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Wednesday, 31 December 2014

According to the statistics, on this last day of the year a man of eighty-five has approximately an 80 per cent chance of reaching 31 December 2015. I am going by numbers from the National Public Health Compass.

I shall do my best, but there’s to be no whining if the diary I’m starting tomorrow does not make it all the way through to the end of the year. A one-in-five chance.

Thursday, 1 January 2015

Evert used to be partial to planting his New Year’s firecrackers in dog poo or, even more spectacularly, horse droppings, but those were, of course, less common. He’s only sorry that the bangers were much smaller back then than they are now.

‘It’s only that I’d risk blowing myself up, wheelchair and all, otherwise I’d love to set off a few crackers in the hall.’ That was his contribution to the pyrotechnics debate that’s been going on for days.

In spite of a petition from the residents, our director, Mrs Stelwagen, did nothing about getting our care home declared a firework-free zone. A short statement on the noticeboard announced she did not think it ‘opportune’ at this time. She probably had a point, some of the residents decided, especially those who didn’t know what ‘opportune’ meant. Others thought Stelwagen didn’t want to get into a spat with the local authorities.

Our Old-But-Not-Dead Club celebrated New Year’s Eve in Evert’s sheltered housing flat, where cooking is allowed, an activity that’s not permitted in the rooms of those of us living in the care home. With top ex-chefs Antoine and Ria in our ranks, we can’t afford to pass up any gastronomic occasion.

At 11:45 we all trooped up to Graeme’s room, on the top floor. We watched the fireworks from his balcony, and Evert fired off a single illicit rocket on behalf of us all, as a mutinous raspberry aimed at the management. It was very pretty.

We can’t wait to see who will snitch on us.

Edward volunteered to be the scapegoat chewed out by the director, if it should come to that. He promised to make his speech even harder to understand than usual, and to present a report – in writing – at the next Old-But-Not-Dead Club meeting.

In short: we had a blast.

I did not get to bed until 2 a.m. It’s been decades since I’ve managed to stay up that late. Bravo Hendrik.

Friday, 2 January

This past year there was a great void in my days. I had spent all of 2013 faithfully keeping a diary. That hour (or hour and a half) of daily writing had given me a sense of usefulness and value. The most salient hallmark of life in an old-age home may well be the lack of duties or responsibilities. Everything is taken care of for you. There is no need for reflection. Life goes down as easily as custard without any lumps. Open up; swallow; all gone!

There are plenty of residents who are quite satisfied with this permanent, all-inclusive holiday, but for myself and a number of my friends, the idleness of the care-home existence does nothing for our day-to-day contentment. This diary will give me a sense of purpose again. It forces me to stay alert, to put my eyes to work and my ear to the ground, and obliges me to follow the developments in our care home as well as what’s happening in the rest of the world. I shall be exercising the brain cells on a daily basis to keep my thoughts fresh and organized. Brain gymnastics to keep the mind sharp. This past year I found myself thinking all too often what a shame it was that I was no longer writing things down, when, for instance, another old geezer made a spectacle of himself, the staff made a dog’s dinner of something, or the director lorded it all too snootily over her underlings. I feel like throwing my hat in the ring again.

Saturday, 3 January

One care home director has set a good example in the papers by telling the truth: ‘The standards that we, as a society, have set for the professional care of the elderly cannot be met under the present circumstances.’

In other words: it can’t be helped if, from time to time, a nappy doesn’t get changed promptly enough, or a set of teeth goes missing, or an inmate has to be tied to the bed for a while. Unfortunate, but alas. If all the activists, all the sensation-seeking scandalmongers of the press and all thirty-two care home inspection agencies want this to change, they will have to persuade the electorate to agree to a hefty insurance rate increase. Good luck with that!

I intend to press that article personally into our director’s hands.

Yes, that’s a surprise, isn’t it? Meek Hendrik is no more. He doesn’t yet deserve to be called Brave Hendrik, but a year ago, at my dear friend Eefje’s funeral, I did resolve to drop my fainthearted caution once and for all. I am more and more inclined to speak my mind, and it usually feels great when I do so. I do still need to work up my nerve, my heart in my mouth, but after some hesitation I’ll jump in with both feet from the high diving board, coming up for air sputtering but triumphant. The support I receive from the other members of the Old-But-Not-Dead Club is invaluable. Especially from Evert, who is not only my best friend but also someone who has no trouble at all speaking his mind, and always has my back.

This year we have once again been promised a ‘horror winter’. In spite of all previous erroneous predictions of extreme cold, this prognosis is being taken very seriously. My fellow inmates have stocked up for winter like nobody’s business. The cupboards are bursting with biscuits, chocolates, soft drinks and loo paper. This last item is on account of the fact that we now have to provide it ourselves, due to economic cutbacks. Ever since these were instituted, we are being much more frugal about wiping ourselves, with all attendant consequences thereof. What is saved on paper is spent on extra laundry soap.

Sunday, 4 January

Mrs Stelwagen is no longer surprised when I give her a newspaper article to read or some other piece of unsolicited advice.

Stelwagen is not concerned with anything but her own self-interest: her reputation, which hinges on peace in her domain, and meek inmates. She knows I’m aware of this. She also knows that I enjoy a certain amount of support from my co-residents, which she is ill-advised to underestimate, and she does not.

The conflict between the director and the Old-But-Not-Dead Club is careful and subtle, with the occasional small victory for one, and then the other. Open warfare would do none of us any good. The stakes are too high.

‘Thank you so much, Mr Groen. You have found something again that will be of use to us, no doubt?’

‘Indeed. An interesting article about a colleague of yours. About standards of care and transparency about such things.’

‘I am all for transparency; transparency whenever at all possible. And always subject to the general good.’

‘The general good is a hat that fits many different heads, Mrs Stelwagen.’

‘You are so right, Mr Groen.’

Such, more or less, is the tone of our exchanges. Afterwards I’ll usually need a few moments to calm myself down, but it’s worth it. A shot of adrenaline once in a while can’t hurt.

Monday, 5 January

The weather was splendid yesterday afternoon, so I decided to test my ability to make it to my benches on foot. It’s 400 metres to bench number one, 600 metres to bench number two, and finally another 400 metres back home. These distances are a rough estimate.

