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         Tuesday, January 1, 2013

         Another year, and I still don’t like old people. Their walker shuffle, their unreasonable impatience, their endless complaints, their tea and cookies, their bellyaching.

         Me? I am eighty-three years old.

         Wednesday, January 2

         Great clouds of icing sugar were spilled a moment ago. Mrs. Smit had put the plate of apple tartlets on a chair because she wanted to wipe down the table with a cloth.

         Along comes Mrs. Voorthuizen, who inadvertently parks her enormous bottom right on top of the pastries.

         It wasn’t until Mrs. Smit began looking for the dish, to put it back, that someone came up with the idea of checking underneath Mrs. Voorthuizen. When she stood up she had three tartlets stuck to her flowery behind.

         “The apples match the pattern on your dress perfectly,” Evert remarked. I almost choked to death laughing.

         This brilliant start to the new year should have given rise to all-around hilarity, but instead led to forty-five minutes of carping about whose fault it was. I was glared at darkly from all sides, on account of having found it funny, apparently. And what did I do? I mumbled I was sorry.

         Instead of laughing even harder, I found myself groveling for forgiveness.

         For I, Hendrikus Gerardus Groen, am ever the civil, ingratiating, courteous, polite, and helpful guy. Not because I really am all those things, but because I don’t have the balls to act differently. I rarely say what I want to say. I tend to choose the path of least confrontation. My specialty: wanting to please everybody. My parents showed foresight in naming me Hendrik: you can’t get any blander than that.

         I’ll wind up spiraling into depression, I thought. That’s when I made the decision to give the world a little taste of the real Hendrik Groen. I hereby declare that in this diary I am going to give the world an uncensored exposé: a year in the life of the inmates of a care home in North Amsterdam.

         I may die before the year’s out, true; that’s beyond my control. In that circumstance I will ask my friend Evert Duiker to read a few pages from this diary at my funeral. I’ll be laid out, neatly laundered and pressed, in the small chapel of the Horizon Crematorium, waiting for Evert’s croaky voice to break the uncomfortable silence and read some choice passages to the bewildered mourners.

         I do worry about one thing: what if Evert should die before me?

         It wouldn’t be fair, considering that I have even more infirmities and funny lumps and bumps than he does. You ought to be able to count on your best friend. I’ll have to have a word with him about it.

         Thursday, January 3

         Evert was keen but wouldn’t guarantee he’d live longer than me. He also had a few reservations. The first was that after reading publicly from my diary he’d probably have to look for another place to live. The second consideration was the state of his dentures, caused by a careless jab of the pool cue by Mr. Vermeteren. Since he has a cataract in his right eye, Vermeteren needs some assistance with his aim. Evert, ever prepared to help, was standing behind him giving directions, his nose lined up with the cue. “A little to the left and a bit deeper…” and before he could finish Vermeteren had rammed the back of his cue right through Evert’s snappers. Score!

         Now Evert looks like a little kid waiting for a visit from the tooth fairy. People have a hard time understanding him because of the lisp. He’ll have to have those teeth fixed before reading at my funeral. But that’s not going to happen any time soon; the denture repairman, it seems, is out of action. Two hundred thousand a year, an assistant who’s a real looker, three trips to Hawaii every year, and still his nerves are shot; how is it possible? Maybe years of having to deal with ancient dentures so food-encrusted that they’re crawling with maggots have sent him over the edge. So to speak.

         
              

         

         The New Year’s doughnuts they’re serving in the Conversation Lounge downstairs can only have come from the thrift shop. Yesterday morning I took one to be polite and spent a good twenty minutes trying to get it down; as a final resort I had to pretend my shoelace had come undone so that I could duck under the table and stuff the last piece down my sock.

         No wonder they had hardly been touched. Normally anything that’s free around here is gone in the blink of an eye.

         In the Conversation Lounge, coffee is usually served at 10:30. If the coffee hasn’t arrived by 10:32, the first residents start glancing pointedly at their watches. As if they had something better to do. The same goes for tea, which is supposed to be brought in at 3:15 in the afternoon.

         One of the most exciting moments of the day: what kind of cookies will we have with our tea and coffee today? Both yesterday and the day before it was the elderly doughnuts. Because of course “we” wouldn’t dream of throwing food away. We’d rather choke to death on it.

         Friday, January 4

         Yesterday I took a walk to the flower shop to buy some potted bulbs. So that I can tell myself a week from now, when the hyacinths start to bloom, that I’ve made it to another spring.

         Most of the rooms in this retirement home keep their Christmas decorations on display until April. Next to an ancient sansevieria and a primula whose days are numbered. “Be a shame to throw it out.”

         If Nature’s role is to bring cheer to a person’s life, it certainly doesn’t do the job in the room of a Dutch old-age pensioner. There the condition of the houseplant is usually an accurate reflection of the state of mind of the human entrusted with its care: both just waiting for the sad end. Since they have nothing else to do, or are a bit forgetful, the old biddies water their plants at least three times a day. In the long run not even a sansevieria can survive that.

         Mrs. Visser has invited me in for a cup of tea tomorrow afternoon. I should have declined, if only because of how she smells, but I said I would love to stop by for a minute. There goes my afternoon. What a stupid wimp I am. On the spur of the moment I couldn’t think of a good excuse, so I’ll have to endure the mindless jabbering and the dry sponge cake. How she manages to turn the moistest of cakes into dusty cardboard is beyond me. You need three cups of tea per slice to wash it down. Tomorrow I will take a bold stand and turn down the second helping. Start a new life.

         
              

         

         A new life in scrupulously polished shoes. I spent half the morning on them. The shoes themselves were done relatively quickly. Trying to scrub the shoe polish out of my shirtsleeves took much longer. But they’re nice and shiny now. The shoes, I mean. The sleeves I just rolled up in the end. I couldn’t get them clean.

         It’s bound to raise some eyebrows. “How do you always manage to get your sleeves so grubby, Mr. Groen?”

         Life in here consists of either never or always. One day the food is “never served on time and always too hot,” and the next, “always too early and never hot enough.”

         On occasion I have ventured to remind people of their previous, rather contradictory statements, but they don’t have much use for logic here. “Ah, Mr. Groen, you do have a lot to say for yourself, don’t you!”

         Saturday, January 5

         A kerfuffle again last night at dinner: Indonesian fried rice on the menu. Most of the old folk in here are of the potato-and-cabbage-hash persuasion: none of that fancy foreign fare for them. Even back in the mid-sixties, when spaghetti was first introduced to the Netherlands, they’d said no thanks. Spaghetti simply didn’t fit into the week’s menu: endive Monday, cauliflower and cream of wheat Tuesday, mince Wednesday, beans Thursday, fish Friday, soup and bread Saturday, and the Sunday roast. If they really threw all caution to the wind and had hamburgers on Tuesday, it made a real mess of the rest of the week.

         Foreign grub just isn’t our thing. We’re usually shown the menu a week ahead, so that we may choose from three different options, but sometimes there’s a slip-up. Yesterday, for some unknown reason, there was nothing but Indonesian fried rice. Something about a delivery mix-up. It wasn’t the cook’s fault—naturally.

         The choice therefore was fried rice or fried rice. People on restricted diets were given bread.

         A tidal wave of indignation. Mrs. Hoogstraten van Dam, who insists on being addressed by her full name, just picked at the bits of fried egg; van Gelder doesn’t eat rice but scoffed down an entire jar of pickles, and fat old Bakker demanded that they bring him some gravy for his rice.

         My friend Evert, who sometimes joins us for dinner when he gets sick of his own culinary prowess, offered his unsuspecting dinner companions a jar of hot sauce. “Would you care for some ketchup with your rice?”

         He was the picture of innocence as Mrs. De Prijker proceeded to spit her dentures into the relish. She was helped out of the room, coughing and sputtering, upon which Evert picked up her teeth and started passing them around like Cinderella’s slipper, to see if anyone wanted to try them on. When the facilities manager reprimanded him, he was all bewildered indignation. He even threatened to go to the food inspector to report that he had “found” a set of dentures in the relish.

         Before dinner I had tea with Mrs. Visser. Her conversation is even more tepid than her tea. Told her the doctor had said I shouldn’t have any cake. But why? she asked. I said it was my blood sugar, it’s on the high side, somewhere between twenty and twenty-five. I blurted it out without thinking, but she decided it was very sensible of me. She pressed three slices of cake on me when I left, in case my blood sugar went down again. Those slices have found a home in the fish tank on the third floor.

         Sunday, January 6

         My “dribbling” keeps getting worse. White underpants are excellent for highlighting yellow stains. Yellow underpants would be a lot better. I’m mortified at the thought of the laundry ladies handling my soiled garments. I have therefore taken to scrubbing the worst stains by hand before sending the washing out. Call it a pre-prewash. If I didn’t send out anything to be laundered it would arouse suspicion. “You have been changing your underwear, haven’t you, Mr. Groen?” the fat lady from housekeeping would probably ask. What I’d like to reply is, “No, fat lady from housekeeping, this pair is caked so firmly onto the old buttocks that I think I’ll just keep wearing them for the rest of my days.”

         
              

         

         It has been a trying day: the body creaks in all its joints. There’s nothing that will stop the decline. At best you have the occasional day when you’re not bothered as much by this ache or that, but genuine improvement is not in the cards, ever. Hair isn’t suddenly going to start growing back. (Not on the pate, at least; it readily sprouts from the nose and ears.) The arteries aren’t going to clear themselves out. The bumps and lumps won’t go away, and the leaky nether parts aren’t going to stop dripping. A one-way ticket to the grave, that’s what it is. You never grow younger, not by a day, nor an hour, not even a minute.

         Look at me whining and moaning like an old geezer. If that’s where I’m headed, I might as well go and sit in the Conversation Lounge downstairs. Complaining is pastime number one down there. I don’t think a half hour goes by without somebody bringing up their aches and pains.

         I do believe I’m in a rather somber mood. You’re supposed to enjoy your sunset years, but it damn well isn’t always easy.

         Time for a little stroll. It’s Sunday afternoon for Pete’s sake. Then a smidgen of Mozart and a large snifter of brandy. Perhaps I’ll stop by Evert’s too, his thick-headedness can be very therapeutic.

         Monday, January 7

         It appears that an investigation was launched yesterday into the sudden demise of the fish on the third floor. A considerable amount of cake was found floating in the water.

         I suppose it wasn’t one of my brightest ideas, tossing Mrs. Visser’s sponge cake into the fish tank. If she should ever hear that the fish died from soggy-cake overdose, the evidence will point straight to me. I had better start preparing my defense; I’ll swing by Duiker the lawman for some good advice. Evert is an expert in the art of little white lies.

         Pets are forbidden in this home, with the exception of fish or birds “as long as they do not exceed three or eight inches in length, respectively,” it says in the house regulations. Just in case we wanted to keep sharks or white-tailed eagles.

         The policy has caused a great deal of anguish for poor old biddies mercilessly torn from their dogs or cats when they move into the House of the Setting Sun. No matter how calm and sedate, old or lame the animals are, rules are rules: off to the pound. “No, madam, it makes no difference that Rascal is the only creature in the whole wide world that you love; we simply cannot make an exception.” “Yes, we understand that all your cat ever does is sleep on the windowsill, but if we were to allow one cat, then someone else would want to bring in three Great Danes that sleep on the windowsill, wouldn’t they? Or maybe a purple crocodile.”

