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A story, even one that happened to us personally, ceases to belong to us when it passes through language, when it clothes itself in words. Then, it is already as much from the realm of the real as from fiction.




Death is a cherry tree that ripens without you.
Gaustine, ‘Botanics and Immortality’


Paradise must consist of the stopping of pain.
Lars Gustafsson, The Death of a Beekeeper


He worked the land
He now lies beneath …
Anonymous Epigraphs Upon Emergent Occasions


Every angel is terrifying.
Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies


There’s nothing to fear.
My father
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My father was a gardener. Now he’s a garden.


I don’t know where to begin. Let that be the beginning.


Yes, we’re talking about an end, of course, but where does the end begin?


I think I wet myself, my father said on the threshold. He was standing in the frame of the front door, painfully thin, slightly hunched, with that slouch typical of tall people. He had been driven to Sofia late in the evening at the very end of November. He had travelled three hundred kilometres in the back seat, lying down, to dull the pain. I had managed to make an appointment for medical tests the next day.


I wet myself, he said again, guilty like a child, apologetic and with that characteristic self-irony of his, I’ve become a laughing stock in my old age.


Everything’s fine, I said, and we set about changing his clothes in the hallway, shutting the door to the living room.


I’m afraid, my daughter whispered into my ear at one point. Looking back now, I realise she was the first to sense it. I still didn’t know, I didn’t want to know.


Let me say right away that at the end of this book, the main character dies. Actually, not even at the end, but in the middle, although he will come alive again after that point in all the stories I will tell about him. Because, as Gaustine always says, in the past, time does not flow in a single direction.


When I was little, I would choose only books written in the first person from the library, because I knew that the main character wouldn’t die in them.


OK, fine, this book is written in the first person, even though it’s real main character does die.


Only the storytellers survive, but they, too, will die one day.


Only the stories survive.


And the garden, which my father had planted before he died.


Surely this is why we tell stories. To create another parallel corridor where the world and everything in it are in their rightful places. To divert the story down another furrow when danger and death flood in, just as he would divert the water into another row in his garden.


I would like there to be light, soft afternoon light in these pages. This is not a book about death, but rather about sorrow for a life that is ending. There’s a difference. Sorrow not just for the honeycomb full of honey, but an even greater sorrow for the empty cells within it. Sorrow for that honeycomb, which the wax candles also remember, while they burn down in our hands. Nothing to fear, as he always liked to say.
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The notebook I’m now writing in (I’ve been writing in notebooks for thirty years) was begun in October, in all innocence. He was already in pain. The signs were there, in plain sight, only the decoding came too late. I was heading off somewhere again. This time for Cracow or Frankfurt, I can’t remember.


OK, but when you get back, come visit for a bit, so you can rest for a few days.


It was a monstrously intense year with countless trips. Come visit for a bit, so you can rest … I didn’t pay much attention back then. He was always grumbling that we didn’t visit often enough, that we didn’t give ourselves any breaks. Now I read something new into those words. Come visit for a bit, I heard, and stay with me, so we can spend some time together; I won’t be here for much longer, I don’t know whether I’ll last the winter.


That very October, when we saw each other for one day, shortly before I took off, standing next to the last roses of autumn:


You know, I’ve been having some funny pains in my lower back.


Your lower back?


And they’re kind of creeping upwards.


Up to where?


Up to my shoulders. And my chest feels tight …


He’d gone to the doctor in the nearby town. They’d given him some pills. Whose lower back doesn’t hurt these days, especially with all that working in the garden? At first, the pills helped.


I had one final trip to Portugal and then nothing for the rest of the year.


How are you, hanging in there?


Nothing to fear, he said. ‘Nothing to fear’ was his favourite phrase. His ready answer to every question.


Is your lower back really hurting?


Nothing to fear.


You look like you’ve lost weight.


Nothing to fear.


But then – I only notice it now when replaying that October over and over in my head – when we hugged goodbye, before I got in the car, he said something else.


Nothing to fear, I’ll wait for you to get back.


Did I notice it then? Yes and no.


