene from my memory that overlay the present scene, the place where I stood no longer the Salzburg station but the railway border crossing between Croatia and Serbia, a single-storey building with a modest customs office and a small ticket booth, and I stand there with the same black notebook ready to write something down as an empty train headed to Austria arrives in Tovarnik; a few thousand people are already on their feet, clutching their bags and infants, having waited for twelve hours, for twenty hours, for several days, and as they push towards the carriages, a woman in the throng collapses from exhaustion and her son shields her with his own body, preventing others from trampling her, the police push the crowd away from the tracks and struggle to organise the boarding, first mothers with children, then everyone else, most of them will remain in Tovarnik today, no one understands each other, language is useless, only numbers are used, indicated with fingers while I’m still standing there with my notebook open, ready to write something down but not knowing where to start, and then I see a trembling hand begin to write a message on the fogged windows of one of the cars, ‘SOS, AIR, SOS, AIR, SOS AIR,’ the windows of the car are hermetically sealed, there’s no more air left in the overcrowded train departing for the depths of Europe, which is also how von Trier’s film ends, with the iron body of the steam engine plunging from the bridge into the river and the protagonist Leopold Kessler attempting to open the latch on the door and swim out of the sinking car; he bangs against the doors, he swims to the barred window, he takes a breath and dives back to the door, he pulls at it and pounds on it, he returns to the window to catch another breath but the grate is now underwater, and we see unspeakable suffering on the face of the drowning man as the voice of the narrator counts the seconds until death, and on the count of ten Leopold’s lifeless body drifts through the sunken car, ‘The force of the stream has opened the door,’ Max von Sydow narrates at the end of the film, ‘and is leading you on, above your body, people are still alive, follow the river, as days go by, head for the ocean that mirrors the sky. You want to wake up, to free yourself of the image of Europa, but it is not possible.’


			***


			I could travel like this forever, directionless, and not get off the train in Berlin, just keep on going, down the tracks that lead to the sandy beaches of the Baltic, towards Stralsund, and further, across the bridge, to the white cliffs of Rügen that every so often crumble into the sea from a hundred-metre height, I could crumble into the sea and, like Leopold Kessler, drift away, break through the Kiel Canal toward the North Sea and the ocean, drifting like a gigantic jellyfish, leaving nothing behind but the story of a man travelling through Europe hit by another crisis, boarding a train convinced that it doesn’t really matter why he’s leaving, as he has no reason to stay, the story of a man sinking into his notebook, grasping mid-descent at his messy notes, each of them opening a new abyss beckoning another fall, a man who still cannot bring himself to open the flat box of photographs from his mother’s drawer, although he’s dying of curiosity and fear, a man who’s aching to weep but keeps reminding himself to look ahead, even though there’s nothing to see, a man determined to change: wake up, get up, get a move on, and so he takes the first concrete step toward change and sets off for Berlin, just when all his peers have long returned from there, leaving behind their scholarships and plans for a better world, hence he is awfully late but at least he is doing something, and I note down: at least I’ve snapped out of it, at least I’ve made a move, even if it might be in the wrong direction, I can now vanish in the wilds of the north, no one will notice, maybe just my friend’s message left unread on my phone, I am a jellyfish, I am a lazy sea creature carried by the currents, no one cares where, I have lost all the Berlin contacts I could call anyway, though I wouldn’t call them even if I hadn’t, as I truly don’t know what we’d even talk about, what I’d have to say except that I had declared the end of the world long ago and since then I’ve just been looking for a job; true, we used to write petitions for a sustainable economy, organised demonstrations for freedom and equality, held workshops on passive resistance and printed leaflets in which each new election meant a chance for radical change that never came, back then politics still belonged to everyone, so we devised strategies for exiting the crisis of democracy and held hours-long debates on dubious topics like the unity of Europe, even though the European Union was practically falling apart by then, its humanity already mostly discursive, only to disappear from discourse altogether as a meaningless concept, and it became clear as day that any collective salvation would always be overruled by the instinct to save oneself as best one could, entirely natural, entirely human, so you sink into your shoulders, hide behind walls, close the blinds, turn off the computer, learn to forgive yourself for not saving the world, and flee inside your head just as I am now fleeing into my notebook, imagining I’m falling into the sea and sinking