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‌Introduction


Reading this tiny jewel of a novel brought back my experience of watching the Theatre de Complicité’s The Street of Crocodiles: that sense of a confined person taking wing via luminous, poignant recollections; a person sending up brief showers of fireworks from a prison yard. In this case the prison yard is a comfortable enough Swiss retirement home. It is also the declining body itself of our stalwart but grieving narrator.


Lukas Zbinden, octogenarian widower and one-time schoolteacher, is a passionate advocate of walking and has hopes of stepping out. His constant refrain, as he bends the ear of young Kâzim, the home’s new community carer, is that walking is the catch-all cure against jadedness, against anxiety, against greed, selfishness and all negative thoughts. He has hopes of coaxing the young man outdoors, as he has already tried with the attendant, Lydia. Lydia has cried off as usual, pleading imminent rain and offering coffee in the day room instead. ‘Coffee’, Lukas informs us, is a dishearteningly watery instant brew, for which the inmates queue up eagerly, since, having paid into the obligatory kitty, they are hell-bent on getting their money’s worth.


One of Lukas’s many fruitful walking recollections comes from a holiday on Ibiza with his beloved Emilie. ‘Why are you walking?’ asks a kindly village waiter, noting the rucksacks. ‘Are you German?’ While there is a slightly Teutonic texture to Lukas’s walking zeal, we have our own British literary precedents in this matter. William and Dorothy Wordsworth walked incessantly, taking refuge from foul weather behind dry stone walls; and one doesn’t read far into Jane Austen without picking up that the man for Emma Woodhouse is not the alluring Frank Churchill, who rides to London for his fashionable haircuts, but the plain-speaking Mr Knightley, who enters the story knocking mud from his boots. And the woman for Mr Darcy is not the eligible Miss Bingley, who invites her female acquaintance to ‘take a turn about the room’, but muddy-skirted, bedraggled Lizzy Bennet, who has defied convention by striding out, cross-country, to visit her ailing sister.


An endearingly self-mocking old pedagogue, Lukas allots himself – rather as Chaucer does in The Canterbury Tales – the most un-gripping of group ‘talks’, from which the malignant Herr Imhof initiates a mass walk-out, so that even Britta, the geriatric nurse, feels licensed to join the exodus. Lukas is very good company for his readers, as his musings on fellow inmates bear witness; this, whether it be the highbrow grump Herr Ziegler, or the boozy Herr Probst, a one-time business bigwig who now pesters bemused sales assistants with a senile jabberwocky of telephoned complaints, or the sprightly Herr Pfammatter, still capable of forays into foreign cities from which he returns with a miscellany of pilfered trophies. There is also gentle Frau Dürig whose tall, courteous husband has recently been removed via the goods lift, as is the custom for the home’s deceased.


These diversions are the agreeable asides along the way. What I love about this poignant story is its small, quiet quality of epic. The book is a little Odyssey, a little Ulysses; the story of one day’s journey, skilfully playing in tandem with another, lifelong journey that runs concurrently as a monologue in Lukas’s head. This second journey takes him on a private, grieving perusal of life with his beloved Emilie, and of his persistent difficulty relating to his son Markus. Lukas, the walker, an only child since his brother’s early death, fell in love with the indefatigable, many-siblinged Emilie, by first falling for her worn and muddy walking boots as they sang out to him from the boot rack.


Emilie is astonishing in her vitality and fearlessness, in her endless, supportive soup-making for the down-at-heart, her reading groups, choirs and sewing circles, her love for Lukas and their son – and in her passion for intrepid country walks. Lukas is a city walker who loves the sight of a chocolatier’s window or the chance of random conversation at a tram stop, but Emilie converts him to the transfiguring joys of woodland, falcon, field and sky. And Markus, lover of the petrol explosion engine, who believes that the human heart has a finite number of heartbeats which are not to be wasted on podiatric effort – what of him? Or of his ever-anxious, pill-popping wife, Verena? Well, they are good sorts in their way. It’s just that they are not Emilie; beloved Emilie who, so wholly out of character, got terminal cancer and died.