         Mrs. Brinkman holds the record; she managed to hide an old dachshund under the sink for weeks before it was discovered. Someone must have ratted on her. To have lived through the war, as we all did, and still be so heartless as to turn in a mangy old dog! And instead of tarring and feathering the traitorous collaborator, it was the poor little dog the director deported to the pound! Where it spent the next two days howling pitifully before dying of a broken heart. And where was the SPCA when we needed it?

         The director thought it best to keep Mrs. Brinkman in the dark about this turn of events. When Mrs. Brinkman finally managed to catch the right streetcar to take her to the pound, her dog was already six feet under. She asked if her dog could be exhumed and laid to rest beside her when her own time comes. She was informed that “it’s against the rules.”

         
              

         

         Tomorrow I have to go to the doctor.

         Tuesday, January 8

         There was a notice on the board by the elevator.

         
            A quantity of cake crumbs was found in the fish tank on the third floor. The fish in the tank have died as a result of ingesting the cake. Anyone who is able to shed some light on this incident is kindly requested to report to Mrs. De Roos, floor manager, as soon as possible. Anonymity honored upon request.

         

         I went to see Mrs. De Roos at eleven. What marvelous irony for someone like her to be named after a rose! Even “Mrs. Stinging Nettle” would give her too much credit.

         It would make sense if truly ugly people were extra nice, to compensate, but in this case the opposite is true: this one’s a solid wall of cantankerousness.

         But to resume.

         I told her I might be able to provide some explanation about the cake incident. She was immediately all ears. I explained that I had been reluctant to refuse Mrs. Visser’s homemade sponge cake and had left a plate of it on the table in the third-floor pantry, fully confident that some resident would appreciate the offering from an unknown donor. To my regret I realized that the cake had somehow ended up in the aquarium and that my blue plate had disappeared.

         De Roos heard me out with undisguised incredulity. Why hadn’t I eaten the cake myself? Why the third floor? Was there anyone who could corroborate my story?

         I asked her to keep it confidential. She said she would see what she could do.

         She then began wondering how Mrs. Visser could have baked the cake herself in the first place. Cooking or baking in one’s room is strictly forbidden. I hastened to add that I wasn’t sure that it was homemade, but it was too late: the cake mystery was out of the box. I’ll lose Mrs. Visser’s friendship; not a big tragedy in itself, but the distrust and suspicion in our unit, already rife, will be whipped up for weeks, and there will be no end to the gossip.

         
              

         

         I went to the doctor’s office today. He was off sick. If he hasn’t recovered by Monday, they’ll dig up a substitute. If it’s an emergency, the doctor of a rival nursing home will see us. Some in here would rather die than let “that quack from Twilight House” have a look at their wrinkled carcass. Others prefer to call in the air ambulance for every little fart. Speaking for myself, it doesn’t make any difference which doctor ends up telling me there’s nothing much that can be done.

         Wednesday, January 9

         I have to say I was a bit off my game yesterday because of the dead-fish business. I came down with a bad case of the runs from all the tea I’d had at Mrs. Visser’s, combined with my nerves. Spent half the morning on the toilet with some old reading material I’d borrowed from the Conversation Lounge.

         Quite a mouthful that, “Conversation Lounge,” but it doesn’t do justice to what really goes on there. The “GGG Suite” would be more accurate. In which the three Gs stand for Gossip, Grousing, and Gibberish. A full day’s work for some.

         Evert stopped by briefly to fill me in on the latest through the door to the bathroom stall: everyone now suspects everyone else, seeing a potential fish assassin in every co-inmate. My absence has aroused suspicion. I’ve asked Evert if he would quietly spread word of my diarrhea, as an alibi of sorts. I wasn’t up to much except leaving the bathroom stall door ajar as well as the door out to the hallway, in order to air the place out. I can usually stand my own smell but this time I was making myself nauseous. Both literally and metaphorically, for what a calculating piece of chickenshit am I—in this case a rather fitting image.

         Speaking of fresh air, I really need to get out for a bit. After a whole day of dry toast and Imodium, I think I might risk venturing outside again. To go and look for the celandine, which—so say both the newspaper and the nature calendar of the Phenological Observation Network (another mouthful!)—is the first true sign of spring. If besides the celandine I were to find some coltsfoot, cow parsley, or wood violets as well, I’d know that spring had truly sprung. Pity I haven’t the faintest idea what those plants are supposed to look like.

         Nature is six weeks ahead of herself. But—bad news for the migratory birds that have made the decision to stay put this year—there’s a cold spell on the way.

         Thursday, January 10

         The care home has a lovely garden. But for some inexplicable reason it is locked. In winter no one is allowed in. For our own good, presumably. Management knows what’s best for us inmates.

         So if you want some fresh air at this time of year, you have to make do with a stroll around the neighborhood. Ugly sixties apartments. Dismal garbage dumps masquerading as strips of grass. You would think that at night the street cleaners roll through the area strewing litter instead of sweeping it up. One has to wade through a sea of cans, empty potato chip bags, and old newspapers. The people who used to live here have almost all traded their apartments for a modern row house in Purmerend or Almere. The only ones left are those who can’t afford to do so. Turkish, Moroccan, and West Indian families have moved into the vacated buildings. It makes for quite a jolly melting pot.

         My range these days is about a quarter of a mile each way, with a pause on a bench at the halfway mark. I can’t manage much more than that. The world is shrinking. Starting from here, I can take one of four possible half-mile round trips.

         
              

         

         Evert has just been to see me. He is getting enormous pleasure from the kerfuffle surrounding the fish massacre, and has a plan to turn it up a notch. He wants to mount a second offensive, this time with pink fondant petit fours. He thinks the color will have a more dramatic effect on the water. Yesterday he took the bus to a supermarket a few miles down the road especially to obtain a supply. If he had bought them here, in the home’s mini-market, they would be bound to remember his purchase. The cakes are now stashed in his cupboard. I asked if he thought they were safe there. “It’s a free country; a person can hide as many petit fours in his own home as he wants, can’t he?” he said.

         Saturday, January 12

         The home’s director, Mrs. Stelwagen—I’ll have much more to say about her later, in all probability—has announced an energy-saving measure: the thermostats in the residents’ rooms are not to be set above seventy-three degrees. If the oldies are cold, they should simply wear their coats, is the message. There is an Indonesian lady who likes to have her thermostat at eighty-one degrees. There are bowls of water set out all over her room to increase the humidity. Her tropical plants are thriving. There hasn’t yet been a decree stipulating the maximum size for houseplants, but I suspect Stelwagen is working on it.

         Mrs. Stelwagen is always friendly, ready with a willing ear and an encouraging word for everyone, but concealed beneath that veneer of sympathy is an unhealthy dose of self-importance and power lust. She is forty-two years old and has been in charge for a year and a half now but is always on the lookout for an opportunity to kick or ass-kiss her way up the ladder, depending on whom she is dealing with. I’ve been watching her for a year or so.

         I also have a most valuable informant: her secretary, Mrs. Appelboom. Anja Appelboom was the secretary of the last director, Mr. Lemaire, for twenty-three years, until the latest merger, when Lemaire was forced into early retirement. Anja has two years to go before she gets her pension, and since a new office manager was appointed over her head, she’s determined not to let Stelwagen get the better of her again. Anja still has access to all the meeting minutes and confidential documents. A few years ago she lived next door to me and saved me from the homeless shelter by arranging for me to come here. More on that some other day perhaps.

         I often have a coffee with Anja in her office on Thursday mornings. That’s when Stelwagen and the office manager are off to their meeting with the unit managers and the district manager. Promotion to district manager is the next leap Stelwagen is hoping for.

         Having coffee is a chance for us to gossip. “Can you keep a secret?” she’ll often ask before launching into a blow-by-blow of Stelwagen’s latest machinations. We’ve collected quite a dossier on her.

         Sunday, January 13

         Last night Evert tossed six pink fondant petit fours into the fish tank on the second floor. The goldfish gorged themselves silly. Their corpses are floating up there among the cake crumbs. All hell has broken loose.

         Evert simply excused himself during after-dinner coffee, announcing he was going to the bathroom, then climbed the stairs, peering around to make sure no one saw him, and chucked the cakes he’d been hiding under his jacket into the water. He deposited the plastic wrapper neatly in the wastepaper basket—not such a bright way to dispose of the evidence, I suppose, but luckily the janitor has already been around to empty the trash containers.

         The fish tank is tucked away in a rather dark corner, so no one noticed anything last night. The operation wasn’t without risk; if he’d been nabbed, he’d have been obliged to call in the moving van. Perhaps somewhere deep down he doesn’t care if he gets caught, even though whenever he’s in a tight spot he’ll lie through his teeth, and rant and rave, swearing he had nothing to do with it. That’s how the game is played, he says. His philosophy: the only point of being alive is to kill time as pleasantly as possible. The trick is not to take anything too seriously. I envy him. But I’m a fast learner.

         I myself was rather on edge yesterday, because Evert had told me about the attack beforehand so that I could prepare a foolproof alibi for myself. It wasn’t easy. I had to hang about in the Conversation Lounge until finally a couple who live on my floor stood up to go upstairs. “I’ll walk with you, for some company,” I said. Mr. and Mrs. Jacobs did give me a rather funny look.

         The alarm was sounded just after nine this morning. Mrs. Brandsma, on her way to church, caught sight of the fish floating belly-up. They tried to keep it quiet at first, apparently, but Brandsma had already blabbed about it to everyone she encountered on her way to find the duty nurse. My next-door neighbor has just knocked on my door: “You won’t believe what I just heard…”

         I’m looking forward to all the chin-wagging when I go down for coffee.

         Monday, January 14

         Another pet catastrophe: Mrs. Schreuder accidentally vacuumed up her canary while she was cleaning its cage. When after several desperate minutes she finally managed to control her shaking hands enough to get the vacuum cleaner open, there wasn’t much left of her perky little birdie. She should have turned off the machine immediately, of course. Her little Pete was still alive at first, but gave up the ghost a few minutes later. Schreuder is inconsolable and racked with guilt.

         The only victim support from the staff was the advice to throw out the cage as soon as possible.

         Everyone in here has strong views on the subject of cake crumbs in fish tanks. But ask them what they think of the war in Syria and they’ll stare at you as if you’d just asked them to explain the theory of relativity. A handful of fish floating belly-up are a thousand times worse than a busload of women and children blown to smithereens in some far-off country.

         But let’s not be hypocritical: I am enjoying the fish scandal immensely, I cannot pretend otherwise. The outrage that has overtaken the entire population here is remarkable. I’m about to go back down to the Conversation Lounge for some more juicy fish talk.

         
              

         

         Winter has arrived. Not a flake of snow on the ground, but yesterday I saw the first old man stepping outside with wool socks pulled on over his shoes. To guard against slipping.

         Tuesday, January 15

         Here it is, the first snowfall of the year. Which means nobody ventures outside, and everyone’s stocking up on provisions. In our little shop downstairs there’s not a packet of cookies or bar of chocolate to be had anymore. The war, you know.