I did manage it, although with some effort. My roaming orbit has held steady for about a year, and I conclude that, in this case, holding steady is progress.

The fact is: for me, the fastest way to get somewhere is to take it slow. That way I won’t fall flat on my face as I proceed from one bench to the next. The trick is to walk very calmly, yet at the same time give a sprightly impression. It’s not easily done. Eschewing the Zimmer frame, I rely on a cane that once belonged to my father, which I tend to swing just a bit too high in the air. Then, catching my breath on the bench, I try to look as vivacious as possible. Vain old Hendrik. God knows what for.

The daily journal writing is already having a positive effect. I am glad I picked up the pen again, and regret having neglected it for a year.

Over the next few days I shall recap the lost year of 2014 as pertains to the happenings in our home.

Tuesday, 6 January

The most important event of 2014 took place when the year was just two days old: Eefje’s funeral. My darling lay there like a beautiful Snow White somewhat on in years, until the lid of the casket was closed for good.

The funeral service was solemn, with beautiful music and moving eulogies. But none of it was of much comfort to me.

The main reason I did not feel like writing for all those months is that I missed her. When I sat down at the computer, for instance, I would find myself writing her name. It has taken time for the wound to heal.

The second most important event was in November, when Grietje moved to ‘the other side’ – the locked ward. Mr Alzheimer arrived sooner than expected. She had begun losing her way, and then it was happening more and more frequently: both literally, attempting to find her flat on the wrong floor, and figuratively, when she suddenly had no idea what a teapot was for. She was able to laugh it off, right until the end. She was in a muddle, but cheerfully so. Never angry, never scared. The day they moved her into the dementia ward, she was seen happily trotting after the trolley carrying her belongings.

Nobody would mind having dementia if they could be like her. But when I visit Grietje I see that she is the rose amongst thorns.

In Hillegom, a town twenty-five miles from Amsterdam, a number of people with dementia from the nursing home Den Weeligenberg were selected to return to independent living. In sheltered housing, but still. I’ve had a good look round the locked ward here, but wouldn’t give anyone the keys to their own room again. Unless it’s to test an emergency scenario: what to do in case of a flood, a fire or an explosion, for instance. Could it be that some of the people in Hillegom had been locked away a bit too soon?

Mrs Quint, a professional pessimist, predicts there will be an attempt on Pope Francis’s life. With half a ginger biscuit in her mouth, she was absolutely positive. ‘He won’t make it to the end of the year, no matter how hard we pray for him,’ she declared, cheerfully spraying biscuit crumbs in every direction.

Evert wanted to bet her €100 that this amiable earthly representative of Jesus Christ would still be fit as a fiddle on the 1st of January 2016, but Quint was not quite that confident in her own predictions.

I must say that Francis has my warmest sympathy, if only because he rides in a white 1984 Renault 4.

I wonder what happened to that funny old Popemobile?

Wednesday, 7 January

Last year was a watershed for our Old-But-Not-Dead Club. With Eefje’s passing we lost our foremost pillar of strength, and in the spring Grietje too, had to stop coming along on our excursions, because she kept wanting to touch everything. That created a bit of trouble for us with the guards in the Rijksmuseum.

‘I just want to know what it feels like.’

‘I’m afraid that’s not permitted, madam.’

‘Oh, in that case I won’t do it again, promise.’ Two galleries further on her vow was already forgotten.

But there is also good news: we have taken on two new members. On my recommendation, my friend Mr Geert Hoogdalen joined the Club in the spring. He is a man of few words and the proud owner of a mobility scooter souped up like a Ferrari. Shortly afterwards Edward nominated Mrs Van der Horst to become a member. He thought she would make up for his own aphasia, which is making his speech less and less comprehensible, as well as compensating for Geert’s taciturnity. Leonie Van der Horst loves to talk, is cheerful, a bit crazy and brimming with ideas. And she likes Evert, who hardly returns the favour, which in turn makes Leonie even more inclined to stroke his bald head.

In short: two wonderful new assets for the Club.

The Health Care Law has been the topic of conversation for months now. Even though we have yet to be deprived of even one cup of tea, some residents claim they are feeling the pinch of the cutbacks already.

When I asked Mrs Slothouwer, as usual the loudest voice in the room, to give us an example of how it’s affecting her, she couldn’t think of anything other than, ‘Oh there he goes again, Mr Groen and his examples!’

Mrs Slothouwer and her sister used to be a formidable team. Since her sister’s sudden passing last year, the surviving Slothouwer has added her sister’s portion of malice to her own.

I received some support. ‘Well, I, for one, agree with the Right Honourable gentleman Groen, Mrs Slothouwer; do give us an example,’ Graeme said. At that point she dropped the subject.

Thursday, 8 January

The news of the slaughter at the French magazine Charlie Hebdo has affected me deeply. It doesn’t often happen that I get emotional over something in the news, but yesterday I was terribly upset all day long.

And, as if by mutual agreement, my fellow residents refrained from the usual inane commentary. Only Mr Bakker couldn’t help himself, declaring that every foreigner with a beard ought to be put behind bars.

‘You mean, Sinterklaas – St Nicholas – and Father Christmas for instance?’ asked Leonie.

‘No, not them, of course not. Just the brown and black ones.’

One longs to seal his mouth with duct tape, leaving just a small hole for a straw to suck up his liquid food.

As far as I know this home has never had an Islamic resident. I suspect aged Turks and Moroccans either live out their last days in the land of their birth, or are kept prisoner in the flats of their children, unable to navigate the building’s stairs.

There are some Muslims among the staff, but it would never occur to the residents to engage a hijab-wearing cleaner or housekeeper in a conversation about Allah. We don’t know a thing about them; they don’t know a thing about us.

I may have mentioned this before, but God and I have agreed to leave each other alone. And a god who, for whatever reason, promises seventy-two virgins as a reward in the afterlife seems to me, of all the gods, one of the dumbest. If only for the fact that a virile fellow would be done deflowering his virgins within a couple of days. And besides, isn’t there a reward for women?

There’s going to be a minute’s silence shortly. I’d like to raise a clenched fist holding my pen in the air, but I fear no one will understand.

