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			This book is dedicated to all those who took care

			of me and helped me when I fell.

			I will never forget how you managed

			to help me pick myself back up.

			The best thing about falling down

			is realizing you’re still there.

			Now I have a screw in my hip,

			that’s the sum of all the screws

			I have inside me.

			I love you all.

		


		
			Try not to fill your life with hatred and fear.

					STENDHAL

			You can fool all the people some of the time and some of the people all the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time.

					ABRAHAM LINCOLN

		


		
 

 

			Song listened to during the writing of this book:

			«Blue Moon» by Elvis Presley

 

 

			This entire novel was written under the Menorcan sun of Ciutadella

		


		
			

			1

			WITHOUT MEMORY,

			YOU’RE HAPPY

		


		
			When I used to read Josep Pla, he struck me as someone anchored in a time that no longer existed, but nowadays I understand him perfectly. When the world modernizes and advances at an incomprehensible speed, all you have left are your long-lost habits. If you hold onto them, you’re more modern than any innovator.

			Innovation always ends up being totally redundant; it has nowhere to go because it is doomed to be swapped out by the following generation.

			Everything I write in this book has to do with my life and my life alone, but I have the feeling it won’t be that different from yours. 

			Every life has those sixteen dusks when everything changes, and then there are five hundred or two thousand dawns that appear after each key day so that you may learn to accept that change. The universe is very generous so that you can get over any pain or loss.

			We all have sixteen days when everything spins. All we have to get us through them is our intelligence. And incredible as it sounds, it’s often harder to get over the good things that come to you than the bad things that bowl you over. 

			The last key day, the seventeenth, is the end, your death. It doesn’t need you to accept your loss yourself; instead it becomes one of those sixteen key days for the people who love you and have accompanied you throughout your life.

			And it’s hard to claim possession to that seventeenth day. It’s so easy to pull away from those we’ve loved for a whole lifetime. We lose so many without any clear reason…

			My name is Rosana. There was a time when that was modern. Now, a hundred years later, for many young people it’s a typical older person’s name. Just like Asunción or Pepita. But what do they know, the ones who have only lived three or four key days?

			I don’t care if this generation doesn’t understand me. With the years, I’ve learned that growing is accepting what you’ve lost. Growing is also accepting that, in this life, you won’t get everything you want.

			Growing is synonymous with resignation. Even if we don’t say so publicly, at the end of our lives, we’ve all resigned ourselves many times for our own good.

			And normally, after the seventh decisive day, you get indignant and you stop resigning. This instant arrives when you’re around fifty-two years old and coincides with the death of someone close to you. Their death changes you radically. But that shock doesn’t last long, you grow again, and you resign yourself again.

			And I am so certain and I give such concrete information because all lives are similar. We all have our limitations. We also all have wars that we lose and towels that we throw in at one moment or another because we were conscious of what we were lacking.

			In the end, you accept that you can’t hack this or that, or that someone was out of your reach. We are our limitations. If we didn’t have them, we’d be someone else.

			And I too am my limitations. I was born on April 23 in 1971. I never expected I would make it to one hundred. And here I am, on April 23, 2071, waiting for artificial karma.

			A hundred damned years on this planet. No one told me to live with a number, or with two, let alone with three. Everything important you’ve got to learn on your own. You’re always alone with the big decisions in life. Trusting your own judgment is the only valid advice I would dare to give.

			You never imagine you’ll get old. No one visualizes themselves with an old person’s face. It catches you off guard, from one day to the next, when you see your face in the mirror.

			Now I am an old woman. People call me Miss. I’d like there to be something transitional, an intermediate way of talking to someone between “Hey, you!” and “Excuse me, Miss,” something subtle but respectable, a way to tell the ages apart.

			I have to tell you all that this world I inhabit is very different from the world I was born into, in 1971. My father died at seventy-nine years of age and my mother at ninety-two. I made it beyond their frontiers, and that means bearing many losses and transforming my notion of time. Now my days are shorter and my nights fraught. Sleep means thinking I won’t wake up tomorrow.

			But today, at last, I have reached the age of artificial karma. Yes, turning a hundred is known as reaching “the age of artificial karma.” Others call it the “payback age.” And the reason is that the state decides to show you a bit of deference.

			Old people have been very important since the great war. The Unexpected War, as everyone calls it. Too many people died in that madness and getting old became something worth valuing.

			No, I don’t want to talk about it. There’s already been too much arguing about the causes that led to it and why all the countries decided to jump in, turning a small commercial war between neighboring countries into a new world war.

			This book isn’t about the Unexpected War or about how a single country now rules over all of us; it is about a small life, absurd and rather long, that is now receiving its recompense. 

			I would never have dreamt of living this long and having so much past behind me. The past is what makes us what we are.

			The first memory anchored in my mind is the time my family traveled to Paris when I was five. That first memory is the beginning of my past. Whenever I want, I can go back there and anchor myself in that first innocent image, together with my parents, who will never return. Pure happiness.