         It’s lucky for today’s young people that we are just about the only ones left who’ve lived through the war; soon they won’t have to put up with any more old-fogeys’ tales about tulip-bulb soup and having to walk seven hours for a bunch of carrots.

         The final count is seven dead fish.

         Yesterday the police were called in. The two young constables hadn’t a clue how to go about solving the case. None of the bright efficiency you see on TV from these two. First they inspected every nook and cranny of the aquarium. As if they thought there might still be one left in there in need of resuscitation.

         “Yeah, they’re dead all right,” said the one.

         “The cake’s what did them in, probably,” said the other.

         Stelwagen had ordered the dead fish to be left in the tank as evidence. Maybe she’d been expecting a forensic pathologist. Who knows?

         In any case, the officers just seemed eager to get out of there as soon as they decently could. The director was insisting on a thorough investigation, but the younger cop told her that it would entail lodging a criminal complaint.

         Couldn’t she do that right now? No, she’d have to make an appointment at the station, either in person or via the website.

         Fine, but what were they supposed to do with the dead fish? The constable suggested the garbage can. “But don’t leave them in there too long. Or you could flush them down the toilet.” Then the gentlemen turned on their heels and vacated the premises. “’Night, ma’am.” Mrs. Stelwagen was appalled. “Outrageous! It’s simply outrageous! Is this any way to treat the taxpayer?”

         It was a pleasure to witness the woman’s helpless tantrum. Apparently her power has no reach outside the four walls of this institution.

         Wednesday, January 16

         Evert dropped by. To avoid the Conversation Lounge, we went for a little shuffle through the snow: walk for five, rest for five. We are faced with the inevitable: rollator, mobility scooter, or the Canta LX microcar. Such sexy options.

         A week ago, in front of the secondary school around the corner, a boy of sixteen or seventeen showed off a tomato-red Canta he must have “borrowed” from his grandmother. He used the little car to tote the prettiest girls’ schoolbags, with the pretty girls themselves following on their bikes. I haven’t ever seen a youngster driving a mobility scooter for fun, or pushing a rollator. That is why my preference is for a nicely pimped-out Canta. Even if that throws me in with all the other pathetically bad drivers at the wheel of one of those tin cans.

         A Canta plowed full steam ahead into a candy store the other day, coming to a stop in a deluge of licorice and assorted jelly beans, with two fat ladies’ horrified faces smashed against the windshield. Their little dog had gotten stuck under the brake pedal. Truth is better than fiction.

         Here the topic of almost every conversation is either the snow or the great fish caper. The old biddies keep coming up with the most fanciful conspiracy theories, and some aren’t shy about making unsubstantiated accusations. For example, close to the time of the murder, two residents saw Mrs. Aaltje in the hallway where the fish tank is located…

         The fact that her room is on that hallway, and that, being three floors up, she can hardly be expected to climb in through the window, did not deter anyone. Poor Aaltje, a timid little mouse who can’t weigh more than ninety pounds and doesn’t dare look you in the eye, has never harmed fish nor fly.

         After the cops’ visit, the director called a meeting “to allay fears a bit.” She informed us that every room on the second floor had been thoroughly searched “for form’s sake.” As if the perpetrator’s room would be revealed by the presence of cake crumbs galore. No one piped up to ask if management had the right to inspect the rooms. I didn’t either; didn’t have the nerve.

         However, over coffee there was plenty of whispered innuendo about rooms on other floors that could stand a thorough inspection as well. Accompanied by vehement nods: “Oh, yes!”

         Thursday, January 17

         I’ve been reading back through my diary entries. Perhaps they’re a bit gloomy so far. I assure you that there are some decent people in here too!

         My friend Evert, of course. He lives independently just around the corner in the retirement apartment building, with his dog—an old, friendly, very intelligent, lazy mutt named Mohammed. Whenever Evert’s gout acts up, I’m the one who walks the dog. Walking the dog doesn’t entail very much, owing to my limited range, but then Mo’s range is even more limited than mine. One loop around the building, that’s it. A trickle against ten tree trunks, and once a day a turd deposited on the grass, which I have to whisk away in a little plastic bag since I am being spied on from dozens of windows. If I were to leave a poop in the spot where it was expelled, there would be a scramble to be the first to report me.

         Then there’s Edward. A man of few words. He is hard to understand because of his stroke, but he chooses his nearly unintelligible words carefully. Whenever he does attempt to say something, you know that repeating “Excuse me?” several times will be worth it. What he economizes on words, he expends on shrewd observation.

         Grietje: a real dear, friendly and sympathetic without fawning.

         Graeme, the last of this group for now, seems insecure and introverted but always tells it to you straight, without riling you.

         These are the men and women I don’t mind sitting with over a cup of tea. It’s more or less a given, really, because something as simple as whether to sit down next to someone or not follows strict unwritten rules. We all have our prescribed places: at the lunch table, at bingo, in Moving to Music class, in the Meditation Room. If you want to be hated, just try sitting down in someone else’s spot and not moving when one of these doddering old babies comes up to you, pouting, and says, “That’s where I sit.” (“Well, if I may venture to say so, you seem to be standing at the moment. Right in front of my nose.”) That is if you haven’t already been warned, as you’re limping to an empty chair, “That’s where Mrs. So-and-so sits!” Upon which everyone always apologizes and shuffles on. When what you really should do is sit down. And say, pointing to the other empty chairs, “She’ll sit over there today, or she can just take a hike.”

         Friday, January 18

         Over the past three days management has issued a travel restriction; after all, who wants to risk a broken hip? It doesn’t improve the mood around here. Not that the residents tend to go out much even when it isn’t slippery; but still, most take a daily stroll to the shopping center, the mailbox, or the park. And the greater the prohibition, the greater the need. The old biddies are sitting by the window today staring at the snow that just will not melt, complaining about the council that keeps the roads ploughed but leaves the pavement and bicycle paths awash in brown sludge. They do have a point.

         The staff have swept the front steps so that we can make our way unhampered from the front door to the bus stop. But the agonizing uncertainty about what might await you at the other end, when you get off the minibus, makes most people decide not to risk it. Fear is an ever-present counselor.

         
              

         

         The fish tempest-in-a-teapot has died down somewhat. It was only a matter of time before something else came along to distract people. Well here it is: besides the snow, it’s the rumor that the council wants to raise the parking rates. The oldies worry that if the meter needs to be fed with one euro more, their children will come less often. If my children were so put off by having to pay one damn euro extra that it made them stay away, I wouldn’t want them to visit me at all. When I ventured, very cautiously, to express my opinion on the matter over coffee, I was told that it was easy for me to say, seeing that I don’t have any children and never have any visitors in the first place.

         There is a grain of truth in that. Almost every name in my address book is crossed out. Two that aren’t may or may not still be alive. Another doesn’t remember who I am. That leaves only Evert and Anja. Graeme, Edward, and Grietje aren’t listed in my address book. Not a very impressive list of friends, is it? The choice is either dying young or enduring an endless string of funerals. I now have just five more funerals to go, max, not counting the ones I go to only out of politeness.

         Saturday, January 19

         Friday is Feel Good Fitness day. That’s when you see the old biddies scurrying down the halls on their way to the “gym” in the most remarkable exercise outfits. The ladies are truly past the point of shame, and it is not a pretty sight. Pink leggings hugging skinny, bony knees or fat, jiggling thighs, form-fitting T-shirts pulled tight across what were once a pair of breasts. The physical decline on proud display. At my age, it is not conducive to feeling good.

         The venue: a little-used conference room in which the tables are pushed to the side and the chairs arranged in a circle. The exercise largely takes place sitting down, so as not to dishearten the wheelchair-bound. There’s a bit of waving of arms and legs to the beat of some cheerful music. And groaning. And loud proclaiming of ailments preventing the execution of certain moves. “I can’t do that with my colostomy.”

         Then it’s time for a game of ball-tossing. Confession: the ball isn’t in play all that much. It’s the vocal cords that get the most exercise—cheering one another on for the simplest of exploits. Like a mother applauding a toddler who after twenty tries finally manages to catch the ball: “Yes! You did it! What a clever boy!”

         We’re all very good sports, let’s just put it that way.

         So indeed, yesterday I attended Feel Good Fitness. It was my first time. And also my last. When it was over and the instructor—“Call me Tina”—gushed that I should definitely come again next week, I told her right then and there that once was enough.

         “Oh, and why is that?” she asked suspiciously.

         “Because with so much female pulchritude about, I can’t concentrate on the exercises properly. I stiffen up.” I’d blurted it out without thinking. It wasn’t until I’d said it that I felt myself getting hot. Much more so than during the fitness class.

         Hey, I’m beginning to speak my mind, or nearly! I am improving by leaps and bounds. Thanks to this diary, perhaps.

         Tina stood there nonplussed. The sarcasm was clear, but I hadn’t laid it on thick enough that she could object, not with all the dolled-up old tarts still standing there. Most of them still consider themselves “quite attractive.” Self-knowledge tends to decrease drastically with age. Just as in children it increases year by year.

         Sunday, January 20

         We pensioners are definitely not bearing the brunt of the economic crisis. According to the calculations of a prominent research institute, a single retiree living off a state pension is going to be two (two!) euros better off per month this year. So the panic Henk Krol and his 50Plus Party set off was for nothing. A majority of the residents voted for him in last year’s election.

         People with generous private pensions and those who have taken early retirement are getting a bit less, but they have more to start with. Anyway, there are no early retirees in here.

         It’s astonishing how frugal the residents are. Even people living on the state pension are able to squirrel away quite a bit, though God only knows why they bother.

         Last year some residents of another nursing home won the jackpot in the lottery. The fuss associated with having all those millions wound up making a good number of them thoroughly miserable.

         I am seeing to it that I’ll be deep in the red when I die.

         
              

         

         With the help of the Virgin Mary calendar that I won at bingo in December, I have calculated that from the shortest day, December 21, until today, a month later, the sun has risen just eleven minutes earlier and set thirty-seven minutes later. Curious, isn’t it?

         I’ve been a bit constipated lately, you see, and the Virgin Mary calendar hangs in the bathroom. It has passages from the Bible but also recipes, quotations, and jokes. Tomorrow, January 21, is the day of St. Agnes, virgin and martyr. She died in 304. Just so you know.

         
              

         

         There was a fuss in the paper again about a mentally handicapped boy who was found chained to the wall in his care home. The reason wasn’t given; he probably gets violent. There are people in the dementia unit here who can hardly throw a punch or even stand up, but they too lie there trussed up like escape artists who’ve forgotten the trick to breaking free. You are welcome to come and have a look, paparazzi.

         Monday, January 21

         My daughter would have been fifty-six today. I try to imagine what she would have looked like. I can’t see beyond the image of a four-year-old, dripping wet, slack in a neighbor’s arms. I watched them approach in seconds that were without end.

         Not until fifteen or twenty years later did a whole day go by when I didn’t think about it.

         
              

         

         No one is going out: snowstorm!

         
              

         

         More gloom and doom: Evert has diabetes.

         Actually, he’s had it for a while. Evert doesn’t follow the doctor’s orders all that carefully, and the doctor’s assistant took it upon herself to rub it in.