Friday, 9 January

The Taskforce for Independent Living has sent a letter to every mayor in the country to call attention to the new transition guidelines for elder care. Old people don’t like change, but ‘transition’ they don’t mind as much.

The mandate of care homes used to be the three Cs: comfort, control and companionship. Well, oddly enough, the authorities seem to have lost sight of those three Cs a bit.

The goal today is for old people to remain in their own homes for as long as they are able. That may sound like a splendid idea, but it does have its drawbacks. According to the Central Statistics Bureau, there are 300,000 extremely lonely old-age pensioners in our country. Most of them live at home, and the new directives would have them continuing to live independently and be extremely lonely for as long as possible.

That’s like throwing the baby out with the bathwater. The idea of using care homes to look after the comfort, control and companionship of the elderly is fine in principle. It just fails in the execution. What old-age homes actually stand for is infantilizing, dependence and laziness.

You often read about groups of old people looking for new forms of communal living, in search of, well … yes: comfort, control and companionship. Only, those old people aren’t in their late eighties; they are energetic sixty- or seventy-year-olds with plenty of ideas and plenty of money.

There! That hobbyhorse can be stalled again for a while.

I have made two resolutions for 2015. The first is to make it to 2016, and the second is to get rid of one thing every day. People are magpies. Not long ago, when the staff were cleaning out the room of a resident who had passed away, they found great quantities of sugar, soap, butter and long-life milk. In other words, everything that used to be rationed in the war. Her cupboards were also a riot of all kinds of other rubbish: vases, cups and saucers, statuettes, candles, bottles and tins. It made me cast a critical eye over my own room: it too is full of needless junk.

I ought to throw out one thing I have no use for every day. Whenever I buy something new, I should get rid of two old things. At the end of the year I ought to be at least 365 expendable items lighter.

Saturday, 10 January

A few more words about 2014.

The Old-But-Not-Dead Club slowly recovered from Eefje’s passing and Grietje’s withdrawal. In the spring we began planning club excursions again. A fresh string of pearls beckoning on the horizon. It turned out that we needed those pearls to plan and look forward to in order not to sink into gloomy lethargy. We agreed that we would never again let several months go by wasted. In our case, death, even the death of our most beloved friends, is to be no excuse.

‘We’d never get to the end of it!’ said Evert, and then began wondering out loud whether there might be such a thing as a coffin-decorating workshop ‘for a bright and creative interment.’

He hasn’t found one yet, although according to Evert, that’s a big gap in the market. He also announced that he’d like us all to dress in loud, colourful clothes at his funeral. Even the coffin bearers. Could we please take care of that?

There is a new female resident who at teatime this afternoon devoured ten butter biscuits in a row. After about the fourth one, the room slowly grew quiet around her. Half a dozen residents held their breath watching one biscuit after another disappear into her tiny mouth. It was her own packet of biscuits, so the nurse couldn’t really say anything. But when the lady started on her eighth biscuit she could no longer keep it in.

‘Mrs Lacroix, is that really sensible?’

‘Shht,’ Mrs Lacroix tried to say with a mouthful of crumbs. At least, that’s what it sounded like.

After her tenth biscuit, she looked round the circle and asked if anyone else would like one.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I am a performance artist,’ she answered.

‘Oh, here we go …’ said Mr Bakker.

‘What did she say she is?’ asked Mrs Duits.

I wasn’t actually there – I heard the story first-hand from Edward. He was there, and he loved it.

I think I want to meet this Mrs Lacroix.

Sunday, 11 January

A research study has shown that eighty-year-olds are happier than they were aged forty. Forty is the low point on the happiness scale. At that age you have to worry about both your parents and your kids, and then there’s the stress of your job as well.

These are the findings of a professor who is eighty years old himself. He knows of what he speaks. But has this professor, a Mr Vaillant, ever visited a care home like ours? If he had, he would know that the faces in here don’t exactly radiate joy. That old people are very good at concealing any happiness they feel.

Perhaps he should come and give a few lectures here, to explain a thing or two. After all, it’s now or never, as far as happiness is concerned.

Let me give the weather as an example.

It has been stormy for nearly a week, and after just a dip down to moderate gale force, the wind is back up to hurricane strength. If you were even just half as happy as the professor maintains, it stands to reason that you wouldn’t let a stiff little breeze get you down. On the contrary: you’d go outside and let the wind whip through your hair.

But that doesn’t really happen here. One mostly hears whining about ruined hairdos. As if it’s so important for those last remaining hairs to be perfectly coiffed.

For myself, I have discovered that my mobility scooter is rather sensitive to crosswinds. I nearly capsized this morning when a wind gust sideswiped me, pushing me up against the kerb between two tall buildings. I heard Geert shout with laughter behind me on his scooter. A few hundred metres further on it was my turn to laugh: he got drenched by a car tearing through a puddle alongside him. Two old rascals on a quiet, stormy Sunday morning in North Amsterdam who were simply elated to be out in the wind and weather.

Monday, 12 January

The members of the Old-But-Not-Dead Club are no strangers to the travails of the flesh. Not to complain, but just to take into account: Evert is in a wheelchair with diabetes. Antoine and Ria are a classic example of the lame and the blind: he has rheumatism, her eyesight is failing. Edward has had a stroke and his speech is practically unintelligible. Geert has a colostomy and a sleep disorder. Leonie is afflicted with a serious tremor and is incontinent. I am short of breath and have trouble walking, an embarrassing dribble, and the occasional bout of gout. Graeme is the only one who is still in reasonably fine fettle.

Impressive list of ailments, isn’t it?

Our Club has clear guidelines about this: there’s to be no whining, but making fun of one’s aches and pains is allowed. That helps tremendously. We laugh a lot about our various miseries. It makes living with the restrictions brought on by the body’s decrepitude a great deal easier.

A splendid new plan was born during a more or less accidental gathering of the Old-But-Not-Dead Club. We are having a short winter hiatus from our excursion programme until the end of the Christmas holidays, but none of us liked having nothing to look forward to in the interim. At teatime yesterday Ria and Antoine proposed, somewhat hesitantly, an idea for a second kind of activity.

‘Something to do with food, we were thinking.’

‘Golly, what a surprise,’ said Edward.