At seventy-nine he took care of a huge garden with vegetables, fruit trees and flowers. It had everything: tomatoes, peppers, potatoes, corn, strawberries, peonies, roses, tulips, trees. Planting, weeding, watering, hoeing, spraying, staking … We had already agreed he should stop, or at least ease up a little. I remember that then, next to those last October roses, the light purple ones, I had again told him that if he kept working in the garden like this and didn’t go to the doctor he’d simply collapse all of a sudden and the garden would go to seed before his eyes. It’s strange which words fate (or whatever we call that thing hidden in the future) lets into its ears. From the point of view of today, I see all the retrospective cruelty in my comment.
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I knew that this garden was special. It had saved his life after the first cancer, it had given him seventeen years, but it would also be the death of him. It grew out of nothing in the empty yard of a village house my brother bought. Here’s where I feel my best, he would always say. The rounds of chemo and radiation therapy had helped him, but they had also taken their toll. He never recovered his old laugh, his cheerful high spirits. He would sit in silence for long stretches, occasionally shaking his head in some soundless monologue of his own.


The garden was his other possible life, the voice unused and everything left unsaid. He would speak through it, and his words were apples, cherries, big red tomatoes. The first thing he’d do when I arrived would be to show me around. It was different every time.


I liked being there, especially in spring, burying my head amid the branches of a heavily blossoming plum tree, closing my eyes and listening to the buzzing Zen of the bees. Other times I secretly hated it, watching my father swinging his hoe, thin, stripped to the waist, revealing the scars left by operations on his sliced-up body. He and the garden became one, he wouldn’t leave it, but now it, too, refused to let him go. There was some strange fatal connection, some Faustian deal, between them. I imagined it slowly sucking away his strength, feeding the fruit and roses within it – the rosier the cherries, tulips and tomatoes grew, the paler he became.


My father managed to turn every place into a garden, every house into a home. This is a particular skill. Every rented apartment we ever moved into, and we moved a lot, who knows why, always somehow became our home. For this reason now, on top of everything else, I feel homeless. I will never forget how he even managed to transport his garden with us. He would carefully dig up the hyacinth, narcissus and toadflax bulbs, the peonies and tulips – his favourite dark-blue tulips from Holland – which he refused to part with and would replant in the garden at each new place. I wonder whether flowers aren’t covert assistants to the dead who lie beneath them, observing the world through the periscope of their stems.


Yes, my father was a gardener. Now he is a garden.
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What do we talk about when we talk about death? Are we talking about the person who is absent, or about ourselves? Or are we talking about absence itself? He is so completely not here that every free minute is filled with his absence.


His presence until now also reconfirmed my own presence, the presence of my childhood. Conversely, his absence sets into motion the whole machinery of memory. Things I haven’t thought about in a long time are now awakening, I awaken them, so as to be sure that all of it ever existed. Voluntary and involuntary memory work together to turn the clogged mechanism of recollection, conjuring and clarifying images not clearly seen before. We must admit that this work is as much focused on the memory of the departed one as it is on us. This is the somewhat egotistical work of saving our own selves, making sense of our own remaining after someone has left.


Do we still exist if the last person who remembers us as children has passed away?


What do we talk about when we talk about death? About life, of course, about its whole enchanting ephemerality.
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I call from Lisbon, noise all around me. The film festival is in full swing, and I’m on the jury, rushing from film to film. I call when there’s a break between two films. Dad, how’s your back? It’s fine, no big deal. I call my mother. Mom, how’s Dad? Well, he’s fine, just lying here. I’m rubbing him down with some snake venom. What’s this snake venom? Well, one of the nurses’ aides said it helps a lot for pain, she gave me a little.


My father and mother lived through the pandemic. Vaccines, isolation and the village house they lived in saved them. He had already gone through cancer once, my mother had diabetes, the perfect victims for that virus. At the beginning of the pandemic I was again off somewhere else, living in Berlin for a year, so we talked on the phone every day, and I tried to catch every change in their voices: You sound a little hoarse to me, have you still got your sense of smell, check your oxygen saturation …
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It was the end of November when he came to Sofia for tests, with a single duffel bag, a leather jacket and a walking stick. (A leather jacket, and a walking stick whittled by his own hands, this captures him to a tee.) He climbed the four flights of stairs on his own, without stopping, surprising even himself. He had three more climbs left on them (and only two descents), but we didn’t know that then. Every time he climbed more slowly, with more difficulty; the last time we took out a chair so he could rest on the landings between floors.


There were sixty-four steps, I counted them in my head.


I’m sure he counted them, too.


He had only a hundred and ninety-two steps left to climb.