         “Certainly, Mr. Duiker, if you insist on drinking and eating the wrong things and smoking, there’s not much I can do for you, is there?”

         “Those are the only pleasures left in life, sweetheart.”

         “I am not your sweetheart.”

         “Nor are you my doctor, Madam Assistant.”

         Even so, he’s a bit worried, Evert. He used to frequent his local bar, where he was friendly with a fat patron who also had diabetes. The man would down twenty-five pints on a normal night. Afterward he’d have a few shots of whiskey at home.

         One fine day Evert’s friend’s toe turned black. The toe had to be amputated. Then other toes. Then a foot, then the leg below the knee. Everything that turned black got sawn off in the hospital. He was a regular customer there. He was a very friendly guy who simply couldn’t stop drinking or smoking. For a while he was still propped up at the bar on an artificial leg, but then he wound up in a wheelchair and could no longer get to the bar. Two months later he was dead.

         Evert’s nightmare: to start turning black at the extremities and wind up at the mercy of doctors and nurses.

         
              

         

         Tomorrow I’ll write about something cheerful again.

         Tuesday, January 22

         Yet another to-do about the price of parking. The ever-cantankerous Mr. Kuiper has submitted a proposal to the Residents’ Association to introduce paid indoor parking.

         Practically no one in here walks with a cane. The residents like to push one of those rollator things instead, with handbrake and a shopping basket. If you get tired you can rest your weary behind on it. Some tootle about on mobility scooters, even indoors. Those machines take up quite a bit of room. They also seem to be getting bigger. They’re a status symbol.

         Management is worried about traffic jams and has asked that the rollators and scooters be used indoors as little as possible. That got the hobblers terribly upset. But when Kuiper proposed following the City of Amsterdam’s example to solve the parking problem by making people pay, all hell broke out. I do think that Kuiper has a few screws loose.

         This home was built in the late sixties, when children started having such busy lives that they couldn’t have their aged parents move in with them anymore. Or they simply didn’t feel like having their parents live in, and I’d be the last to be much surprised by that. Be that as it may, about forty years ago homes for the aged began to sprout from the ground like mushrooms. And so nice and spacious too! Rooms measuring 250 square feet, bath alcove and kitchenette included. A married couple was granted another 85 square feet for a bedroom. Over the past twenty years there’s been some half-assed remodeling, but the space is still far too small. They never took into account the armada of rolling equipment. The elevators aren’t big enough for more than two scooters or four rollators at a time. And then it takes a good fifteen minutes before they’ve all maneuvered themselves in or out. Impatiently ramming into people’s legs. Standing right in front of the door when people are still trying to get out. The solution Stelwagen came up with was to commandeer one of the elevators for the staff. Which made the line for the other elevators even longer, of course. You now have to leave even earlier in order to reach your destination on time. They ought to start giving traffic reports. I used to take the stairs, but am no longer able to, so these days you’ll often find me standing in the line.

         If a fire ever breaks out in here, the entire population will be cremated. Only the staff will be able to make it outside in time.

         Wednesday, January 23

         I casually asked the doctor about the availability of the pill that cures all ailments. He pretended he didn’t understand. “Such a cure-all doesn’t exist, I’m afraid.” I didn’t have the nerve to ask again.

         He did find my list of complaints impressive, however: the dribble, pains in my legs, dizziness, bumps, eczema. But he couldn’t do much about any of it. A little placating with a pill here and an ointment there. He even discovered a new one: high blood pressure. I didn’t have that before. So now I have pills for that as well.

         Our oldest resident has passed away. Mrs. De Gans. For many years as senile as a goldfish, she had to be tied to her chair so she wouldn’t slide off, but still—hooray!—she reached the grand old age of ninety-eight. Just old enough to have lived through World War I.

         Three months ago the local alderman brought her a cake on her birthday because she was the district’s oldest citizen. They propped her up at a table for the photographer of the local paper, but in a moment of inattention she plopped head-first into the whipped-cream cake. It made a great photo op. Sadly, the director refused to allow it to be printed in the paper. The alderman, who is so fond of seeing his own face in the newspaper, ordered a fresh cake to be rushed in, but by that time Mrs. De Gans had already conked out and could not be woken up.

         So now she is past ever being awakened again. Not that it makes a great difference.

         I don’t think I’ll go to the funeral. I’m finding them hard to take these days.

         Thursday, January 24

         The atmosphere in the home is not improving. There’s been snow on the ground for over a week, and a fierce east wind, so everybody stays indoors, sulking at being cooped up. Short daily walks and an errand or two are the activities life normally revolves around in here. Without those, there’s even more time to keep tabs on each other. The day has to get filled with something.

         Yesterday, wanting a breath of fresh air, I went and sat down on the bench by the front door. I hadn’t been there more than a few minutes when the receptionist told me I wasn’t supposed to sit there. A shivering old geezer next to the entrance is not good for business. “You can look out the window, can’t you?”

         I muttered, “Just wanted to stick my nose out for some fresh air.”

         “Your nose is purple, Mr. Groen, and runny.”

         
              

         

         Mr. Hoogdalen has been driving a mobility scooter for a few months. Three days ago his son, who owns a garage, took it home, and he returned it this morning. All pimped out. Spoilers, extra-wide tires, GPS, sound system with speakers, horn, and the cherry on the top, an airbag. All quite unnecessary but no less brilliant for that. Hoogdalen, proud as a peacock, drove his Lamborghini-scooter round and round the home. Of course there were snide remarks but fortunately also some compliments. That’s what it’s about, isn’t it? Keep living and doing what you love.

         This morning there was an obituary for Ellen Blazer, the talk show producer, in the newspaper. I wonder how many obituaries the newspapers keep in reserve, just in case. If I called the newspaper, would they tell me? Or, to be more specific, could Nelson Mandela, for example, have requested to see his own obituary ahead of time and been allowed to make some changes?

         Friday, January 25

         I did manage to go quite a distance today before fate intervened. A motorbike nearly ran me off the pavement, and the next instant I found myself lying flat on my back.

         “Just act as if nothing were the matter” is the knee-jerk reaction when that sort of thing happens, and that reflex still seems to be in perfect working order. I picked myself up, slapped the snow from my coat and looked around to see if anyone had seen me fall. Fortunately no one had, and I could trundle back to the home, no harm done. When I greeted the orderly he stared at me in surprise. “What’s happened to you?”

         “Oh, nothing. I just slipped.”

         “Nothing? You’re covered in blood!”

         I felt the spot on my skull he was pointing at, and indeed, it was rather sticky. A nurse was sent for, who immediately started nattering about stitches, so, long story short, I and my bloody head sat in the ER for an hour and a half and now I have a white turban on my head and am keeping to my room as much as possible to avoid the finger-wagging.

         “Doesn’t it hurt?” That’s how it usually begins, but sooner or later comes the follow-up: “You really shouldn’t go out when it’s so slippery.” There’s your biggest headache, right there.

         “That white bonnet is most becoming on you.” Evert stopped by to rub a bit more salt in the wound. If there’s ever a shortage of rubbing salt, Evert has plenty in his personal stash.

         To pay him back I crushed him at chess. Usually I aim for a fairly equitable endgame, with a win for one and then for the other, but this time, to his consternation, he was checkmated in fifteen minutes.

         “That blow to the head seems to have done you some good,” he remarked. “It’s done wonders for your chess game, anyway.”

         I said that I hoped it would also do wonders for my pool game tomorrow.

         “Ah, but your memory’s shot, Henk, because pool is three days from now.”

         He was right. Strange that I’d gotten it wrong.

         Saturday, January 26

         The last Saturday of the month: bingo night. Geriatric gambling addicts competing for a box of cherry-liqueur chocolates. The head of the Residents’ Association takes it upon himself to call out the numbers. Don’t even think of opening your mouth while he’s at it. Whenever the number forty-four is called, Miss Slothouwer always says, “Hunger Winter” and the entire room looks up, perturbed.

         Not long ago a group of residents wanted bingo moved to Wednesday nights because Saturdays are for family visits—which is hogwash actually. The real motivation was probably whatever program was on TV on Saturdays. The Wednesday night choir promptly objected and proposed Monday night, which was quashed by the pool club. The pool club thought Friday night was a better option. That met with stiff resistance from the Feel Good Fitness people, who were too tuckered out from their afternoon exercises to face the exertion of a game of bingo in the evening.

         When three meetings of the Residents’ Association were still unable to come to an agreement, our own King Solomon, Mrs. Stelwagen, decided that everything should stay as it was for now. Relations within the committee have suffered as a result. The knives are out.

         Bullying, at school or on the web, is a popular topic in the press nowadays, but you seldom hear about intimidation in homes for the aged. Respectable senior citizens can’t possibly be bullies! How wrong they are. Just hang around here for a day and you’ll know. We have real experts at it here. The Misses Slothouwer, spinster sisters, are a greatly feared duo. This morning the first Miss Slothouwer twisted the top of the salt shaker loose before her sister passed it to their favorite victim, Mrs. De Leeuw, who promptly dumped the entire contents, top and all, onto her fried egg. Mrs. De Leeuw gazed in bewilderment from her egg to the empty shaker and then at her neighbor. “It’s got nothing to do with me. It’s your own fault. You’re so clumsy of late,” Slothouwer snapped at her, her sister nodding in agreement. I’ve no idea why they do it. Mrs. De Leeuw, unlike the lion that is her namesake, is a timid little thing. She’s always apologizing for whatever’s gone wrong around her, just to be on the safe side. It would take someone committing suicide, and leaving a note clearly laying out the reason, to make people take notice of the bullying that goes on in here.

         Sunday, January 27

         I tried, but did not make it to the end of bingo night. When a fight broke out over who was the winner of the fifth prize, a liver sausage from ALDI, I pleaded a migraine and went back to my room. A migraine is a handy ailment, because it’s always accepted as a fair excuse. When I first arrived, when no one knew me yet, I happened to mention my fictional migraines, and have had frequent occasion to make use of them since. Squinting a bit and rubbing my forehead will do it. Some concerned soul will always ask if I have a migraine coming on. Then I have to “have a little lie-down.” No questions asked, and that’s that.

         I’ve just come from the Meditation Room. I sometimes pop in there on a Sunday for the ecumenical service. One Sunday it’s a vicar leading the service; the next it’s a priest. They fit in well, since they’re both almost as old as the congregation. The vicar is a jokester. He takes God with a grain of salt. The priest is old-school, preaching hellfire and damnation. It doesn’t make a hell of a difference, actually, since they are both fiendishly hard to understand.

         With death on the horizon, I’d say that a healthy proportion of the inmates here cling tightly to their faith.

         After the service there’s always raisin bread and coffee.

         
              

         

         Yesterday there was a great hoopla over the rise in the individual contribution to the cost of residential care. It had been in the newspaper: pensioners are to be charged an “income adjustment supplement” of 8 percent on top of the means-tested 4 percent. There was great outrage over this news. But when Graeme asked who among us was in fact rich enough to be required to pay it, only Mrs. Bregman put up her hand. She thought we were talking about the Residents’ Association fee.

         The occupants here are mostly piss-poor, with at most a modest pension here or there.