‘We thought it might be fun to go out to dinner together once a month, taking turns to choose a different ethnic restaurant to visit each time.’

‘Aha,’ said Evert, ‘and you thought that would be fun?’

Ria and Antoine both looked a bit taken aback. ‘It’s just a suggestion.’

‘To be perfectly honest, I think it’s a great plan,’ said Evert with a broad grin. ‘Only, maybe it should be more frequent than once a month.’

And so it is decided: once every three weeks, we’ll have dinner out at a restaurant of a different nationality, with the members of the Club taking turns to choose the venue. Only, no Chinese or Italian – too predictable. This project won’t replace our soon-to-be-revived regular excursion programme, but will continue alongside it.

Tuesday, 13 January

The first Dutch celebrity death of the year is Frans Molenaar. Tumbled down the stairs and never recovered. A lovely but peculiar man from the lovely but peculiar world of haute couture fashion. A world that’s quite divorced from reality.

‘They only make clothes you’d wear to a carnival. No one would go out wearing that,’ Mrs Van Diemen decided.

‘A hat like that would make a handy umbrella,’ her neighbour remarked when she saw a medium-sized UFO on one model’s head.

‘And they’re always faggots, and always surrounded by the most beautiful women,’ said Mr Dickhout disapprovingly.

‘Only if you like skeletons, nothing but skin and bone. Not a speck of meat,’ said the fellow seated next to him.

Frans Molenaar would have thumbed his pedantic nose at their point of view.

Here in the home we are not that fashion-conscious any more. Only our droopy trousers, crotch at the knees, and floppy braces put us in the ‘with-it’ bracket, as those also happen to be fashionable with hip youngsters in the ‘real’ world. You might even say that we were trendsetters in that regard.

Yesterday Evert came round for a drink before dinner because he’d run out of supplies, and didn’t feel like braving wind and rain to go to the off-licence.

Evert has asked the director time and again why our mini-mart can’t carry alcoholic beverages. ‘No, impossible, for licensing reasons.’

‘When I die I expect Gall & Gall to send a lovely wreath,’ Evert told me, ‘because I’ve remained such a loyal customer, despite my diabetes. A shining example of stubborn tenacity.’

Miracle of miracles, my best mate was spared any further amputations or related indignities this past year. He actually looks the picture of health in his wheelchair. Sharp as a tack.

It is imperative that he doesn’t die before I do. The drinks I pour for him are therefore rather stingy. Evert has rigged up a bottle-holder on his wheelchair, but I insist on putting the jenever bottle back in the fridge every time. ‘Not that I have any intention of saving you from yourself, my friend.’

‘Ah, go jump in the lake, Groen.’

Wednesday, 14 January

A mystifying series of events is keeping the residents all agog.

For the fifth time this week an apple was found in a bizarre location. A few days ago the first apple turned up in the lift, then someone discovered one by the front door, two were found in different hallways, and this morning a Granny Smith was seen floating in the aquarium. Fortunately no fish were harmed. Since for want of more pressing matters molehills tend to grow into mountains around here, the fact that someone is leaving apples ‘all over the place’ becomes the topic of the day.

Honesty compels me to add that the fifth apple was originally lying next to the fish tank. I dropped it in. It was almost a reflex. There was no one else in the corridor to see me do it. To be clear: I am not the apple-spreader. I hope that it has thrown the real culprit for a loop, now that an apple has turned up in the aquarium.

According to Mrs Schaap, five apples can hardly be a coincidence. Well done, Sherlock Schaap.

People have begun inspecting each other’s fruit bowls.

Took my scooter out in the wind and rain and saw the first daffodils in full bloom on a strip of grass at the end of Kamperfoelie Way. I had already spotted a few snowdrops last week; it isn’t all that unusual to see those, but daffodils blooming in January – they must be a bit confused, honestly.

I would like to see a sturdy layer of ice on the ponds, thick enough to bear the weight of the scooter. It would allow me to venture out on the ice again for the first time in years. Provided I can find a good spot to get on and off. It would be capital, to scoot from Volendam across the Gouwzee to Marken, for example. Geert has promised to come with me on his Ferrari-mobile.

Thursday, 15 January

Today someone found a tangerine in the lift.

‘We were just getting used to the apples, and now this,’ Mrs Schaap sighed.

The fruit whodunnit is the top topic of conversation over tea and coffee. It’s turning some of the residents into Nervous Nellies. They think it’s an omen that something terrible is going to happen.

‘It’s only a tangerine, dears. Not a bomb,’ one of the nurses reassured them.

I have a running bet with Evert. I think it is a staff member who’s secretly strewing fruit about; Evert is convinced one of the residents is responsible. The stake: a book of the winner’s choice. Evert had to solemnly swear to me that he wasn’t the fruit sneak himself. At first we wanted to bet on the kind of fruit that would pop up next, but I don’t trust him an inch, and vice versa. Had he predicted, for example, that the next find would be a banana, you could bet that a banana would turn up in a planter somewhere within the next fifteen minutes.

Meanwhile Stelwagen has ordered the staff to keep its eyes peeled. I gathered as much from Mrs Morales, who recently started working here as a carer. A Spanish chatterbox with a soft spot for yours truly. She invariably starts her sentences with ‘Don’t tell anyone, but …’ Think of her saying it with a charming Spanish accent.

In her I may have found a useful new ‘well-informed source’ on the inside again. That role used to be filled by my good friend Anja Appelboom, the long-time administrative secretary in Stelwagen’s office, who would occasionally provide me with information not meant for residents’ ears, but a year and a half ago Anja was put out to pasture by Stelwagen on early retirement.

When it comes to keeping the residents informed, our esteemed director’s motto is: ignorance is bliss. I have the feeling that Stelwagen honestly thinks you shouldn’t saddle the inmates with information that would only make them anxious. She doesn’t really think of old people as competent human beings, and she isn’t the only one. I often have to agree with her. If you keep treating people like little children, in the long run most of them will start acting like little children too.

Friday, 16 January

The vigour of the residents hasn’t improved this past year, sadly. The weakest and oldest have left us, and instead of hale and hearty seventy-year-olds taking their place, we’ve welcomed into the fold several old crocks well into their late eighties.