As for the one-day Odyssey, it is taking place indoors. For all that Lukas is ever in hope of coaxing the new assistant out of doors – possibly even to the riverbank – he is all the while leaning on Kâzim’s arm; Kâzim, whose ‘too shiny’ shoelaces are not quite fit for serious walking. The journey upon which the pair are embarked is a descent from the retirement home’s third floor and to its ground floor. It involves the precarious navigation of flights of stairs which Lukas knows all too well because he firmly eschews the lift. He knows that tread number seven is tricky, and that the worst thing about being old is the prospect of falling over. That’s what got him here in the first place. He’s also an expert on the differing micro-climates of levels one and two, as witnessed by the greater thriving of the potted ficus on level two. He knows the place on the landing where the wallpaper pattern doesn’t quite match up. He recalls Pascal on the small diversions that get one through the day. He can smell the air of outdoors where hawks once sat on telegraph poles, as against the indoor overheating. But will he make it through the front door today? Or tomorrow?


Barbara Trapido


Oxford, March 2012
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For lunch? Hot milk with bread. And genitalia in it. That’s what Herr Hügli claimed they were, at least: some animal’s genitals. He fished them out of his bowl and sat, making strange patterns on the table with them, until Frau Grundbacher and Frau Wyttenbach started telling him off. – On the bedside table? You’re right, this photograph wasn’t there before, there’s no getting past that sharp eye of yours. Nurse Lydia noticed right away, too, when she burst into my room with a raincoat and umbrella yesterday, ready for our walk, armed against every kind of rainfall. Without being invited to, she lifted the photo for a closer look.


‘Such a cheerful couple!’ she exclaimed, her cheeks glowing like tiny apples, her eyes lighting up with excitement at her discovery. ‘Where’s that? Is that your wife? You’d think you were film stars!’


‘This is the pond where she taught me to swim.’ I took back the snap. ‘Our son took the photo. He was ten at the time. Or eleven, maybe.’


‘I didn’t mean to pry,’ Lydia said, apologetically. ‘It’s just: I’ve never seen the photo in your room before, and when I saw it, well, you and your wife seem so …’


She didn’t complete her sentence. Instead, pulled the stool up, sat down beside me by the window and took my hands. And do you know what I felt? I felt you. Your warmth. Lydia’s hands are like yours. And I told her about the two of us, our hazardous excursions and bold swimming adventures. How we walked along that pond beneath the trees, following the shore until no one could see us. The pond was in the shade, the sun well down. We stripped to our underwear and waded into the water. You’d put your hair up with clasps. Our son was trying to catch frogs at the shore, for poison for his arrows. You swam in the pond, showing me the movements to make. Then, in the water, you held me up with your arms and I practised drowning. After a while, I’d got the trick of it and could swim half a metre before I went under.


‘The main thing’s not to be afraid,’ you said.


We took each other’s hand and climbed out of the water as dusk was beginning to fall. At that precise moment, Markus took the photo.


Nurse Lydia listened, smiling, when I told her we wrote to each other daily for four years. – ‘How are you? I am well,’ and you wrote back, ‘My dear fiancé, I, too, am well, and know from all your letters that you are. Would you mind writing a proper letter?’


Lydia nodded, sympathetically, when I told her about your admirer on the bird-watching course, and the storm it had unleashed in me. I told her how silent I’d been for an endlessly long day after you slapped me across the face in Bonstetten Park. I told her about how, so late in life, I started being of some use about the house, after all – and Lydia seemed just as astonished as you were, back then. Only once did I put the hoover bag in the wrong way, and all the dust came billowing out. The handle that had broken off the washing machine, it turned out, only needed some superglue. I put the photo back. Lydia offered me a coffee, in the Cafeteria, and threw the umbrella in the corner.


I love thinking about you, there’s so much to remember. I can’t remember a time when you weren’t part of me. And these days – I don’t look up into the clouds for you, I look close by.


Of course, I feel uncomfortable in this shirt – what do you think? I keep having to loosen the collar. It’s mad, dressing like this in this heat, but the new civilian-service carer is waiting at the door for me, and I’d like to make a good first impression. Trustworthy. Lukas Zbinden: knowledgeable and respectable. He may always open his heart to the lonely and unhappy but, in the face of injustice, he’s fearless and makes no allowances. I hope the young man might like to accompany me into town a little. That would be my greatest wish. And if I’m honest, I’d be a little miffed if he were to be in a hurry to leave again. It’s always nicer if others also enjoy what gives you pleasure. Cross your fingers for me, Emilie.