The next day he would have a radioisotopic scan. That thing where an injected fluid settles into any areas containing ‘metabolic activity’ and you light up like a Christmas tree, as one of the doctors put it. I would quickly learn that the phrase ‘metabolic activity’, which sounded innocent enough, in fact most often meant tumour markers or metastases. The diagnosis was written in such a way that the patient could make sense of it if he tried. But if he decided he didn’t want to know, he had that option as well.


M. in the left 4th and 9th ribs and in the right 7th rib, ill-defined growths in the liver, changes to the bone structure, degenerative and osteoarthritic changes, increased fixation of radiopharmaceuticals in the spinal column, indications of ill-defined osteolytic lesions. Some of the findings should be further investigated to rule out the possibility of …


Hang in there, a doctor friend of mine tells me as she pores over the test results during a short break while my father goes to the bathroom. I can sense she’s trying to find something positive, some ambiguity in the brutally unambiguous test results. There are cases, she says, in which things stay the same or progress very slowly, plus your dad looks like a hardy guy.


I drove him home and went out to get something to eat. I wanted to be alone for a bit and to cry like a baby.


But there was nowhere to cry.


Some of the people on the street smiled at me, said hello, recognised me. I turned down the first side street, thank God it was nearly deserted, and there I let the tears flow. I walked to the other end, went back to the start of the street, and again down to the other end, some strange patrolling of grief. I needed to call my brother, but I didn’t have the strength. I finally dialled the number, and made it brief – things weren’t looking good, they needed to do more tests and that I couldn’t talk at the moment – and hung up.


In these patriarchal latitudes they say that when children cry there’s nothing to fear, but when adults cry, there really is something to fear. Yet when you’re a child and an adult at the same time, and you’ve just found out that your father is dying …


The day was freezing and sunny, people were going out on their lunch breaks for a quick bite, some were walking their dogs, waving, laughing … The end of the world doesn’t come to each of us at the same time. All of them have fathers who are still alive, I thought to myself. And then the very thought startled me. My father was also still alive.


I’ll never forget one afternoon in the early eighties when my next-door neighbour was sobbing loudly in his bathroom. And his crying carried through the little open window and hung above the quiet street. He had surely shut himself up in the bathroom so that no one would hear him, but everyone did. I was ten years old and I knew something irrevocable had happened, and what is more irrevocable than death? The neighbour had just learned that his granddaughter had died, she was my age. I realised two things that afternoon: that it’s not just old people who die, and that it must be very awful to have someone close to you die, if even a grown man can sob in such despair. I was at home alone, and stood petrified. I wondered whether I should go over to the neighbour’s. I was afraid he’d harm himself, even though the window was far too small to jump out of, but something else, who knows? I can still hear that forlorn wail, which floated down from above like a muezzin’s call in the late afternoon.
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We bury our parents many times over in our imaginations. That our parents will one day die is surely one of our earliest fears. As a child I would get up in the middle of the night to check whether my mother was still breathing, a friend once told me. This instinctive concern a child has for those without whom it would be left on its own – is it a fear for one’s parents or for oneself? I’m not sure the distinction exists at that point. It’s one and the same fear.


It was my first fear, too, my first recurring nightmare, my first reason to write. The dream that stalked me was simple and devastating. My father, mother and brother were all at the bottom of the village well and they would never come out. I was outside, safe but alone. Here lay my double fear: for them, and as strange as it might sound, for me, since they had abandoned me. Why aren’t we together, even if at the bottom of a well? I must have been six or seven. I immediately wanted to tell my grandma, whom I lived with at the time, about this nightmare. But she stopped me with a finger to her lips – I must stay silent, because telling such dreams out loud makes them come true; they fill up with blood, as she put it. But the dream kept recurring until I couldn’t stay silent any longer. So I decided to write it down. I secretly tore a page out of a notebook (I knew that writing starts from sin), and using the letters I had just learned from my grandfather I somehow managed to crookedly transcribe my dream. I’ve told this story before. I never had that dream again. But I’ve also never forgotten it. That was the price.


I sense that this nightmare, put off for fifty years, has now, with my father’s death, slowly begun to fill with blood.


Writing this, I suddenly remember that my father really did go down into the well. And at exactly the time the nightmare started plaguing me. Strange, I’ve gone back to that dream many times, but only now has the specific incident resurfaced.