         It was funny that even the 50Plus Party in Parliament had agreed to the rise in the individual levy. Henk Krol’s explanation: “We had only just taken our seats in the House and saw that everyone else was voting for it, even the Socialists. We were bamboozled, basically.” I read the quote aloud to the group. Some were of the opinion that the other parties really ought to have warned Henk beforehand.

         Monday, January 28

         At coffee hour this morning I congratulated Mr. Hoogdalen on his extraordinarily fine scooter. He showed me all the upgrades. The only thing he wasn’t able to demonstrate was the airbag.

         He wants to start a scooter club: the Antelopes. He admitted he’d stolen the name from somewhere. I told him that I might be in the market for a Canta Cabrio, but that I was still thinking about it. He for his part was willing to consider allowing Cantas into the club.

         At first I was inclined to find a polite way to wriggle out of it, but his club has suddenly begun to sound rather appealing. It might be fun to be a tour organizer. I can just picture a long line of mobility scooters slowly putt-putting across an unending flat landscape. With a senior landing in a ditch every now and then.

         Two years ago, there was an accident in Genemuiden involving a Canta. (I like to save interesting items that I cut out of the newspaper.) Both people on board were killed. But note this: they were aged ninety-six and ninety-seven, respectively! Ploughed head-on into another car. Perhaps their doctor had refused to give them the euthanasia pill; who can say?. You survive two world wars and you meet your Waterloo in a flimsy tin can that lands on its head on a verge near Genemuiden. One hundred and ninety-three years between the two of them. Not bad, really. It didn’t say if they were married. Maybe she was his mistress, like Ted Kennedy at Chappaquiddick. That would just be too perfect.

         Speaking of newspaper clippings: Friday’s item: the escape of fifteen thousand crocodiles. (Can one have two colons in a single sentence?)

         Tuesday, January 29

         At 6:45 yesterday evening, almost all of the inmates were gathered around the flat-screen television in the Conversation Lounge. What was Beatrix going to say in her annual Queen’s Speech? And there it was: she is abdicating. Apart from that announcement her short speech was rather a let-down, to tell the truth. Mrs. Groenteman, who’s a bit daft, wondered if the queen would now be put in a nursing home.

         
              

         

         The room of the recently deceased Mrs. De Gans has been hurriedly emptied so that it can be rented out as of the first of the month, this Friday. Business is business; money is money. Poor Gansie’s only daughter was given three days to remove her mother’s things and store them somewhere or donate the lot to the Salvation Army. Otherwise she’d have had to come up with another month’s rent. She called someone who advertised in the Yellow Pages that he paid good money for household contents. Upon casting a glance at the deceased’s effects, he promptly turned around and left. “That’s not worth my while even loading into the van.” Tactful guy.

         Granted: Mrs. De Gans had neither money nor taste.

         In the end the daughter selected a few keepsakes and donated the rest to the thrift shop.

         She’d begged Mrs. Stelwagen for three more days, to no avail. “I’m so sorry, such a shame, I wish that I could tell you something different, but I simply have to follow management’s rules,” Stelwagen must have sanctimoniously told her. Will have to ask Anja if I am right. If the home itself has to take care of clearing out the room, they send the bereaved next of kin a bill for €580 or more, even if the job took less than an hour.

         If she knew of this, Mrs. De Gans would be rolling over in her grave. The grave she hasn’t even been buried in yet. Yesterday afternoon there was an opportunity to say goodbye to her—the last viewing day, so to speak. It’s the harsh law of the dotage jungle: either view or be viewed. She’s being laid to rest this afternoon.

         Wednesday, January 30

         I had better not air my republican sympathies right now. This is not the time to shout Down with the king! I don’t really mind Beatrix, but I do think it’s time for her to take a step back. She ought to devote more time to her painting and less time to her hairdresser. That stiff hairdo has irked me for years. I shouldn’t let it aggravate me, but I can’t help it. There are at least thirty pictures of Bea on the front page of de Volkskrant. Not a single hair out of place in any one of them.

         The queen is greatly revered in here. The magazine Royalty has pride of place on the coffee table, with Hello! and Women’s Own. Evert once tried to slip in a copy of Playboy as an experiment. Within an hour it was gone! All the magazines have a big black stamp with the name of the institution on them, so that nobody will have the nerve to remove them from the common rooms. That Playboy wasn’t stamped.

         A few residents have already put their names down for the minibus to Dam Square on April 30 for the inauguration. They don’t want to miss out on the royal festivities.

         
              

         

         I’m going to look in on Evert in a few minutes. He’s had another attack of gout, and so I have to let out his dog, Mo. According to Evert, you can tell Mo’s intelligent from the way he growls whenever Stelwagen is in the neighborhood. She ignored the growling once and went to pet him; he bit her hand, or rather, he just missed and nipped her dress instead. An expensive dress, it was. Ever since then the relationship between the director and Evert is rather icy, to put it mildly.

         There’s a sign on the door: RESPECT THE GROWL.

         Last night when I went to fetch the dog I found Evert nodding off in his chair. When he has gout he doesn’t drink, but takes loads of pills instead. As soon as the attack is over it’s back to the other way around.

         Meanwhile I’m looking after both dog and master. Mo is grateful and Evert mumbles that it isn’t necessary. He hates being pitied, so everyone had better stay out of his way. He’d like to see them put up a NO WHINING sign in big neon letters over the front door. He tolerates me. I do a little shopping, pop a frozen dinner into the microwave for him and then leave. When he’s recovered he always has a gift for me: a big bunch of tulips, half a kilo of smoked eel, a pin-up calendar.

         Thursday, January 31

         The royal-family experts have been asleep at the switch: nobody gave us advance warning that there was to be an abdication. After two days of a Queen Beatrix deluge in the newspapers, on the radio, on TV, and at the table, I’m beginning to wish for some kind of honest-to-goodness disaster for a bit of balance.

         Beatrix’s actual birthday, which is today, is always humbly celebrated in here with a round of cream cakes. Not the orange ones, I hasten to say; those are only available on the official Queen’s Day, on April 30. Some of the residents also like to deck the place out in flags. Small flags for the table, since a big flag hanging on the wall is, naturally, out of the question. The rules are clear on this point: no holes in the wall. Every room comes equipped with four picture hooks in preassigned spots, and you just have to manage with those.

         Mr. Ellroy tried to hang his moose head from one of those little picture hooks. It crashed onto his sideboard, smashing his tea set to smithereens. They wouldn’t give him a bigger hook, no matter how he begged and pleaded—he’s very attached to his moose. “If we start allowing it, Christ knows where it will end,” the head of Buildings and Grounds told him. That’s the argument that ends all arguments in this place. As if the residents would suddenly rise up as one and begin nailing all kinds of stuffed trophies to the walls if they let Ellroy have a more substantial hook for his moose. The head is now balanced on a chair. Ellroy can’t really use it as a coat rack anymore; he does like to toss his hat onto it. He usually misses. Bending down to pick it up from the floor costs him a great deal of effort, but time and again the challenge of the antlers beckons. Nice guy, only he’s as deaf as a post. Which is a shame, because I’m sure he’s someone you could have a nice chat with otherwise.

         Friday, February 1

         I just had an unannounced visit from the social worker. Lucky for her I’m almost always home. It was quite a surprise.

         I made her a cup of coffee and inquired to what I owed this pleasure. She began by beating about the bush. Was I still enjoying life? Was I feeling at all down?

         She sat there charmingly hemming and hawing. She’s quite young and inexperienced at her job but was endearingly trying to do her best.

         I asked what had prompted this interest.

         “Oh, it doesn’t really matter.”

         “Well, miss, if it doesn’t really matter, you can tell me, surely.”

         And then she came out with it. The doctor had sent her over. Probably because I had casually asked about that euthanasia pill. He’d made this poor dear come and check on me to make sure I wasn’t about to jump off the roof.

         I assured her that I had no plans in the near future to commit suicide. The word startled her a bit: “Oh, sir, that isn’t what I meant.”

         “I know what you meant. Everything’s A-OK. And tell the doc that I would appreciate it if he took care of his problems himself. Another cup?”

         No, she had to go.

         
              

         

         Yesterday I paid a visit to Anja, my informant in the boss’s office, and she gave me a copy of Mrs. Stelwagen’s report on the fish murders. I am not fingered as a suspect. Evert isn’t either. She is convinced the culprit is one of the staff—an attempt to undermine her position, she thinks. She is going to install surveillance cameras in the hallways. I wonder if that’s legal.

         Saturday, February 2

         “STOP THE ROT, KEEP MOVING.” That was the banner headline of a newspaper article, with the subheading: “Scientists all over the world are seeking the root causes of the problems of aging, and their solution.” Wow, scientists, right on time, aren’t you? For us it’s far too late. But come on over, there’s plenty of research material staggering about in here.

         Biologically speaking, you become superfluous on your fortieth birthday or thereabouts, since the children are born by then and approaching self-sufficiency. That is when slowly but surely the rot starts to set in, with hair loss and reading glasses. On a cellular level too things start going wrong. You have more and more errors of division and multiplication. A slowing metabolism leads to a weaker nervous system, which also makes the mind begin to weaken. (I’m giving a rough summary of the article.)

         They don’t know very much yet, but one thing is clear: Use it or lose it. You have to keep both body and mind active, especially the prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain that controls functions such as planning, initiative, and flexibility. Well, we may presume that the management of this place doesn’t care much about the prefrontal cortex. Neither money nor trouble is spared to keep the oldies docile, passive, and lethargic, camouflaged by bingo, pool, and “Feel Good Fitness.”

         Let me not, however, place the blame squarely on the staff. The inmates are only too willing to let themselves be coddled and patronized. And let’s be honest, I do understand the temptation sometimes. There are days when I don’t mind being a bit of a lazybones myself.

         I am going to keep moving for a bit. Let’s see how far I get. The head bandage from my fall has come off, so I’ll be spared the snide comments.

         Sunday, February 3

         The 50Plus Party stands at nine seats in some polls. In six years there will be more voters over the age of fifty than under. Seemingly from nowhere all kinds of political parties are getting wise to this. They have discovered the disgruntled senior citizen. We have become interesting, all of a sudden. Not that in here there is much political awareness. “They’re robbing us blind” is about the most complex opinion you ever hear aired over coffee.

         The new resident who has moved into the late Mrs. De Gans’s room—Eefje Brand—seems a pleasant sort. A breath of fresh air compared to the average matron shuffling along our hallways. Not that she doesn’t shuffle, but at least she does it with style.

         I had a nice chat with her, and she told me it wasn’t really her choice to move here. But she was determined “not to let them nail me into my coffin,” at least “not yet.”

         “And anyway, maybe I’ll have myself cremated, I haven’t decided yet.”

         I said I wasn’t sure yet either, and that neither choice was very appealing to me, six feet under or up the chimney, and she agreed.

         “There aren’t too many alternatives. Perhaps one could have oneself dropped into the sea from the air. We could ask that Argentinian death-flight pilot.”

         “I don’t think the man’s out of prison yet,” I said.

         I don’t believe I have exchanged this sort of banter with anyone since I’ve been in here. Even my chats with Evert are of a different order. The other inmates talk almost exclusively about the weather, the food, or their ailments.