Kâzim, I did catch your name correctly, didn’t I? Give an ageing walker your hand, young man. I have terrible difficulty with staircases. Can you believe this home for the elderly was once a private home? That a family of just four, or five, lived here? The children would creep up to the railings, here, and crouch down to watch as their parents hosted a soirée downstairs. – Take what? You’ll have to speak up. I’ve two hearing aids. With one, I can hear but it gives me headaches. With the other, I don’t get a headache but I can’t hear. – The lift? No, I never take the lift. In the lift, everyone just stands there, rigid, staring straight ahead, or with their eyes down. The door opens, someone gets out and someone else gets in – but turns immediately to face the door and study it, awkwardly. Who is it orders them all to study the door? If I have to use a lift, I like to turn my back to the door, look into the others’ faces and say, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if the lift got stuck and we all got to know each other?’


Do you know what happens then? When the door opens on the next floor, they all get out.


I know. I ask people the most impossible questions. I ask my son to explain how the automatic gearbox works. I ask the manager, here in the Home, who knits his socks. Frau Grundbacher, do you think you’re being sensitive but, in fact, are just in a huff? Herr Imhof, can you look at a cleaning lady without instantly wanting to get physical? Herr Ziegler, do you enjoy underestimating your ability to hurt other people’s feelings? Herr Hügli, do you get up off your backside to go and see if it’s raining? Or do you whistle for your tomcat to come in and feel whether he’s wet?


If I head down Thunstrasse – its gentle gradient – towards Helvetiaplatz, wishing the numerous on-comers a good day, it’s not unknown for someone – unsettled by this harmless act – to ask, ‘Do we know each other?’


‘No, but I’d like to learn a little about you. What spurs you on? What do you consider important?’


And sometimes someone replies, annoyed, ‘Shameless idiot.’


Don’t think the rejection leaves me cold. But I cushion my pain. What a pity, I think, making allowances, that he doesn’t feel like getting to know me. If I see him again tomorrow, I’ll give him another chance.


Who do you have to thank for ideas, Kâzim? I like to eavesdrop on conversations in the street. Expressions of affection always trigger a smile in me. I listen especially attentively if the voice in question sounds troubled. For ten minutes, I can be dragged through the abysses of life, to continue afterwards, grateful for my own good fortune. My wife, may she rest in peace, didn’t like that. She’d say, again and again, I shouldn’t need the stories of strangers, snippets from other lives, to give myself a boost. I told her once, while it was still fresh, about a phone conversation I’d overheard – an excited French-speaker at the station, whose Saint Bernard bitch was locked in his car, in the car park of the Dog School in Lausanne – and when I started to stutter and lose my thread as I tried to repeat the scraps of French, Emilie just said, calmly, ‘You’re getting lost in the detail, Lukas.’


This is the sixth step, if I’m not wrong. A splendid step, isn’t it? The next step is number seven on the way down, eighty-eight on the way up. Immaculate, isn’t it? – Please, why do you think I keep putting my hand behind my ear and shrugging? You have to speak up more, Kâzim. Speak slowly and clearly. – Thank you, it’s hardly worth mentioning. At a leisurely pace, but it’s possible. Apart from when I put my weight on the wrong hip.
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Last Wednesday morning, I was walking around the local area here. That early in the morning, no one feels like a conversation, apart from Bobby who distributes the free papers at the tram depot. Once, in the snow, my feet slipped away from under me, I fell on my back, and Bobby helped me up again, saying, ‘A less agile old man would surely’ve got a broken neck.’ With this flattering remark began a casual friendship that both of us cherish.


I sit down beside him. The pile of free papers he’s supposed to be handing out is on his lap. I inquire about his well-being; Bobby, bleary-eyed, inquires about mine. Then he asks if I’d like a paper ‘for the tram’.


Bobby’s dressed the way, in his opinion, someone doing his job in early summer should be: trainers, jeans, baseball cap, a windcheater, to which his ID is clipped.


‘People aren’t going to come up and snatch the paper from the hands of a seated distributor,’ I say.


Bobby sighs.


‘Give me the rest. I’ll hand them out in the Home. There’s your tram coming.’


‘That’s good of you, Herr Zbinden.’ Bobby raises his baseball cap and calls back ‘Thanks’, over his shoulder.