The record for the shortest stay is held by a lady whose name we never even came to know. A day and a half after arriving through the front door in a wheelchair, she departed again through the back door in a coffin. Perhaps the excitement of the move was too much for her.

‘She drank one cup of tea, one!’ Mrs Duits must have said at least four times.

‘Yes, and so what?’ asked Bakker. At least four times as well.

Someone wondered if the deceased would have to pay the whole month’s rent anyway.

According to the new directives, people may only move to a care home if they are incapable of looking after themselves, and therefore need a great deal of care. Upon arrival, the new residents are only a short step away from either the grave or the nursing ward.

Healthy residents are in the minority. The average age is creeping up to ninety and the turnover rate keeps accelerating. It doesn’t make for a very jolly atmosphere.

A pineapple was found in our ‘gym’, an unoccupied office space. The culprit seems to have moved on to the larger species of fruit.

It’s funny how something as inane as an unclaimed piece of fruit can cause such a brouhaha. Normally our residents have no trouble coming up with the most outlandish conspiracy theories, but in this case they’ve been left flummoxed. They don’t know what to make of it. It’s just too weird.

‘I don’t get it. Who would do such a thing?’ is the most common reaction.

It would enhance the mystery if the fruit caper stopped without the instigator ever being found out. It would be a pity about our bet, however.

Saturday, 17 January

The stricter criteria for care home admission will inevitably lead to vacancies. By 2020, 800 of the 2,000 care homes will have to close. That is forty per cent. Which also means that within the next five years a considerable number of residents will have to move to another home, since no board of directors will wait to close an institution until the very last occupant is obliging enough to kick the bucket.

Here in our home the alarm was raised a year and a half ago, when we were informed about ‘renovation’ plans. Everyone gave a sigh of relief when the plan was called off. But our relief may well be premature. My own instinct tells me that if this old building isn’t going to be renovated, it could well be because it has been moved over to the ‘slated for demolition’ column.

I intend to accost Mrs Stelwagen in the near future to apprise her of my concerns.

We may like to complain about all the niggling no-nos we have to put up with here, but it could always be worse. The Algemeen Dagblad reports that Sientje van der Lee (91) has been told to remove her houseplants from her sheltered housing windowsill because the window washer, who comes twice a year, complains they’re in his way. And also because the plants sometimes shed a few of their leaves. Sientje was a farmer all her life. She protests, ‘I need to have some green about,’ and has taken defiant action: she’s hung out a banner that says ‘KEEP YOUR MITTS OFF MY PLANTS’. Problems such as these put all the uproar about the terrorist attacks in Paris and Belgium in the shade.

Sunday, 18 January

We are having an Old-But-Not-Dead Club meeting tomorrow evening. On the agenda: drawing up the restaurant plan and the new excursion schedule.

The hibernation has lasted long enough. It’s time for action. We are meeting at Geert’s, who, in his words, is ‘engaged in making exhaustive preparations’.

Besides being a way to save money, turning over eldercare from state to local authorities was meant to bring control closer to home for those on the receiving end.

The money-saving aspect has been reasonably successful, but decentralizing seems to be misfiring on many cylinders. Lots of the councils that were put in charge, you see, have decided to decentralize again. To cut expenses, dozens of local authorities have joined hands, working together to drive down the cost of eldercare even further.

So instead of a single minister or secretary of state, the ‘care sector’ now has to deal with – count them – thirty-seven aldermen from thirty-seven towns and villages. These are overseen not by 150 members of parliament, but 500 local councillors, ones who have only the best interests of, let’s say, Lutjebroek at heart. I can’t wait to see what that will mean for us.

My friend Edward was wondering why, exactly, the prophet Muhammed can’t be depicted. A good question, to which no one knew the answer. Evert’s suggestion, ‘Maybe the prophet was as cross-eyed as a melon,’ was politely discounted when he had no retort to the counter-question, ‘How can you tell if a melon is cross-eyed?’

Which brings me in a subtle segue back to the fruit affair: yesterday a banana was found in the pantry. There are rumours of a staff posse out on the hunt for the culprit. To no avail, for now. The director has appealed to the residents to remain calm. Such appeals tend to backfire, surely Stelwagen ought to know that by now.

Monday, 19 January

The National Bird Count Days took place this past weekend. It made me think of my late friend Eefje, who would spend an hour at her window patiently and devotedly counting tits and sparrows.

She never let me help her. ‘Only serious birders are allowed to participate, Henk. You’re just a novice, you’ll only distract me. You can come back in an hour.’ And then she’d give me a radiant smile. I’d melt completely. I miss her. Love seldom knows a happy ending.

I heard from Mrs Morales that our director is considering forbidding the use of mobiles in the dining room at mealtimes. Not that many people do make calls, but when someone does, the entire room has the pleasure of listening in.

‘WHERE ARE YOU? … AT DINNER … ENDIVE AND MEATBALLS … OH, FINE … NO, DREADFUL, NOT A WINK … WITH THIS WEATHER DEFINITELY … ARE YOU EVER COMING TO SEE ME?’

And so on.

Old people and modern telephone technology don’t get along very well. All those confusing bells and whistles make them nervous. They’d much prefer to drag along a cordless Bakelite phone that would allow them to dial the old way. All those little keys and knobs now inevitably get the number wrong the first time. ‘WHO IS THIS?’

A mere slip of a phone that can contain an entire telephone directory – oh, my! Even the extra-large keys meant for aged eyes and trembling fingers don’t really do the trick.

A kiwi fruit was found in the toilet.

Stelwagen is not amused. She doesn’t know what to do about something as daft as pieces of fruit turning up where least expected, and it feels like a prank meant to undermine her authority. Especially since the residents have talked of nothing else for days.

It does fascinate me enormously. Evert says he’ll present the mastermind with a basket of fruit if his or her cover is ever blown.