Yes, my father had to climb down into that very well to take out the pump, which was always breaking. The well was about fourteen metres deep, while the pump hung at the twelfth metre. I would stand nearby, full of fear for my father. Look, now they’re tying the rope around him, tightening it around his waist and over his shoulders, he’s climbing up on the rim of the wellhead. The other men are bustling around. (Why don’t any of the others go down, why him of all people?) The rope is wound around the winch of the well. My father grasps the stone rim, yells nothing to fear (that very same nothing to fear he says even now, in his final days) and sinks into the darkness. The winch slowly starts to unwind, creaking horribly, which only feeds my fear. What if it can’t hold his weight and breaks, my father is enormous, I imagine his body falling heavily downwards, my imagination is terrible, one, two, three metres down into the cold and dark. Let ’er out, let ’er out, I hear his voice as if through a funnel, nothing to fear, let ’er out … stoooop. My body is already frozen in terror, I count silently in my head. Why haven’t they pulled him out yet, pull him out, pull him out …


Ready? the men up above yell. Aha, now you’re asking, but you were all too chicken to go down there yourselves. Two terrible seconds until his answer comes. I unhooked it, the piece of shit … Pull me up … And the winch starts creaking again, one, two, three rotations and my father still isn’t out, twelve metres is a long time, just a little more, a little more, and his curly black hair appears over the edge of the wellhead, covered in spiderwebs and bluish dust. He’s alive.


Fifty years later they would once again lower my father down with ropes. This time only two metres. And once again I would be afraid they would drop him, as they lurched to one side and then straightened out again, four men whose job this is. I am six again and fifty-six all at once, but this time I have no hope.
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This book could also start here, at Sofia airport. Actually, it could have many beginnings, only the end is always one and the same. But it is moveable, too, at least as long as we tell stories. This is my first trip since he’s been gone. Now I realise that we’ve never actually been at the airport together, so airports shouldn’t bring up memories of him. I’m supposedly here in this no man’s land, a sterile zone unencumbered by the past. But he would always call me before I took off, usually after my mother, to wish me a good trip. That’s enough for every airport from now on to remind me of him, making all flights different from now on.


So here I am, my first flight after my father’s death is also my first trip to India. I’ve never flown so far to the east. My father shows up directly, with no warning. He can now travel everywhere with me, no problem, the scanners won’t detect him; he waits while they check my suitcase, casually lighting up a cigarette despite the smoking bans, strolling around with that elegance of the luggage-less traveller. Now he’s finally got his chance to fly, to travel; back in the day it wasn’t allowed, nor did he have the money when they started allowing it, and on top of everything he would get airsick. Airports and planes become his favourite place to appear to me.


My father has also appeared to me through the faces of other people, who borrow his face or use gestures or gaits reminiscent of his. Sometimes his appearances are à la Proust, via a specific scent or taste, through the memory of the palate. On the plane to India, they serve goat’s cheese with a leaf of spearmint. Specifically, spearmint, not regular mint. And with that tangy, chewed-up leaf, my father’s garden unfurls across my palate – and across the palace of the sky – with its spearmint planted along the fence, ready for us to pick and put on top of sliced tomatoes, also grown in the same garden. What’s more, spearmint was especially important on St George’s Day to season the lamb roasting in the oven. That St George’s Day, which my father bargained with the doctors for about two months earlier, asking for a deferral from God. I see him now, sitting at the table laden with the St George’s Day feast, with his very own cup and his very own fork, only ever used by him, pouring the rakia, praising the salad and the crispy crust on the roasted meat, inviting us to dig in.


Thus, my father appeared to me through a leaf of spearmint, at an elevation of 40,000 feet, somewhere between Europe and Asia, in the night-time of the world.


On the way back, I fly through Istanbul to Sofia. An afternoon flight, the ones I love most. Now I have a particular reason to look out the window. The plane’s route passes directly over the village where the house with my father and mother’s garden is. I’ve watched those planes from down below, from that very garden. And now I can follow the monitors to see what we’re flying over. I watch the sun reflecting off the river, which I know well. The dog Jacko is surely barking at the plane. If it had been before, my father would’ve straightened up over the rows, set down his hoe for a moment and looked up. I wonder whether this plane will also pass over the cemetery. We’re flying at 38,000 feet, according to the monitor. Can souls reach this height? Or are they left to dwell down below, amid the rows of tulips and toadflax?
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