The stop empties, the tram drives off. Then the stop fills with people again. A girl sits down beside me: a girl with braces and a school bag and dangling legs. I ask would she like a paper ‘for the tram’. The girl declines, politely. She doesn’t read newspapers, so I ask what she normally reads. Then I wait: I can see she’s examining me, taking her time before she answers. I’m dressed the way, in my opinion, someone going for a walk should be: a sailor’s cap; a tucker bag with tassels; shoes, badly worn at the heel.


‘I like reading fairy tales best,’ the girl says, finally. ‘Hansel and Gretel at the moment.’


‘Breadcrumbs were supposed to lead them home,’ I recall.


‘The witch gets burnt to cinders,’ the girl says.


‘Do you like school?’


‘I’m good at Arithmetic and Writing. Really fast – like a machine. I’m top in GIS too.’


‘What’s GIS?’


‘No one knows, exactly. To do with maps.’


‘I used to be a teacher. GIS didn’t exist in those days. What age are you?’


‘Eleven. And you?’


‘Count the wrinkles on my face. Like the rings on the horns of an antelope.’


‘Do you know what I want to be when I’ve finished school? I want to have a jewellery shop in every single country in the world.’


‘Every single country in the world? That’s great!’


‘Maybe not New Zealand. I’ve nothing against New Zealand. We were there last year. But it’s too far away for a jewellery shop. What are you doing with all those papers?’


‘I want rid of them.’


‘Give me a few. I’ll hand them out at break time. There’s my tram coming!’


‘That’s really kind of you!’ I raise my sailor’s cap and shout ‘Thanks!’ as she walks away.


A businessman sits down beside me, and for the next ten minutes fends off my questions. Would he like a Gazette ‘for the tram’? – a hand waves it away. What his favourite subject at school was – a suspicious look. Why, in his opinion, New Zealand is avoided by jewellers – he moves away, as if I’d something contagious. Whether, professionally, he’d made it to where he’d dreamed of as a boy – he stares straight ahead. Many I encounter find it difficult to come out of their shell.


Today seems quiet, at least. Other days, activation therapists and nurses in white tunics and great-grandchildren whizz past at such a rate, you have to cling to the banister as you would a ship’s rail when huge waves crash on board.


Listen, Kâzim, I don’t want to keep you back, but would you do me a favour, young man? Would you accompany me on a walk outside? I know you’ve lots to do, but I assure you, you won’t regret a walk! Precisely because you’ve lots to do. Walking is the oldest form of mental and physical exercise. Adam and Eve walked out of Paradise. Socrates strolled along a newly inaugurated street on the look-out for curly-haired boys to kick. Jesus and the Devil took a walk in the desert and, inspired, talked shop. Eighty-seven-year-old Lukas Zbinden may no longer be strong enough to pull a plough; not wanting to plummet into the void, he does a recce before each step; still, he strides along the street undeterred, avoiding its many dangers, like Moses through the Sea of Reeds. I give an example that contradicts the view, very prevalent here in the Home, that old people would surely suffer heart attacks were they to subject themselves to the exertions of a walk.


What is granted, do you think, Kâzim, to those who go for walks? Incredible joie de vivre, that’s what! Happy – in a way that’s almost laughable – relationships! Incredible solutions to problems of Physics! Icelanders walk, naked, in the snow – and manage to maintain their body temperature without ever breaking into a run. And do you know the best of it? Out walking, you could meet a partner for life, one who won’t want to marry you just for tax reasons and your pension.


As a young man, a trainee teacher, I visit the home of a fellow student. Before the shoe rack is a pair of – muddy – high boots. When, furtively, I lift them, I see the sole’s almost completely worn out. I put the boots back and later – it’s a big family – ask, ‘Whose boots are those?’


‘They belong to our Emilie.’


We look at each other – and in no time engagement rings are being exchanged.


But will you accompany me outside, Kâzim? Into the fresh air?


I have to tell you: I’m a social animal, not a loner, I like to have company when I go for a walk. For many, being alone may be the point of a walk. They don’t want to have to bow to others, prefer to walk when and where they please. They don’t want to hear other people’s commentaries on views; they’re unsociable. Herr Ziegler, for example, in Room 219, will protest, defiantly, ‘One walker is a walker. Two walkers are half a walker. Three walkers are no longer a walker at all.’