Tuesday, 20 January

Yesterday was Blue Monday. This, the third Monday of January, has been declared the most depressing day of the year. By whom? No idea. But the Old-But-Not-Dead do not ascribe to it. We had an exuberant members’ gathering hosted by Geert. It was the first time Geert had us round, and he had gone out of his way to put on a lavish spread. I think he must have enough alcohol left over to last until summer. He had bought so much of everything that, for instance, if we had stuck to beer all evening there would still have been plenty to go round. The same goes for the red, white and rosé, the soda water, squash, orange juice, jenever, eggnog and brandy. There was even a bottle of blackcurrant jenever. I didn’t even know that still existed. Plus heaps of food, as if we’d just come through the Hunger Winter of 1945. Everyone went home with a doggie-bag. Evert with an extra copious one, since he’s the only one who actually has a dog. His dog Mo is a prodigious omnivore. It doesn’t matter what you put in his dish, it all comes out the other end. Evert has offered to help Geert finish off any bottles that might go past their sell-by date.

‘Just so as not to waste it,’ he says with a grin. He, like Mo, isn’t picky, he’ll drink anything you put in front of him.

Food, drink, laughter … We hardly had any time for serious discussion.

We did manage to draw up two schedules, one for the restaurants-of-the-world plan, and one for the new Club outing line-up. The intention is to sally forth at least once a fortnight this year.

We have set up a fund for impecunious members, to be dipped into as the need arises. No one raised any objection. I was appointed treasurer, and have taken it upon myself to put in the seed money, anonymously, of course. I am, after all, a man of some means. Club members may discreetly apply to me for monetary support. For it looks as if this could cost a pretty penny.

‘Make sure you’re in the red by the time you’re dead!’ is our first official club motto. We’re on the lookout for other appropriate slogans. And a club anthem. Yes, it was a rather raucous evening.

We had warned Geert’s neighbours beforehand to expect a bit of noise. If that did occur, would they be so kind as to tell us first, before alerting management? Evert had insisted on being the one to ‘take care of it’. I don’t expect we’ll be hearing any complaints.

Wednesday, 21 January

The day of my little girl’s passing. A child’s little bike weaves half a metre too far to the right or left, on a steep hill by a canal. I was occupied marking students’ homework, and my wife was hanging out the washing. Each thought the other was watching her.

Lifelong grief, lifelong senseless self-reproach.

Thursday, 22 January

Yesterday no errant fruit was found, and its absence was the subject of much speculation. Strange, really; for years not even a single unclaimed grape was ever seen, and nobody said a word about it. Now, after just one day of neither a rogue apple nor pear, people are already bereft. I hope it doesn’t remain an unsolved mystery for ever.

Next Thursday is our first dinner excursion. Edward is choosing the restaurant. Evert is betting ten-to-one on Argentinean. Only he won’t make the bet with Edward.

Mirrors have been installed in the corridors at certain dangerous corners and intersections after two scooter crashes in one week. Fortunately only minor scrapes and dents ensued. A traffic death in a care home would most definitely make it into the papers, and that’s to be avoided at all costs. So the director decided to boost safety with these convex traffic mirrors, although they don’t take into account the vagaries of the elderly. The mirrors have already led to several inadvertent accidents, even with no oncoming traffic in sight. Some of the oldies were so fixated at seeing themselves in the mirror, you see, that they ran straight into a wall. And the walls here sport a coat of the rough sanded beige paint that was so fashionable back in the 1970s. Which usually means a nasty abrasion or two. Forgive me for being a bit gruesome, but the sanded paint makes it hard to scrub blood off the wall. So one can see traces of accidents in a number of spots. Some of these distressing marks were painted over, only in a slightly different shade of beige.

Stelwagen has no intention of removing the mirrors for now. To do so would mean admitting she’d made a bad decision.

Friday, 23 January

Yesterday was my annual check-up with the geriatrician. To my surprise my old doctor, Dr Jonge, had retired. He was about seventy, and so he knew his stuff. The new geriatrician doesn’t have his experience. She’s a woman of about forty, Dr Van Vlaanderen.

‘Just call me Emma.’

I’m a bit old-fashioned sometimes. That’s permitted, if you’re eighty-five. I’d rather not call a doctor Emma, even if that really is her name.

She seemed kind, with a willing ear, but I think I’d rather still have my old doctor. He was short and to the point, clear and witty. Dr Emma treated me rather like a deaf toddler. She talked just a bit too loud, in a Dick and Jane voice.

‘I’m not deaf, nor dumb either, Dr Emma,’ I thought of saying, but then I decided it was a bit too blunt for a first acquaintance. Another negative was that I had just been making a little headway with my old doctor on the subject of euthanasia, and now I’ll have to start all over again. I didn’t feel like broaching it this time.

The numbers, by the way, aren’t very hopeful for getting a GP or geriatrician to help you there: only very few requests for euthanasia are granted. The end-of-life clinics do hardly any better: the clinics are true to their name in just 4 per cent of the cases. The Euthanasia Society seems to offer the best solution. One simply orders pills from the Internet, or so I’ve heard. That shouldn’t be too difficult, now that I am growing increasingly computer-savvy. At first I used the thing only as a typewriter, but now I know how to look up all kinds of things. I shall look into it shortly. After all, the decision is in my hands, and my hands only; that’s what I think. The greatest danger lies in gradually and imperceptibly – or precipitously – getting to a place where you are no longer capable of making the decision yourself. That’s what happened to Eefje. The point is to be prepared, and to have the pills on hand. Hidden in your home, someplace known only to yourself and perhaps a friend you can trust. If, heaven forbid, you are no longer in a state to take the pills yourself, then that friend may be able to give you a little (illegal) hand. As long as he or she has arranged for a watertight alibi, naturally.

I am going to take care of it. First I’ll acquire the pills and then I’ll instruct Evert what to do. The right man for the job: heart of gold, and doesn’t give a hoot about the rules.

Saturday, 24 January

Yesterday afternoon, at teatime, the dining room was humming, and Mrs Lacroix rose to her feet. She has only been here a month, but in that short time has managed to make herself quite unpopular. All she had to do to earn her fellows’ scorn was to dress rather flamboyantly. Flowing dresses in bright floral patterns, shawls and hats, red lipstick and purple nail polish. She also has a rather posh accent.

She started tapping her teaspoon against her cup until everyone looked up. She cleared her throat.

‘As everyone here knows by now, I am a performance artist.’ Whispering and muttering all around her. Many people had no idea what that was. ‘As such, for the past two weeks I have been creating a performance piece by leaving pieces of fruit in various locations. To symbolize estrangement. And to show that to give is better than to receive. And because it’s healthy, too.’