         Well, the weather is fine, the food is passable, and with the help of a handful of pills the aches and pains aren’t troubling me very much today. In short: life is good.

         Monday, February 4

         I read in the newspaper that someone ran over seventy moorhens when his car went into a skid. A moorhen massacre. It must have been a dreadful sight. All those feathers and beaks, all that blood. Either they were huddled together in a tight pack, or it was a monster skid. Moorhens are usually unapproachably skittish. Anyway, I do have to ask myself: did the reporter make an exact tally of the bodies? And what about the injured ones? I can’t imagine that every bird died on the spot. There must have been some that were still flapping about. Ugh…It’s starting to make my stomach turn, all these persnickety questions I’m coming up with.

         Evert often drops in on a Sunday afternoon for a chat and “a glass of something or other.” Evert isn’t fussy: wine, gin, brandy, whiskey, it really makes no difference to him. I have seen him put away an entire bottle of eggnog with a little demitasse spoon when we were at Mrs. Tankink’s. That was all she had to offer. After two little glasses, he switched to a soup bowl and asked for a bigger spoon. As if it were custard. Tankink pretended it was the most normal thing in the world at the time but dined on it for weeks afterward whenever Evert was out of earshot.

         Sunday afternoon is for many of the residents the time when they receive visitors.

         “Oh, has it been five weeks since we last went to see Mom and Dad? We had better swing by Sunday afternoon.” And then they’ll come for a cup of tea, and grin and bear it for the next two hours.

         Hendrik, be honest: there’s a touch of envy here, because you never have any visitors yourself. Except Evert, but you can’t really call that a visit.

         Tuesday, February 5

         There is a great buzz about plans for a euthanasia clinic. Specially conceived for people with an uncooperative doctor. The Netherlands’ Right to Die Society came up with the idea. That’s a society that must have a rather serious member turnover.

         Two years ago Right to Die NL gathered forty thousand signatures in three days in order to force Parliament to take up the question of assisted suicide for people in their seventies and older.

         Forty thousand signatures means that Parliament has to do something about the senior who considers his life largely over and who wishes to end it with some dignity. To stop him from going out and buying a bottle of meth and setting himself ablaze in his little room because nobody will help him. That very thing has actually happened, according to Right to Die NL.

         The society’s opponents suggest making old people’s lives much jollier instead, to see if we can be persuaded to stick around. An interesting challenge, I’d say. Let’s offer our nursing home as the test case. Bring on the fun!

         And in case that doesn’t work, why not build a nice clinic for people who would like to step out of life discreetly, with expert guidance? Not too far from here, please, if possible.

         
              

         

         Now for something more cheerful, Groen. Think springtime.

         I’ve spotted some snowdrops and even a smattering of premature daffodils. The flowers are a bit confused: first a warm December, then almost three weeks of snow and ice, next back up to fifty degrees, and now hail and snow. Come on, flowers, don’t be flustered! I’m in the mood for a glorious spring.

         Wednesday, February 6

         Financial news is also on the agenda at the coffee table. The SNS bank is in trouble, and the residents who once entrusted their hard-earned nest eggs to it have emptied their accounts. Or rather, had their son or daughter do it for them, because modern banking gives people like us the willies. The cash machine alone is quite an adventure. Having to look over your shoulder to make sure you’re not about to be robbed, at the same time peering at the screen in order to punch in the four numbers of the pin code correctly with your trembling fingers, while also pressing your body against the machine to shield the code from prying eyes…It’s a complicated maneuver that often goes wrong. That’s when one thinks with nostalgia of the good old pay envelope.

         There are quite a number of widows in here who before the death of their husbands had never so much as signed a check. All they had was their weekly housekeeping money. When someone dies it’s not unusual for an old sock stuffed with cash to come to light.

         Next we had a discussion about Dancing on Ice. Is there anything more deadly? I was pleased to see that I have an ally in my newest friend: Eefje Brand. It makes for a bond. In an attempt to involve her in the conversation, someone asked her what she thought of it.

         “My doctor says I’m not allowed to watch it,” she said. Eyebrows were raised all around. I got up the nerve to remark that she had a remarkably sensible doctor. Then Eefje brought up the subject of the weather. The others were left gaping.

         When I got up to fetch my newspaper from the little shop, I offered to pick up a TV guide for her, since she has trouble walking. When I asked her which one she’d like, she said I could choose, which I took as a vote of confidence.

         “Don’t you always read the same one, then?” asked Mr. Gompert in surprise.

         No, she tended to buy this magazine one week, and the next week another.

         “But surely that makes it hard to find what you’re looking for?” said Gompert with eyes popping out of his skull. He simply could not get his head around such chaos.

         “Oh no, all I have to do is look it up. Monday usually comes after Sunday, you see, and then Tuesday is next, then Wednesday, and so on.”

         Eefje Brand, you are not going to make very many friends in here; however, as far as friends go, I highly recommend myself.

         Thursday, February 7

         Evert wouldn’t mind making Mrs. Brand’s acquaintance and suggested that I invite her and him for tea. He promised he would even drink the damn tea this once. I don’t know…They might not hit it off. Evert is rough and rude, and Eefje strikes me as delicate and refined. I’m not keen on being caught in the middle, I’ll end up with whiplash. But it does have a nice ring to it: Evert and Eefje. Perhaps we’ll be the Three Musketeers of this retirement home.

         
              

         

         “Our” chairman of the board has been in the news again. He is being forced to do some restructuring: he’s giving fifteen hundred home-care workers the axe. A few years ago he received a bonus of €60,000 on top of his €220,000 salary because he had managed not to let the company go belly-up. It would seem to me that that’s just part of his job. I don’t know of many directors who are hired to make the business go bankrupt.

         One of the economies this fellow came up with was to slash the apprentice caregivers’ salaries. They’re now being paid just five thousand euros a year for emptying bedpans and washing shriveled genitals; that is a fifty-sixth of what the boss, sitting in an office that recently had a forty-thousand-euro facelift, has deposited into his own bank account. Woe to the man who thinks he is worth fifty-six times more than the woman who lovingly performs the dirty work.

         Friday, February 8

         Unrest in our rest home. There was a note on the bulletin board announcing that residents can apply to their doctors for a bracelet saying DO NOT RESUSCITATE. The note was not signed. At coffee hour many of the residents expressed outrage over this far-from-subtle pitch.

         “They would like to be rid of us.”

         “We cost too much.”

         Fat Mr. Bakker was amenable to being revived by a girl, but was adamant he would not want a man to give him mouth-to-mouth. “I’d rather die.” Was there a special bracelet for that?

         After the coffee hour the note was gone. No one had any idea who had removed it.

         I hope the bracelet isn’t too conspicuous, otherwise we’ll never hear the end of it. I will ask my doctor about it.

         I have invited Eefje and Evert for tea tomorrow afternoon. A proper English tea, triangular sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and chocolates, biscuits, and cake. And something with cream. I’ll have to sort out what else goes into high tea. There’s a Brit living on the fifth floor, only he’s got a foreign surname. He may know only about Pakistani tea customs, but I am still going to go and ask him.

         In the hallway I bumped into the sweet young social worker my doctor had sent over to stop me from committing euthanasia. “See, still alive!” I told her, with a broad wink. She had to laugh. She’s all right, that one. I can’t think when I last winked at anyone. It must have been at my daughter.

         Saturday, February 9

         I’m actually a little nervous about the visit this afternoon. I keep telling myself to act normally, but in the meantime I’ve tidied my room, scrubbed the floor, ironed my shirt twice, and bought four kinds of cookies. And I’ll have to pop back to the store shortly for something other than English Breakfast tea. I am not following the advice of the friendly Pakistani gentleman. He solemnly presented me with a heavy book about tea customs all over the world. In Urdu.

         In Tibet the ninety-ninth protester has gone and immolated himself. There ought to be a special celebration marking the hundredth one. It has also been trendy for some time in the Arab world to express your displeasure that way. It must be said: you do get people to pay attention, even if just for a short while.

         I seriously disapprove of the way things are run around here too, but setting myself on fire would be going a bit too far. I do know some other people I wouldn’t mind setting fire to, though, to get people’s attention.

         According to de Volkskrant, the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries have the best elderly care in the world. I mentioned this casually to some of my fellow inmates over coffee. To say that they were convinced would be an overstatement. Either they didn’t believe it, or they decided it didn’t matter.

         “If even here we’re pinching pennies to eke out our pensions, what must it be like in other parts of the world?” they wondered, concerned.

         The fact that there are perhaps half a billion old people who have never even heard of such a thing as an old-age pension seemed highly unlikely to most of them.

         Sunday, February 10

         It wasn’t a total disaster, the tea. But to claim that I was a relaxed, witty, and intelligent host is not the whole truth either.

         Eefje was the first to arrive. I gave her a “house tour” and she kindly characterized it as “cozy.” That covers many bases.

         Then, with a great deal of noise, Evert barged in. He has my spare key and refuses to use the bell. He walked into the room with a broad grin and an overly loud “Yo!” When I asked what kind of tea he’d like, he expressed surprise, since until now I’d never offered him anything but English Breakfast. And when a bit later I casually brought out the assorted cookies, he said he felt like a king; he had never been treated in such royal fashion before.

         “Or is all this in honor of this lovely queen?” Accompanied by a broad wink.

         I believe I blushed a little. Eefje smiled and said she felt very honored.

         We chatted about this, that, and the weather. Then it was time to ask Eefje discreetly how she likes our institution. She was diplomatically noncommittal.

         “I don’t like to be too hasty in my judgment, but besides the advantages, of course, there are a few ‘areas for improvement,’ to put it in modern-day business parlance.”

         “Such as?” Evert wanted to know.

         “I am still in the process of reviewing it. Perhaps we could devote another tea to the subject in the near future.”

         “Or something stronger perhaps.”

         What Evert was asking for was gin—a red flag, or at least an orange one, because alcohol doesn’t exactly bring out the restrained subtlety in him.

         But again Eefje resolved it elegantly. “Right, perhaps something stronger. I might ask you two to come to my place for a glass of brandy next time. But I’m not promising anything,” she added, smiling.

         “Or gin instead?”

         Evert doesn’t need drink to be unsubtle.

         “I don’t know why, Evert, but I have the feeling that when it comes to alcohol, with you it’s quantity over quality. And my guess is that with Henk it’s the exact opposite.”

         “Eefje, I’ll have to invite you more often,” I said with a grin at both guests.

         Half an hour later she said goodbye. Another point in her favor: she doesn’t overstay her welcome.

         Evert compensated amply for her absence. Two hours and five glasses of gin later I kicked him out.

         Monday, February 11

         The minutes of the Residents’ Association are pinned to the bulletin board. “The association will henceforth provide cocktail nuts and pretzel sticks on bingo night.”

         The pretzel sticks will probably be set out on the tables in drinking glasses. That will provoke at least one person to say, “Gee, remember when you’d have glasses filled with cigarettes like that, on birthdays and other occasions?” “Ah, yes. One glass of filtered cigarettes, one of unfiltered.” If that little exchange doesn’t take place, I’ll eat my cigar. Or, at least, the cigar band. Ah yes, in the old days, when everything was so much better, we used to save those.