Have you already come across Herr Ziegler? He says hello to no one, and wouldn’t thank you for saying hello. He’s not in the least interested in meeting people. A small, dry figure who makes his way around the Home careful to keep at least two steps between him and anyone else. His head’s always lowered a little, as if he’s just solving the last mysteries of humanity – the origins of the Nazca Lines, the significance of the stone heads on Easter Island and the crop circles in Wiltshire. On a mild day, he’ll sit down on a remote bench in the courtyard with an archaeology book, and if I join him and start to speak, he’ll clap the book shut and get up and go, without a word in reply. He frightens me a little. His wife lives not far from here, in Domicil Elfenau. For reasons you’re best not asking about, they wanted to be assigned to two different homes. You can believe me when I say this, though: at least occasionally, even lone wolves like Herr Ziegler like to go for a walk with someone else, or as part of a group of like-minded people. As you know: no one is so perfect as not to need someone else to point out a charming bed of red carnations on Florastrasse, or a delightful little wind from south-south-west up on the Gurten, or a sleepy sawmill in Bümpliz.


The person waiting for the lift back there is Herr Furrer. Former engineer. An open, broad-minded man, and much more friendly to you civvies than Herr Ziegler, say. He’ll take the greatest pleasure explaining to you how the fountain in the courtyard works.


Among the advantages of walking in company is that it’s not so easy to accost yourself. That’s especially important for walkers who are easily distracted by their own thoughts. Those who brood over the slights suffered at the Police Headquarters on Waisenhausplatz, and so crash straight into the hapless pensioner who chooses that very moment to shuffle his way round the Oppenheim Fountain.


Take two sociable country walkers – my late wife and me: we experience, together, the shift from colourful natural meadows to shady pine forests. We talk about the upheaval in the last Ice Age when the glaciers pushed way beyond the borders of our cantons, creating prominent moraines. Emilie describes the din of the massive rock slides that filled the valleys with debris when the glaciers retreated, and suddenly we’re back in a vast moor. We walk along narrow boards, half submerged, jumping from one firm patch to the next. The boggy ground beneath our feet squelches, sometimes, and gives a bit. Wooden crosses mark spots where someone lost their footing and got bogged down, but what’s Nurse Alessandra doing there, in the corridor? Why’s she crawling around on all fours? Come along this way, Kâzim. Alessandra! You see, she’d like to run off, but she’s kneeling on her tunic.


Nice to find you here, Alessandra. What are you doing on your knees? Don’t you feel well? – Pardon? Well, what if you were maybe to squeeze your hand in carefully, who knows? Have you met this young man already? Our new civilian-service carer, it’s his first week here. His name is Kâzim. Side by side, we’re taking the stairs, one at a time. – Correct. You said it. A substantial part of my life takes place on this staircase. I’ve passed this plant so often, I can already call her a close friend. – Good question, Alessandra, I don’t know, do you like it so far, Kâzim? – You should try to feel at home here. It’s not half as bad as you imagine, maybe. Perhaps you’re a little afraid, I was the same. The first time I stepped into the entrance hall and saw all the old people, I’m telling you, I felt quite scared. Alessandra, what if you were to get back onto your feet? You could join us. – No, no, don’t let us disturb you then. See you later! Back to the staircase, Kâzim.


No doubt you’ll soon take a shine to them all: the respectable ladies and eccentric gentlemen, the talkative widows and the taciturn bachelors, the seasoned walking-frame users, shuffling stay-at-homes with faces like dried meat. The confused ones, whose thoughts roll around like peas on a plate. Those on medication, with a cocktail in their veins of which blood’s just a minor ingredient. Veteran engineers, tradesmen and -women, office workers, housewives, civil servants, army personnel, fire extinguisher inspectors, bus drivers, over-achievers, service workers, stationery shop staff. People who started allowing themselves a holiday only once it became a legal entitlement. Therapists and kitchen staff. Great-grandchildren that are always skipping two or three steps. Nurses, with a resident in each hand, leading them to the lift, taking the trouble not to forget we had a life before we moved here. Anxious sons and daughters who – on an excursion to the mountains – phone the management here and ask them to keep an eye on the money their elderly relatives have with them.