The mutters now swelled to an indignant din.

‘You gave me the willies with those apples of yours,’ was how Mrs Slothouwer gave expression to the general malaise. Many nodded in agreement.

‘Well, I thought it was very funny,’ said Leonie, our new Old-But-Not-Dead member, and I was proud of her. Two camps formed immediately: those in favour of performance art and those against. A minority, those of us not immediately scared off by the unfamiliar, was in favour, and the rest were against. Evert, unfortunately, wasn’t present to state his strong, uncompromising position in favour of errant fruit.

Slowly the room calmed down again. With all the commotion, some residents had even forgotten to eat the biscuit that came with their tea.

Mystery solved: a satisfying denouement.

I lost the bet with Evert. The fruit caper was the work of a resident, not one of the employees. I owe him one book. A book about fruit salads, I should think, if such a thing exists. For his part, Evert, as promised, will buy Lacroix a fruit basket.

Sunday, 25 January

I visit Grietje in the locked ward on a regular basis. She always greets me with great joy, although she no longer knows who I am.

‘How very nice of you to look me up. And on such a nice day, too. Lovely.’

She is genuinely happy to have a visitor, and that’s the reason I often stop in on the nursing floor. She has become the woman with dementia she had hoped to become: cheerful and carefree. Sometimes I catch her gazing at me a little longer, with an almost invisible little smile at the corners of her mouth, and a quick, friendly nod. As if she’s thinking: I’m sure I know that bloke from somewhere … There’s an entire life still buried somewhere inside that head. She can’t access it any more, but I cherish the little piece of that life I was privileged to share with her.

We chat a bit. The same old small talk mostly, since she doesn’t remember a thing about my previous visits, and tomorrow she won’t remember today. After fifteen minutes I’ve run out of things to say and take my leave. Then she’ll usually say, ‘I’m so sorry you have to go, but never mind. I have so much to do.’ Then she waves goodbye.

It’s Grietje’s fellow patients who make the visit difficult. Many of them are anxious, angry, sad, confused, or all of the above. Or they haven’t any emotions at all, and just sit there huddled in a chair. When they can no longer even sit, they lie in bed, turned every so often by caring hands to prevent bedsores.

I can’t bear having to see the humiliation of it, and the helplessness.

Monday, 26 January

In France it is against the law to name your pig Napoleon. In the American state of Alabama you’re not permitted to drive a car blindfolded. In our care home you are not allowed to keep an insect hotel on your balcony. The first two prohibitions are hearsay; the third one was recently issued by the management of our institution.

You can purchase these contraptions, made of wood, cork, straw and other natural materials, in the home improvement shop. They’re meant to attract all sorts of flying or crawling bugs. Yes, there are people who find insects fascinating. Mrs Bregman is one of them. She bought an insect hotel last summer, and installed it on her balcony. According to some of her neighbours, all sorts of flies, mosquitos and wasps would come flying out of that rooming house and into their own windows. Stelwagen was flooded with complaints.

The home’s rulebook had all kinds of restrictions against pets, but the sheltering of insects hadn’t yet been considered. It required a separate ban, and, lo, last week said ban appeared on the noticeboard. Bregman had to put her hotel up for sale, and Stelwagen promptly bought it from her, in order to nip any eventual unrest in the bud. Billed to her expense account, naturally. We also learned that there’s to be only one bird feeder per balcony. ‘On account of the bird droppings.’

Saturday’s newspaper had an article about a care home in Rijssen. The nurses and patients there run the place by themselves, in accordance with the residents’ wishes wherever possible. The story didn’t say if the management, board of directors and supervisory board had been scrapped altogether, or if they just operated in the shadows.

People who will voluntarily give up their own jobs are few and far between. I don’t see our Mrs Stelwagen declaring herself superfluous any time soon.

Tuesday, 27 January

Feta cheese and Nana Mouskouri. That was about all people here could think of when the subject of the Greek elections came up. And two dead Greeks: Zorba and Demis Roussos, the latter only because he died very recently.

‘Nana Mouskouri may be dead too, for all I know. That leaves only feta, and I don’t care for it myself,’ was how Mrs Van Diemen summed up the significance of Greece.

And today, as if the devil had a hand in it, we learn that a Greek F16 fighter jet has crashed in Spain.

‘Ten dead,’ Mrs Duits read to the assembled.

‘Was it a passenger fighter jet?’ someone wanted to know.

‘Probably a question of poor maintenance,’ Mr Bakker supposed.

No, there were very few reasons to keep Greece in the EU. That was enough to lay the matter to rest.

It is high time for something exciting to happen. It’s lucky our restaurant project is to be launched on Thursday, because the walls are beginning to close in on me. I have been going for my daily walk, and take my mobility scooter out for a spin several times a week, but those are just short lulls in the daily inertia.

My friend Evert is also less cheerful these days. I don’t know the reason. There is no point asking him.

‘Henk, if there was anything wrong, I wouldn’t have any desire to talk about it with you.’

‘No, my good chum, of course, talking about yourself … What a silly idea!’ I retorted, in a cautious attempt to get him to open up. ‘It’s just that you’ve been a bit of a bore, lately.’

He growled something along the lines of ‘I suppose,’ and then, resorting to his usual diversionary tactic – ‘What shall I pour for you, Henkie?’ – changed the subject.

After that we played a game of chess and pretended there was nothing wrong.

Wednesday, 28 January

My remark to Evert that he was a bit of a bore may have rankled a bit after all, because at dinnertime he was back on top form.

He asked the server in an unnecessarily loud voice if this ‘hamburger’ was the kind that had maggots in it, pointing to the meatball next to his mash.

That made the others look up.

‘What do you mean, Mr Duiker?’

‘Well,’ said Evert, ‘I read in the paper that Jumbo supermarkets have now started selling insect burgers.’ Pulling a crumpled piece of newspaper from his pocket, he read: ‘ “The burgers contain fourteen per cent buffalo worms, freeze-dried larvae of the buffalo dung beetle, which is comparable to the mealworm.” I thought I tasted something of the sort in this hamburger. A bit bitter. Quite tasty, really.’ And, without waiting for a response, he went on chewing contentedly. The same contentment, however, had fled from the other diners who overheard the conversation.