			The last memory that took root in my mind is of something that occurred this morning, when I got the news that I had lost a friend. Well, she wasn’t one anymore, but a friendship, if it really mattered, always lasts inside you. Knowing I have to go to the funeral home hurts.

			But really, it’s when we’re free of memories that we’re truly free and happy. I’ve always thought if you don’t have memories, you’re happy. Memories are a burden, worries start to appear when you have a past and you can compare your experiences with others. You aspire to something, you think one or another thing will happen, and that’s when the problems start.

			Little children don’t have a past to compare, and barely any experiences, and that’s why they smile from ear to ear. They accept what comes.

			Hopefully, writing about this past and about these experiences will help me leave all my memories in the ditch.

			Today is a key day, finally I will be able to do justice, today is my artificial karma day.

			I’ve waited so long… I’m not a rancorous person but knowing that this instant would come is what’s kept me standing.

			I’ve suffered a lot, and those who have hurt me have rarely gotten what they deserved. Karma isn’t always just. That is why they are distributing artificial karma.

			And on this very day I can choose the people in my life who didn’t get punished but deserved to. They will decide if my story is reasonable and my chosen people guilty. And then, if those people are still alive, I can choose which of them I want to die.

			I don’t like them, but life is a push-pull, and to get what you want, you have to accept being pulled in a direction you don’t want to go. They are the ones pushing me.

			Memories weigh down on you. Without memory, you’re happy. I need a rest…

	  

 

	 

			*          *          *

			They call the justice we dole out “artificial karma.” I don’t care for that.

			They also call us “they” and “them.” That’s disrespectful. I don’t like that either.

			I’m waiting for my shell. Each person who is compensated through artificial karma orders a shell for us that they feel more comfortable with. Sometimes it’s the body of a young woman, other times of a mature man. They are always beautiful.

			She has asked for my shell to be a thirteen-year-old boy. I’ve never been a child, I’m excited to see how I will be.

			But it is only my shell that will change. My mind will remain intact and all my past emotions will be inside me. I like changing my shell. I am thirty-two years old, and still, I get excited when I am physically reborn.

			They warned me that she doesn’t like us. That’s OK. Lots of people don’t like us. I don’t even like some of us myself.

			Sometimes they paint us, other times they spit on us. No problem. Everything has its fix. Getting worried is the same thing as failing to understand that everything’s ephemeral.

			The only thing I don’t understand is what they get out of hurting us, but then, I’ve always found human beings confusing.

			*          *          *
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			LIFE ALWAYS HITS YOU,

			BUT IT NEVER KNOCKS YOU OUT

		


		
			Let’s continue, I feel better now…

			Sorry for bringing up the subject of my friend’s death. At my age, someone I know dies almost every day. I don’t know if I should go to the funeral home, it’s been so long since I’ve seen her… But look, let’s focus.

			“Life always hits you, but it never knocks you out.”

			It was my father who taught me this great truth. I couldn’t have been older than six when I heard him repeat it like a mantra spoken to a higher being, who he was imploring to hear him out.

			At the end, he would always add this little coda to his prayer:

			Lord, I will accept the good and bad things that happen to me as long as you give me time to get through them.

			It sounded like a threat, uttered in his hoarse voice, but it was nothing more than a sincere request. He thought that time was his greatest ally, the implacable judge that could repair everything.

			And with the years, I’ve realized he was right. He always managed to solve all his problems, until his time in this world was over and he couldn’t do anything else.

			We all have a limited amount of time, and when it’s done, everything ends: our problems, our dreams, our fears… The entire package is snuffed out along with us.

			I never imagined I would reach the same age as him. And the truth is, you start to understand your father when you reach the age he died at, because then you understand all his weaknesses.

			And not only have I reached his age, I’ve passed it. As I told you all, I am now a hundred years old, and he disappeared at seventy-nine.

			I watched him die. I watched him fade away before my eyes. Even if there are times when I want to forget it, this memory chases me on summer nights at times, and on many winter nights as well.

			He was dying in the ICU when I remembered I needed to move my car. I went down to park it, I came back, and he was in his death throes. I feel he didn’t want me to lose that fundamental moment in my growth as a human being. And I suppose that was because he knew I would have time to get past it.

			I took a photo of him right when I saw he was gone. Sometimes I look at it. He’s still there. A person doesn’t disappear so quickly from their body. The camera captured his essence, his perfume, his pain… I don’t know why I did it; I suppose I didn’t want to close my eyes and not remember him dead. It’s absurd, that image will never leave my mind.

			I guess I’ve talked to you enough now about who I am. A father’s death is the perfect tale of who you are and how you behave in the face of death. Along with your mother’s death, it is the loss that gives the truest X-ray of your soul.

			Your desires and your fears are so closely related to disappointing your parents that when they’re gone, you transform. And the world without the two of them is like another planet, another tense. Who could you ever matter to as much as to your father and your mother?

			Now it’s time for me to focus and talk to you about artificial karma.

			At first, when it was approved, I thought it was crazy that when you reached a certain age, society would award you by allowing you to deal out an almost divine sort of justice.