I was sitting in my room, yesterday, on the stool with the woven seat, waiting for Nurse Lydia who had promised me a walk to the Zoo. She comes in, still wearing her cagoule, and says, ‘Herr Zbinden, the walk’s cancelled. We’re going for a coffee, in the Cafeteria,’ and, linking her arm in mine, pulls me to my feet.


‘I don’t mind rain,’ I say, shuddering at the thought of ordering a coffee, only to be given a Nescafé. For which, by the way, we all pay ten francs a month into the kitty. At ten in the morning, the place is always full to the brim with people trying to get their money’s worth without dying of heartburn.


So I put my cap on and leave Lydia to Frau Rossi, who needs pushing to the Prayer Group. – Tired? At Lydia’s age, you aren’t tired, Kâzim. – The air? The air here in the Home, you mean? That’s what makes Lydia tired? If Lydia were to go for a walk and have to avoid all the umbrellas put up by visitors to the Zoo, she wouldn’t have the time to feel tired.


I then had a rather long way home ahead, carrying my tucker bag with unused umbrella in it, to boot. The benches in the Zoo were long out of sight, there was no market square decked with flags to rest in, and the only person to pass by was a young, maybe forty-year-old man. When he got close enough, I asked him would he do his good deed for the day and carry my bag for me? He took it without a word, then, after a few steps, he took my arm too, and, a few steps further on, he ordered me to ‘Stand still and take a deep breath!’


I did what I was told, which he clearly liked, for, every few steps, he repeated his command. Though I got my strength back, he insisted on accompanying me to the Home. Which was where I wanted to go. In reply to his question – what the most difficult thing about old age was – I answered, ‘Falling down.’


You trip, Kâzim, you lose your balance. You get up out of the armchair, feel your knees give and fall on your belly. In a few decades, you’ll fall down too, there’s no avoiding it. Old people fall easily – my brother-in-law Ignaz, while putting out his organic waste; my grandfather while jumping off a tram. It’s a great temptation just to remain seated wherever you sit yourself down. Let me tell you how dangerous that is. That can very easily be the end for a walker. Herr Feuz, Room 302, has got into the way, instead of standing up, of greeting a guest by simply saying, ‘You don’t mind if I remain seated?’


Of course, no one is cruel enough to reply, ‘No – kindly get to your feet’, and yet that’s what you should do, for the person’s own good.


Apart from this battle against falling too frequently, I don’t take my frailties all that seriously. Losing or misplacing things, spilling something, forgetting a lot. How I put on my coat now is very different from what I did a year ago, and more than once I’ve left my bag lying somewhere. As an old person, however, you shouldn’t think you’re any less important than when you were younger. Emilie always said the one really essential thing was to remain lively, active and interested, and always open to whatever’s going on both in nature and within oneself. We could talk much more about that, Kâzim, if we went for a walk.


My wife was a keen country walker, I should tell you. Emilie liked dizzying heights, old wooden bridges, scenic pastures and orchards on riverbanks. Intuitively, she’d abandon paths and climb up stony rocks that offered a view of yellow fields and the hills all around them. She liked gravel banks, how their whitey-grey patterns served as camouflage for the nests of little ringed plovers and sandpipers. Emilie’s sharp eye made nonsense of every camouflage. Her eyesight was astonishing. Right up to the bitter end, she could discern motionless birds – invisible to my eye – in trees and shrubs in the local nature reserve. It always pained Emilie if a hollow was filled up with building rubble, a path was tarmacked over, a wooden fence replaced by metal railings. If elderly barns gave way to a car park, or the edges of forests and streams were rectified. Or mountains, once craggy, now levelled off.


Emilie! She had a thin face, red from the sun, eyes that were level when they rested, a pointed nose, and she was lean as a lamb. The daughter of a forest nurseryman from Ostermundigen. I tell you: she was full of vim and vigour. Had we not married, I’d have chased her all my life. Careful. There’s a wonderful creature at your feet. What’s a caterpillar doing here? Did the smell attract it, floor wax with a hint of limonene? – Pardon? Don’t mumble to yourself like that, Kâzim. But yes, onto the ficus. Good idea. Do you think the Home smells odd to visitors?