         “The Residents’ Association’s fee will be raised ten cents.” I did read it right: ten whole cents.

         The biannual outing has been postponed until the organizing committee can agree on where to go. Ever since they were unable to find a new evening for bingo night, the members have been deeply divided on every issue. They’ll try to choose a destination and a date again at the next meeting. If they don’t succeed, the committee will schedule a new election in order to break the impasse.

         James Onedin is dead. He is fondly remembered from the seventies British TV series The Onedin Line. One or two old ladies wiped away a tear. Such whiskers! Such boldness! And then, forty years ago, they would have glanced at the guy next to them on the couch and decided that, sadly, he would just have to do.

         Tuesday, February 12

         The elderly may take pleasure in the fact that they are drawing a great deal of interest of late. Not only in the Netherlands, in Germany too. There was quite a bit of hoopla about the book Mother, When Will You Finally Die? by Martina Rosenberg. She spent years caring for her demented parents. The fact that some German offspring dump their invalid parents in much cheaper nursing homes in the Ukraine, Slovakia, or even Thailand was widely reported in the papers. Our neighbors to the east have the Elternunterhalt, or compulsory parent support, to deal with. If between Mom and Dad’s pensions and the piggy bank there isn’t enough to pay for the nursing home, the children have to pay up: parent alimony. With a little bad luck, you could find yourself having to pay both child support and parent support.

         In our own old-age home, however, the alarming cutbacks in elderly care aren’t felt that painfully. Most of the residents have their state pension and a small additional one from their work. If you hoard your pennies, you’ll even have some left over. And they are ever so thrifty in here! The main expenditures are on cookies, chocolates, the hairdresser, and the private minibus. Almost no one goes on holiday. Nobody still has a car. I rarely see expensive furniture or clothing. Eating in a restaurant is a waste of money and taxis are the ultimate extravagance. Old people like to deprive themselves.

         Meanwhile the average age of the nursing home resident keeps going up. People are living independently longer, and are therefore older when they enter the home. At eighty-three I am one of the youngest.

         Once you are here, there is no way out; nobody ever goes back to living in an apartment. They don’t throw you out for being penniless either. Sure, the children complain! They’re furious that Mom or Dad is obliged to spend their inheritance down to the last cent. The longer the parent stays alive, the less is left over. If it were up to me, I would tell them, dear child, it’s not my problem.

         Poverty among the elderly is much less severe than people think. According to the latest research, just 2.6 percent of those over sixty-five are poor. Sixty-three percent even say they’re managing to get by quite well.

         The people making the fuss about seniors’ being robbed blind are the younger elements of 50Plus, which now has thirteen seats in Parliament. That’s Henk Krol and his buddies, who are still in their prime and still have plenty of time ahead of them to enjoy their generous pensions. To have the cut-off at fifty makes no sense. Fifty is the wealthiest and most powerful age group in the Netherlands. Sixty-five, or soon sixty-seven, would be a better starting point. And even then there’s an enormous difference between someone who is just retiring and the extremely aged population in here. I would argue for the formation of a 67Plus, a 77Plus and an 87Plus; 97Plus probably wouldn’t have enough members to make the electoral threshold.

         Wednesday, February 13

         The pope has knocked the horsemeat scandal off the top spot of coffee table conversation topics. Everyone thought it was sensible of the holy father to decide to take his retirement. As for the possibility of a black pope, opinions were mixed. Mr. Schut didn’t like the idea. He thought Berlusconi would make a better candidate.

         Fortunately there were enough of us who had no objection in principle to a black pope; the only objections had to do with the need for a pope at all. Ours was originally a Catholic institution, but with a smattering of other denominations. Tensions between Catholics, Calvinists, and Protestants are never very far below the surface. The pope is a divisive figure to begin with.

         Rough sketch of a typical day: Part 1

         I get up at around half past eight. Then I walk to the mini-market for two fresh rolls. While having my breakfast I peruse de Volkskrant, which has become quite ugly lately. Then I write here in my secret diary for a bit. This takes about an hour. Next I go downstairs for coffee hour, and after I’ve finished my coffee I have a cigarette. After the coughing fit, at about half past eleven, I take my exercise by going for a stroll around the home or outside. I normally start off in Evert’s direction, but lately I often find myself trying to bump into Eefje by accident. I have the feeling she doesn’t mind coming face-to-face with me. Seeing that neither of us seems to mind giving chance a bit of a leg up, we’ll often sit down together for a second cup of coffee.

         I have invited her to a lunchtime concert at the town hall. She accepted the invitation with pleasure but remarked that stairs are a big problem for her.

         At one o’clock I have my lunch in the restaurant downstairs, and Evert frequently stops in for a sandwich. If you want to eat in the dining room, you have to let them know a week ahead. That’s when you receive a form to fill out. You have to tell them whether you are planning to have lunch and/or dinner for the next seven days, and what you would like to eat. At night you’re given a choice of three main courses, two appetizers, and two desserts. You just mark the little boxes with an X. Your name is on the form, as are all your dietary restrictions.

         Evert always fills in all seven sandwich boxes, whether he intends to show up for lunch or not. My spy in the office informs me the head cook has complained to the director about the waste of sandwiches for all the times Evert does not show up, but Mrs. Stelwagen couldn’t find anything against it in the rules and regulations.

         Thursday, February 14

         Early this morning Evert slipped a Valentine’s Day card under Eefje’s door. He came to tell me about it at eight o’clock. He smelled of alcohol and clearly had not yet showered.

         “Now you know, and you can pretend it’s from you. It’s a card with two swans on the front. Very romantic. I’m going back to bed now. ’Night, Henkie.”

         I was left speechless.

         
              

         

         When I went to the corner store yesterday to buy a new scrub brush, there was a young lady of about eighteen behind the till. When I went to pay, I started fumbling around for my money; I couldn’t find my wallet at first.

         The checkout girl looked annoyed and was going to help the lady behind me, but the lady said, “No, this gentleman was first,” and turning to me, she continued, “Take your time.”

         I finally managed to pull out a ten-euro note.

         “There you are.”

         “…”

         She slapped the change down on the counter.

         “Thanks.”

         She didn’t even deign to look at me.

         There are people who despise anything old, gray, or slow. This bratty shopgirl was one of those. It’s hard to steel oneself against a total lack of respect.

         
              

         

         Mrs. Van Diemen hopes that the new pope, when elected, will in good time come to Amsterdam for Willem-Alexander’s coronation. She really wants it to be a Dutch pope. Mrs. Van Diemen is well on her way to the locked ward.

         Friday, February 15

         Evert received a note from Eefje: “Thanks ever so much for the lovely card. I happened to see you push it under the door. I should like us to become better acquainted.”

         Evert was quite perplexed. Until I started laughing; I couldn’t help it. Hoisted with his own petard. Then he hurled a banana at my head. It hit his only flower vase, leaving a big crack.

         “I suppose I’ll have to go and buy you a bunch of tulips this afternoon,” I teased him. I couldn’t help it.

         
              

         

         It’s driving everyone in here nuts, this never-ending snow!

         
              

         

         I stopped by Anja’s office to see if there was any more gossip about our director, who was away on important business. Her clothing allowance has been raised by two thousand euros per year. Sorry, not raised but “inflation-indexed.”

         Here in the home they have a great deal of respect for Stelwagen. For bigwigs in general, really.

         I myself prefer to see bigwigs taken down a peg.

         A few years ago three of the most powerful men in the world were in the news at once: Boris Yeltsin was too plastered to get off an airplane, Pope John Paul couldn’t even get out a “Thank you for the flowers” without nodding off, and Bill Clinton had stuck his cigar into an intern’s privates. That’s no way to light a cigar, naturally, but what’s far worse is that he couldn’t stop his unorthodox smoking method from making headlines. And while I’m at it: at the UN Security Council, the Indian foreign minister accidentally read from a speech his Portuguese colleague had left on the podium. He never noticed it was the wrong speech. It took five minutes for a fellow countryman to get his attention.

         I only mean to say that we had better take those in authority with a grain of salt.

         Saturday, February 16

         “I taste horse!” fat Mr. Bakker yelled across the dining room. Upon which almost everyone who had ordered the meatballs was suddenly able to detect the taste of horsemeat. The cook was summoned: “No, that’s impossible. The meat came from the wholesale butcher’s, as always.”

         “So? What does that prove? The wholesale butcher can grind horsemeat and mix it in with the beef, can’t he? I taste horse, that’s final. I am not mad!” Bakker seethed.

         Now, the problem is that Bakker is mad and a very unpleasant madman besides.

         The head of housekeeping was brought in too, but she could sputter until she was blue in the face, nothing helped soothe the disgruntled crowd. Finally all the meatballs were traded in for fish and chips. Most people thought there was little chance of there being any horsemeat in that.

         The mince has been ground with pigs’ eyes and cows’ udders for years, never a word, and now all of a sudden there’s a stink over a smidgen of horsemeat!

         Downstairs in the common room the radio is always on from ten till twelve. We are treated to the broadcast for hospital patients. No one knows why. Most residents don’t mind the Dutch repertoire that’s played for the invalids’ pleasure: lots of torch songs and rollicking polkas.

         One Easter morning a year ago, someone had the gumption to turn the dial to a classical music station: you should have seen the inmates clapping along to the strains of the St. Matthew Passion.

         I am trying to train myself to ignore the background music. The trick is not to sit too close to the speakers. The hospital broadcast ends at noon. The relative peace and quiet is a delight to listen to.

         Sunday, February 17

         The concept of days of the week vanishes in a place where no one goes off to work and every day is the same as every other day. The staff work, of course, but they too do the same thing day after day.

         The only day that’s different is Sunday—three-quarters of the residents go to church in the morning, and the children and grandchildren come to visit in the afternoon. It’s the only contact with the outside world some of the inmates have. And even if the visitors sometimes radiate boredom, it still counts: receiving lots of visitors gives you status around here. Unpleasant Mr. Pot spends the first half of the week jawing on about who came last time, and the second half of the week about who will come next time. He has eleven children. Pot is the kind of man who waits at the crosswalk until there’s a car coming, and only then steps out into the road.

         I never have visitors. I usually spend my Sunday afternoon watching videos. I am quite up to date cinematically. My room has a fairly decent-sized flat-screen. When it isn’t on I hide it behind an imitation-Chinese screen. Sometimes I’ll go and watch something at Evert’s, but he mostly prefers thrillers and action films, which are not my favorite. Evert’s son very occasionally pays a visit, and the odd granddaughter will sometimes pop in. Whether Eefje has any visitors, I don’t know.

         Rough sketch of a typical day: Part 2

         The only people who still sit down for a hot lunch are farmers from East Groningen and residents of homes for the aged. Except us. Don’t ask me why we seem to be the exception, but I am glad that we are.

         After lunch I often rest my eyes for a quarter of an hour as a prelude to the afternoon’s activities. I like to go out, but the truth is that my lack of mobility is making that increasingly difficult. I have trouble walking and my only means of transportation is the minibus operated by Connexxion. That’s no picnic, I can tell you. Of course one shouldn’t whine about the two euros it costs you for every trip, but Connexxion should really be called Misconnexxion. They must be trying very hard in order to manage to get so much to go wrong. Let’s just say that punctuality and Connexxion have a stormy relationship. Old age and impatience, on the other hand, are on intimate terms.