into the dark Baltic waters like those people were sinking into the dark waters of the Mediterranean back then, as we kept debating a better future hoping no death was in vain; there had to be a death that would draw the line, end the streak, some sacred death that would touch hearts and make every future division monstrous and unacceptable, I hoped long and hard for this, and in all our conversations Europe managed to keep up the image of the lesser evil, it was an object of love and faith, even when it purposefully produced uneducated, hungry and disillusioned masses who took their revenge on us come election time as they would not subscribe to optimism and hope, both inedible; we countered their distrust with our metaphors and unworkable concepts like European values, we invoked the civilisational achievement of seventy years of peace on European soil: an obvious though popular lie which persisted well beyond those seventy years, in the face of all the elements sufficient to proclaim a long bloody war waged on that soil, exported from that soil, which kept returning to that same soil; it took me a while to admit that I, too, was upholding the illusion of that false achievement, out of civility, out of good intentions, ultimately for the sake of bare necessity: a modest fee, a free dinner and a paid fare to Berlin; with my proclamations I, too, pushed back the state of emergency that was already apparent, with my faith, hope and optimism I violated the facts, I produced hours of risk-free thoughts, my language caused no friction, I wrote articles for online magazines that no one read, the originality of my references further limiting the circle of potential audiences, I took part in debates with nothing left to debate because we all unanimously agreed or merely diverged in details that only revealed our useless nitpicking, I perpetuated endless and ineffective conversation, no one forced me to, and I could quit at any moment but I didn’t, for the sake of those per diems I hid my cynicism and my doubt and confusion and fear, but despite that I never failed to stress the importance of a dialogue with this fear, the importance of finding common goals in the crisis of neoliberalism, the importance of exchanging opinions, which was often inconceivable even among political delegates, yet I kept crying ‘Dialogue, dialogue, dialogue’; we all kept crying ‘Dialogue,’ which was ridiculous and naïve, as we were systematically losing the privileged position from which we could even offer it for consideration, we were in the minority, constantly invoking a better tomorrow as the majority zeroed in on the shitty today, the shitty and heavy today that began before dawn and ended at dusk, and promised nothing but ruthless competition in an age of politico-ecological catastrophe; by then my father was a night watchman at an island cement factory, ruled by a local hierarchy that swung neither left or right, where the shitty future was the only kind to set foot, and each night he roamed the dusty facilities with a rifle and a bottle of rakija, Saturday nights too, for irregular pay that wouldn’t fix his teeth or the roof over the four walls framing his dwelling and separating him from the pigsty; my father lived under a roof of metal sheets tied by wire, in the middle of buttfuck nowhere between the cell tower on top of the hill and the factory at its foot, and the only thing that could shake him out of his apathy was shooting a cat off the factory wall, delighting in the animal’s pain as candidly as he welcomed the summer’s first figs, to him I was just a limp-dicked pussy, amusing and harmless at best, utterly incapable of holding a conversation about any topic important to him, but I regularly ignored this paradox, purified my language to the point of translucence and lived off per diems, propping up fictional dialogues between opposites, between fathers and sons, dialogues between eternal antagonists, dialogues between dialogues, in good faith and with the best intentions; they applauded my futile ideas in half-empty theatres, at invitation-only events or congress halls complete with simultaneous translators whispering into microphones, here I am in the audience of one such hall in Berlin, I hear my name, I sit up in my chair and discreetly nod to the moderator, who announces me and talks about my educational background, describes me as a journalist and a socially engaged author deeply invested in democratic projects, the audience applauds, that’s when I come out, join the moderator on the podium and shake his hand, I open my laptop, careful not to knock over the water provided for me at the lectern, I start with questions, I always start with questions: ‘How far can we move out of our comfort zones for the sake of the common good? How strongly can we resist the cynical thought that nothing can be done? It’s not true! There is always something we can do!’ with ease I come up with answers to the most difficult problems: ‘We need to focus on people’s feelings, their distrust, their insecurity, those are the very roots of the irrational state of affairs that leads to divisions,’ I speak in front of about thirty people with headphones, I use references from film and art, I describe photographs and randomly found images, in this case I project a drawing1
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