I’m maybe a sociable, but not a really keen country walker, I have to admit. Crossing monotonous meadows or exposing myself to ticks in the forests is not my thing. A horse out to grass isn’t something I’d notice. Only when bridled and decorated and in a parade would it have my full admiration. Emilie liked trees standing randomly in a landscape; I like trees in rows. I’ve nothing against cow pastures being built on, even to be replaced by hangars and shopping streets providing free entertainment. I yearn for tranquillity, but can’t actually bear it.


Emilie used various means to tempt me out of built-up areas. She’d turn the radio up, ask an incomprehensible question, and I’d nod in agreement. Once out and about, she’d explain the fascinations of nature to me – while, for her sake, I was happy to be bored.


‘Do you see, Lukas,’ she might say, ‘the fir tree might not have much time for leaves, but it’s green, nonetheless, from top to bottom … Not every bird migrates to Africa … And now I’m going to show my husband the last dewdrop falling from the last green leaf on the last branch of the last tree on earth …’


Grumbling, I walked along forest edges, counting the paces. After a country walk, I generally thirsted to do something technical, something very clearly unnatural. So I’d climb on a chair and clean the extractor fan.


Often, I accompanied Emilie to ensure she didn’t roam alone. Once, Emilie was out and about on her own in the Simmen Valley, when a Mercedes stops and an arm waves out of the window to her. She goes over to it, expecting maybe long-lost relatives, but finds there’s no one in the car she knows. ‘Would you like to go swimming, young lady?’ a voice from within asks, opening the passenger door, invitingly. ‘I’ve just driven past a splendid little lake, fifty metres back.’


If you’re married to a country walker, you fear on a daily basis she’ll be brought home in eighteen blood-soaked bags.


I don’t know how the climate conditions vary from floor to floor, but the difference between the ficus on the ground floor and this one, above the second, is striking. – This one grows better, much better.


Have you already introduced yourself to Frau Beck, of the cleaning team? She mops the floor, wipes my shelf, hoovers my carpet, airs my room, and I make the time pass more quickly by telling her about the things going on around her. Frau Beck replies, wearily, ‘Oh, Herr Zbinden, you and your constant talk about going for walks. There’s no accounting for taste, they say. The same must go for hobbies.’


‘Frau Beck, you amaze me. Going for a walk isn’t a hobby! Do you know what it means to go for a walk?’


She rushes off with my dirty washing before Zbinden the Walker can enlighten her.


Do you know what it means to go for a walk? Going for a walk is: acquiring the world. Celebrating the random. Preventing disaster by being away. Speaking to the bees though you’re already a bit too old for that. Not being especially rushed on a street that’s like an oven in the afternoon sun. Missing the tram. Remaining within earshot of gloomy lads whose voices haven’t completely broken yet. Reading, with Bobby, the skid-marks left in the snow by people who slipped. Going at your own pace. Going for a walk is: saying hello to more people than you know. Losing Frau Dürig amid the turmoil of the Christmas Market. Sensing a storm brewing, from a distance. Avoiding damage to property. Being amazed at how much you can cut away from a tree without killing it. Having to become aware, together with Emilie, of the planets above us. Going for a walk is: always wishing for a little more than a walk can offer, but never wishing it so much that you get discouraged. A walk can cure a troubled soul and a broken heart. The door’s open; step out and be blessed.


Be blessed, I know – that’s not what you want to hear. To you, it sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it, young man? Once I was crossing a bridge, the Kirchenfeldbrücke. Two men, one youngish, the other older, were outside the Casino. As I walk past, the older of the two greets me, ‘Good afternoon, Herr Zbinden!’


Now it’s my turn to ask, ‘Do we know each other?’


He laughs and explains to the younger one, ‘This is my former teacher. Herr Zbinden. A very decent teacher, he was.’


‘Samuel!’ I exclaim. ‘Samuel Klopfenstein! You were late for everything!’ – and I’m amazed that, even in a small country like Switzerland, twenty or thirty years can pass before you happen upon your former pupils.


‘In case the chalk was all in the sink, Herr Zbinden always carried some with him. Three white pieces, one blue, one red. Wasn’t his only quirk.’


‘My only what?’


‘Really, Herr Zbinden. You were a very decent teacher. But you were always talking about going for walks.’