			But with time, I realized the problem was mine. I was judging new customs through the standards of my old customs.

			And, whether you accept it or not, times change because people evolve past their own values. When you don’t understand them, it’s because you don’t want to understand them anymore.

			When I was young––I’ll remind you I was born in Barcelona in 1971––old people were just old. There was no such thing as “the rewarding years.” The reward, if there was one, was the inheritance your family members received when you died. That terrible moment when the vultures you’re related to cheat each other and tear out each other’s entrails, greedy to get the financial leftovers from the people who gave them life. As you can imagine, this happened in my family.

			How the world has changed. Now old people are venerated; before, they were lucky if they didn’t wind up in a nursing home. I’m not complaining, because I’m one of those old sacred cows.

			As I told you, I never imagined I would make it to 2071. It seemed impossible, like something out of science fiction, but life surprises you.

			I learned that on my own; I don’t think anyone ever told me because it’s the kind of thing everyone thinks is obvious, but I would have liked it if someone had told me when I was little that life surprises you. 

			Me personally, I’ve been surprised by it so many times, in so many places, and with so many people…

			Those are the only two certain things in this world. Life will always knock you down and will always surprise you. If it surprises you more times than it knocks you down, your life will be easier than if it knocks you down more times than it surprises you.

			Here’s another bit of advice this hundred-year-old woman can offer you: “Don’t ever put your hand in the fire for anyone.” Putting your hand in the fire means you’ll burn it or lose it, depending on how much you’ve wagered.

			I’ve lost so many people because I put my hand in the fire… among them, the friend I told you died today. There aren’t many people you can trust in life…

			We are abusive beings, and the prime motivation of any abusive creature is to take care of itself. What I’m saying is sad, but no one helps anyone else without a powerful personal reason for doing so.

			The truth is that I, too, have followed that selfish motivation we are born with. I’m not better than the rest. Maybe the only thing that differentiates me is that in a hundred years of life, you observe so many changes, so many things that go out of style, so many others that disappear, and that in some way this gives you perspective.

			And in life, perspective is everything.

			And if you have perspective, you can be happy, and if you don’t have it, you’ll make everyone else unhappy.

			From my perspective, I’ll tell you this world took a turn when social networks appeared. For the present generation, this opinion will seem ridiculous because for them, these networks are prehistoric. It would be like talking to someone my age about telegraphs. The truth is, for this new generation, even reading and writing seem like something obsolete.

			In those days, we didn’t understand what they were trying to do with social networks. Now, though, everything is crystal-clear…

			It was all part of a plan. They wanted social networks to stop us from socializing, to lose contact with our surroundings, and little by little to be left alone, hunched over and looking at our cellphones and tablets.

			And when they had us there with no surroundings and with no real connections, that’s when the robots came, and we needed them because we felt empty and replete with solitude. We didn’t know how to interact with people anymore, but we were experts in doing it with machines.

			I didn’t realize all that; no one else did, either. But the plan was perfect: strip out your natural connections with the world and implant artificial ones inside you.

			They, the robots, are everywhere, and now they do everything, even distributing artificial karma. 

			A robot will decide if the person I want to avenge myself on will die. I will have to tell all my most intimate secrets to a robot. It’s my chance to give the robot a tug and achieve everything I desire.

			That’s what life is. Always giving or receiving tugs…

  

 

	 

			*          *          *

			I like this body, it’s light. Everything about me feels lighter. Being thirteen is agreeable and very elastic.

			I always take a few seconds to familiarize myself with my body. A few, twenty-three or so. I never need much time at all.

			After that, I try to run, to jump, to breathe. I want to quickly understand my full potential.

			I’ve researched some things about the hundred-year-old person I’m supposed to visit.

			I see that she doesn’t have any of us at home. That isn’t normal at all.

			She doesn’t have many links with anyone. She lives absolutely alone. That is quite normal.

			I don’t fear her possible ill humor. Nothing ever scares me, but I like to be ready for everything.

			I know she will end up using artificial karma. I now have 1,232 hundred-year-old people under my belt, and they always end up using it. All of them have some loose end to tie up. It’s true, they sometimes only think they have one, when in reality the other karma, the natural one, has taken care of it, and the ones they pick are already dead or various horrors have befallen them. That happens, too. 

			I’m not in a hurry. Every person needs to take their time. It’s just a matter of waiting. They have all day to give us their explanations, and old people generally like to take their time.

			I like listening to them, but sometimes I get lost in their reflections. They talk a lot before getting to the point. I think that’s why hardly anyone ever listens to them, and when they get hold of someone, they want to spend the whole day expressing the things they’ve kept shut up inside them. That seems normal to me.

			I jump a lot, I walk perfectly, and I like my smile.

			My name’s Troy. That’s the name they gave me when I was born thirty-two years ago. I like it.

			I just let her know I’ve arrived. We’ll meet in thirteen minutes. She struck me as curt, but that’s normal. If you don’t know what we’re like, you won’t like us, and depending on the model you run into, you might like us even less.

			*          *          *
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