         Monday, February 18

         Of the five senses, my nose still works best. Which is not always a blessing in here. It smells of old people. I remember thinking my grandpa and grandma’s house smelled funny. An indefinable funk mixed with the odor of cigars. Humid clothes kept too long in plastic.

         Not all the rooms are that bad. But sometimes before I visit someone I’ll stuff cotton wool up my nostrils. Up nice and deep so it isn’t noticeable.

         The fact that many people here have no sense of smell anymore seems to give them a free pass to fart to their heart’s content, and the oral hygiene isn’t stellar either. As if offal were the only thing they get to eat here.

         I myself am terrified that my dribble is leaving a pee odor wherever I go, so I change my clothes twice a day, douse myself generously with aftershave, down below as well, and suck on a ton of peppermints.

         Instead of aftershave I’ll sometimes go for a “fragrance.” “The new fragrance for the older gentleman.” I like to keep up with the times. When I asked at the pharmacy for a scent for an older gentleman they stared at me open-mouthed. Then they tried to stick me with a bottle costing fifty euros.

         Many of my fellow residents have never moved past the eau de cologne stage—4711 or Old Spice. The air in here reeks of fifty years ago.

         Rough sketch of a typical day: Conclusion

         I force myself to go for at least one stroll every day, even in the pouring rain if there’s no other option.

         In the afternoon I do a lot of reading. Newspapers, magazines, and books. I accept every free trial subscription that comes my way. Not out of thriftiness, more as a kind of sport.

         In the late afternoon I’ll visit someone for a cup of tea, or, several times a week, I’ll go off to Evert’s for a glass of wine. Or he’ll come over to my room for a cocktail. Evert always arranges for good booze in great quantities. I, however, partake in moderation, or else I’ll fall asleep before supper.

         After drinks I freshen up and then take myself downstairs for dinner. And despite all the grumbling, I usually find the food quite palatable. I often ask the staff to convey my compliments to the chef.

         After dinner, coffee. After coffee, TV. After TV, bed. It isn’t particularly adventurous or edifying. I can’t claim there’s any more to it than that.

         Tuesday, February 19

         Yesterday afternoon, by pure luck, the rebels’ club came into being.

         On the third Monday of the month there’s often some cultural activity on the schedule, to take place in the recreation room. Usually it’s a cringe-worthy exhibition of old people clapping along to someone warbling “Tulips from Amsterdam,” but occasionally there’s classical music. Everyone shows up, because it’s free, isn’t it?

         Yesterday the Music Association offered a violin, cello, and piano trio. You can normally expect a bunch of uninspired moonlighters who only ever appear before seniors or the mentally handicapped, but this time it was two elegant ladies and one gentleman, about thirty years old, playing with abandon. They were not put off by Mrs. Snijder, who almost choked on a cookie, nor by Mr. Schipper, who slid off his chair and landed sideways in a flower planter. They just paused briefly and calmly resumed playing once the problem was taken care of. (As opposed to the pianist who once kept playing as if nothing were the matter as Mrs. Haringa was being resuscitated. A staff member finally had to shout at him to stop. Even though at that point it no longer made any difference to Haringa.)

         After the performance a group of us found ourselves gathered around a table: Evert Duiker (who when all’s told prefers Engelbert Humperdinck), Eefje Brand, Edward Schermer, Grietje de Boer, Graeme Gorter, and I, Hendrik Groen. The talk turned to the chronic dearth of distractions. Graeme then suggested that, if there was not enough in the way of diversion within the home, we should seek it on the outside on a more regular basis.

         “We’ll just have the minibus drive up to the front twice a month to take us somewhere. If all six of us at this table participate, and each comes up with a plan for four outings, then we’ll have twenty-four field trips per year. That’s something to look forward to, don’t you think?”

         He was absolutely right, and, at Grietje’s suggestion, it was decided to meet in the common room tonight for the inaugural meeting of the Old But Not Dead Club.

         I can’t wait.

         Wednesday, February 20

         I had high hopes, and they came true: it was an exciting inaugural session. The laughter was loud, the enthusiasm great, and the alcohol, for us, abundant. Evert had supplied red wine, white wine, and gin.

         After a lengthy and lively meeting, the following charter was adopted by unanimous consent.

         1. The goal of the club is to increase the enjoyment of advanced age by arranging outings.

         2. The outings will set off at 11 a.m. on a Monday, Wednesday, Thursday, or Friday.

         3. No whining allowed.

         4. The organizer must take into account the various infirmities of the members.

         5. The organizer must take into account the limits of the state pension.

         6. The organizer will not divulge more information about the trip beforehand than is strictly necessary.

         7. Outside of points 2 to 6, anything goes.

         8. This club is closed. No new members until further notice.

         If necessary, Eefje will put her laptop at the disposal of the person charged with choosing a destination, and she will shortly give a Googling for Beginners course so that everyone can learn how to search for information. Graeme will take on the first outing, followed by Eefje, Grietje, me, Evert, and Edward. You could see everyone feverishly beginning to plot and scheme.

         Opinions are divided on whether it was fate or coincidence, but be that as it may, it was an extraordinarily happy combination of circumstances that this particular group of six people just happened to be gathered around one table on Monday afternoon. They are all jolly nice, intelligent and, most important: not a whiner among them.

         Thursday, February 21

         As if it were a teenagers’ party that got out of hand! We’d stayed downstairs until about 11 p.m., and we may have been laughing just a bit too boisterously—at most. Nonetheless the following notice appeared on the board yesterday afternoon:

         
            In response to several complaints about the noise, the management has decided that from Monday to Friday the Conversation Lounge will close at 10:30 p.m., in order to guarantee an undisturbed night’s rest for all. Furthermore, residents are reminded to abide by the agreed two-drinks-per-person maximum.

         

         I was never asked by anyone to agree to a two-drink maximum. Prohibition looms, and Evert has promptly declared that he will take on the Al Capone role and organize the bootleg operation. The Old But Not Dead Club is riled, up in arms, and extremely motivated. It wasn’t cops, tear gas, or Twitter; a note on a bulletin board was enough. Thanks very much, management.

         Edward Schermer surprised all of us by coming out of his shell. Normally he doesn’t say much because he is hard to understand on account of the stroke. But just now, at teatime, in front of quite a gathering of residents downstairs, he stood up and in a loud, slurred voice demanded to know who had complained about the noise.

         The room immediately went quiet.

         Then Edward explained, vociferously and with great difficulty—which is what made it so impressive—that he was sorry the plaintiffs had not come to him first, or to one of the others who had been up late the night before.

         Still nobody said a word.

         “We may assume, then, that it was not anyone who is here now,” he deduced, sitting down again.

         Eefje looked around the circle with a benevolent smile. “It is indeed a pity that we don’t have the guts to raise these issues amongst ourselves, like adults.” With that she fixed a lengthy and pointed gaze at Mrs. Surmann, who grew quite agitated.

         “I didn’t do it,” she volunteered.

         “Do what?”

         “Complain.”

         “Well, that’s lucky then, isn’t it?” Eefje accompanied this with a most beatific smile.

         She must have seen or heard something. I don’t know if I should ask her about it or not.

         Friday, February 22

         Asteroid strikes, spontaneously combusting solar panels, horsemeat lasagna, the return of Berlusconi: any of these disasters could happen while we’re still alive. The real terror that has gripped the home for the last two days, however, is of being put out on the street if you’re not disabled enough. The announcement that 800 of the 2,000 nursing homes in the Netherlands will have to close their doors by the year 2020 is causing great concern. People who are only “mildly symptomatic” will just have to manage on their own. Several housemates have immediately begun embellishing their own infirmities, just in case, so that seven years from now they’ll be allowed to stay put. Dear people, let me reassure you: in seven years’ time everyone here will either be dead or terminally disabled! That’s what I wanted to yell at them.

         Old people and their completely irrational fears…

         And, if you’re unwilling to sit and wait quietly until you get kicked out of your room, why not apply to 50Plus to be trained as a politician? They are looking for candidates for local and provincial councils, and the national or European parliaments; 50Plus seems to keep going up in the polls. It should provide plenty of entertainment, watching all those doddering political novices being allowed to weigh in on this, that, and the other.

         
              

         

         My doctor is a strange fellow. When I asked him how he thought I was overall, he asked, “What would you like me to tell you?”

         “Well, I should like you to tell me that I’m fit as a fiddle, but perhaps a bit more realistically: how long do I have left, approximately?”

         “You could hang on for years if everything goes well, but it could also be over for you by the next quarter.”

         Who uses the phrase the next quarter in this context? No one except Dr. Oomes. Not only that: it made him laugh heartily too.

         When I said that he hadn’t offered a very clear answer, he laughed again. And since he seemed to be in such a good mood, I plucked up the courage to ask him if he’d been the one to send the social worker around to ask about my suicide plans. He even seemed to find that funny too.

         “Indeed, I thought, ‘There’s no harm in checking it out.’ Lovely girl, isn’t she?” And in the same breath: “Well, until next time.” A minute later I found myself standing outside again, nonplussed and none the wiser.

         It’s an old lesson, but one that I’ve had to learn all over again: before going to the doctor, always jot down all your questions, and be sure to go over the list with him item by item.

         Saturday, February 23

         The old rebels’ club is meeting at Eefje’s for a Google lesson tonight. The halls are already abuzz. Mrs. Baken has been fishing for an invite: “How nice, I’ve always wanted to learn how to google.” But there’s a strict door policy, and Baken does not qualify. She is suspected of having told on Mrs. Brinkman for keeping her old dachshund under the sink. Everyone is innocent until proven guilty, but if there’s the slightest doubt, you’re out.

         I have asked Eefje if she knew who had complained about the noise on Tuesday. She said she had overheard Mrs. Surmann tell her neighbor that she’d lodged a complaint with management.

         “We can’t be one hundred percent certain, since we don’t know what her complaint was about, but there is definitely reason to suspect her.”

         
              

         

         Yesterday, Cook received a request for horse steak to be added to the menu. “Preferably a milk-fed foal, and please, nothing force-fed,” read the anonymous note. At least, that was the rumor. And that rumor led to yet another lively debate at the dinner table about which animals one should eat and which should be eschewed. Evert wondered if a monkey sandwich might be an option. That took up another quarter of an hour.

         I’m going up to bed for a while. I’m feeling exhausted, don’t ask me why, and I want to be fit for tonight.

         Sunday, February 24

         There was plenty of cursing as people drew open their curtains this morning: more snow. Cursing of a mild caliber, I assure you, along the lines of “Darn it all.” But it’s true that we are fed up with winter. We’d really appreciate some warming sun for our old bones. Not too warm, naturally; no hotter than seventy-two degrees or thereabouts. It’s a narrow window.

         While I wasn’t looking, Henk Krol the Savior jumped up to twenty-four seats in the polls! 50Plus will be seeing to it that the Netherlands’ seniors aren’t ripped off any further.

         “They have it in for us because there’s nothing we can do about it. We can’t go on strike or anything. We’ve got no one to stick up for us.” “Victim” is the role meant for the sad old coot. It’s lucky not everyone joins in the chorus of wailing.
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