‘Heavens,’ I exclaim, radiant. ‘That isn’t a quirk!’ I turn to the younger of the two. ‘I assume you have an occupation that eats all your time. And two children are waiting at home for you. Imagine, you’re trying to read the instructions for a new camera while little Diana’s insisting, vociferously, that you look at her picture book with her, Look – what’s that crawling there? – and little Bruno’s poking his fingers in your eyes to see if you’re alive, still. At that moment, everything depends on whether or not you’ve secured your own space, one that isn’t a brandy cellar. At that moment, everything depends on whether you go for walks or drink yourself to death. Do you go for walks, young man?’


‘You see?’ the older one says, smiling at the other. ‘There he goes again.’


Look at my shoes, Kâzim. Tanned leather soles, double-stitched. Inside the Home, I wear simple slippers. If I go for a walk in the courtyard in those slippers, I keep losing them. What do we conclude from this? That, outdoors, human beings instinctively step out more energetically. When my unassuming grandmother went for a walk, she wore shoes she could put on either foot, left or right. Indeed, she had to do this. For them to wear evenly. – Brandy cellar, here? You’re joking, Kâzim, there’s no alcohol here. A quarter-litre of wine at mealtimes is all that’s permitted, and the warden ensures that’s kept to. Herr Probst’s secret trips to the kitchen storeroom are the result – to top the wine up with kirsch. How long after breakfast is still too early for a glass, Herr Probst? Who have you to thank for your alcoholism?


Even if my legs are feeling wobbly, I go for a walk. Even if I feel no desire whatsoever to go for a walk. How you feel before a walk is often in reverse proportion to what you will gain by walking. The worse you feel, the more wonderful the walk, maybe because ill humour increases the body’s adrenaline production. I didn’t leap for joy, exactly, any time Emilie suggested – despite the rainy weather – looking for hawks and falcons at the military airfield, but I always did look for my walking shoes. Hawks, falcons and sparrowhawks, I should tell you, used, in the past, to be perched on every telephone pole. For years, Emilie blamed her powers of observation for their disappearance. Until she realised that, quite simply, they were no longer there.


Is this too slow for you, going down the stairs? Just say, if so. You don’t need to claim, out of pure charity, that you like walking slowly.


You see, I’m weak when it comes to staircases, but I don’t say ‘I will not fall’ for the thought of ‘falling’ is more likely to cause a fall than the force of the accompanying ‘not’ is to prevent it. I tell myself, ‘I can walk safely on stairs.’


If you intend avoiding the sniffles, you don’t say ‘I’m not going to catch a cold’ but ‘my mucosae are functioning perfectly, my immune system is my shield and protection at times of peril, I am secure, unassailable, within it’.


If you don’t fancy going through the woods for fear of meeting a bear, you say – but look who is coming towards us! Frau Jacobs, everything okay? – You’re in a hurry, I see. – Visitors? That’s nice. – Oh dear. Well, put some milking grease on it. That will stop it itching so much. – Definitely! Get Lydia to give you some milking grease! – I don’t know the Gurtners, do I? – Aha. Yes? – Really? – And how. – Why, yes. – This shirt, you say? It’s to create a good impression, nothing more than that. May I introduce our new carer? Kâzim; his hair curls despite everything he does to stop it. – But no, please, don’t let us keep you back. – If you go up a floor, don’t go falling over Alessandra. She’s on all fours, looking for Frau Binggeli’s crown. – And get Lydia to … Exactly!


A feisty lady. Did you notice that when Frau Jacobs laughs, her face completely changes? Her eye area breaks up into a thousand little crinkles and she bares two rows of immaculate, snowy-white false teeth. Never again, she once announced, triumphantly, would a dentist discover a problem with one of her teeth. – Oh, I know. You were told Frau Jacobs is always complaining. That a blouse she didn’t like was put out for her. And the drama with the eye drops. – Naturally, Kâzim. But Frau Jacobs hits Lydia because she gives her the eye drops just as she’s waking up and is still half-asleep. – Of course. Ask for yourself. I stick a leg out sometimes too when Lydia bursts in, asking for an arm. Not always easy for the nursing staff, we old fools. But to return to the bears: let me reassure you. The likelihood of encountering a bear while out for a walk in the woods is minimal. As long as you avoid clumps of bushes with berries, don’t follow bear tracks and tie a bell round your ankle. – You’re not afraid of bears? – Of dogs? Never look a dog in the eye.
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