Somebody picked up a meatball with fork and spoon, holding it at a safe distance, as if it were still moving. A lady who had just taken a big bite of her burger stopped chewing, although it was clear she was reluctant to spit it out. She just sat there frozen for a while with her mouth half open.

‘What’s the matter?’ people at the neighbouring tables began inquiring. In short: utter consternation, which ended in the cook having to come out in person to announce that this was perfectly ordinary mince, without worms.

But the damage was done. Quite a few half-eaten hamburgers were left untouched on the plates. Only those who had ordered the stew instead polished off their plates with exaggerated gusto. ‘Mmmm, delicious brisket, I must say.’ People in here rarely pass up the chance to make others green with envy, as the occasion presents itself.

After dinner Cook had a few words with Evert, who wore an expression of beatific innocence. I had to compliment him later: ‘That’s more like you, old chum.’

Thursday, 29 January

Departure time: 17:00 hours this afternoon. It will take some time to get there.

That’s all we know. I am skipping lunch just to be on the safe side. I’m not a big eater, but an enthusiastic one. My sense of taste is still excellent, I am happy to report. I have contemporaries who can barely tell the difference between a pickle and a strawberry.

For them, there goes one of the joys that shouldn’t, in principle, have anything to do with age: deriving pleasure from eating and drinking. It is astonishing to me that people who have little left except the enjoyment of food and drink, are still not very discriminating when it comes to eating. Stale bread, cheap chocolate, bad coffee, reheated leftovers, bone-dry cake, sour wine; anything goes. We’ve all been through the war but, my God, what completely unnecessary deprivation! ‘You should spend your money freely on the few things that you’re still able to enjoy!’ I’d like to shout at them.

The Old-But-Not-Dead Club motto concerning money: spend it but don’t squander it.

Friday, 30 January

The waiter wore a tartan skirt, there were bagpipes displayed on the walls and hundreds of whisky bottles lined up everywhere. Guess which cuisine we had the honour of sampling last night?

An exceptional repast in the Scottish restaurant-whisky bar, Highlander. We did have to travel to Alkmaar for it, but that only made it all the more fun. Edwin, Edward’s nephew, was our designated driver. He enjoys transporting us in his passenger van. All he asks for in return is a full tank of petrol every once in a while.

The restaurant owner, a man with a broad Scottish accent and a potbelly full of whisky, had a warm welcome for his aged guests. We entrusted him with the decision of what we should eat. It was delicious, but I couldn’t really tell what was Scottish about it. At our next restaurant, the organizer should provide us with a little explanation of the specialities of the cuisine in question. The only Scottish dish I know of is haggis, but I don’t think we had it yesterday. I just looked it up, and saw that it’s made of mutton heart, lung and liver, and some lard to bind it together. I don’t know if it was a missed chance or not.

Evert almost lost his mind over the fantastic whisky menu.

‘I can’t choose. I really don’t know how to choose!’ he cried, in a veritable panic.

Towards the end of the evening, having poured something like six different whiskies down his gullet, he was unable to speak, aside from the occasional groan, ‘Paradise, paradise!’ He even allowed Leonie to pat his head fondly every so often. Sweet.

The restaurant project is already a resounding success.

Upon coming home we woke the porter from his slumber in order to wish him a good night. Geert informed him we would overlook his minor dereliction of duty ‘unless there should be a reason not to’. That Geert, such a blackmail artist.

I slipped under the covers at 11 p.m., blissfully satisfied.

Saturday, 31 January

Every winter we hear a lot of griping about the flu shot.

‘Is it called the flu-shot because it gives you the flu?’ Mrs Quint wondered. Almost everyone gets vaccinated, yet the flu hits us hard every year nonetheless. A concert of barking and coughing has been going on for weeks, and rumour has it that it has claimed two victims, one gentleman I don’t know, and Mrs Schreuder, whose only claim to fame was that her Hoover once sucked up her canary.

Which brings me to the subject of pets.

There is a new resident, Mr Verlaat, who on moving here had to leave his puppy with his sister who’s even older than he is, because pets, with the exception of birds, are prohibited.

He has threatened to sue; he believes that keeping a pet is a fundamental human right.

I think Stelwagen is a bit worried about the publicity. She’s already visited Verlaat twice in his room.

If Verlaat were to get his way, this place could become quite a zoo, going by the recently published list of pets allowed in the Netherlands. African pygmy hedgehog, steenbok, kangaroo, porcupine are all defined as domestic animals. It would make the place quite a bit livelier, I can tell you.

The barking deer has been removed from the list, however. When I read the reason why, I got tears in my eyes. That poor little deer’s legs are so frail that they could break if it tried to run away. So sad. Although one has to wonder how the barking deer managed to survive for so long on its own in the pitiless wild.

When I watch nature films I never know who I should root for: the innocent baby zebra or the lioness doing her best to procure some meat for her cute, famished little cubs.

Sunday, 1 February

‘The Netherlands has the best healthcare in Europe.’

According to the Swedish Think Tank Health Consumer Powerhouse, our healthcare is far superior to that of our European neighbours. And who am I to contradict a Think Tank?

I clipped the article, enlarged it on the photocopy machine in the supermarket and pinned it on the noticeboard in the conversation lounge. Just to make a point.

‘Huh! It says more about all those other countries,’ was the only sour comment Bakker could come up with after having a long think about it.

The fact that we’re not that badly off here compared to the Republic of Kalmykia is no surprise, but compared to all our European neighbours …

As soon as anyone else complains about the care again, I’ll turn my head to look pointedly at the noticeboard, and a number of my friends will do the same. That should stop the irritating whingers.

‘Why do you keep glaring at that newspaper clipping? It’s not as if I don’t know what it says!’

Monday, 2 February

I don’t believe in God, but I do like peace and quiet every so often, so I visit the Quiet Centre from time to time. Preferably on a Sunday afternoon, because that’s when it’s quietest. The devout have already had their ecumenical service in the morning, and are too busy in the afternoon waiting for their visitors.

Yesterday afternoon I spent half an hour enjoying the peace and quiet, and at the end of my visit I lit a candle for my little girl. A slight rustle behind me alerted me to the arrival of the old vicar.

‘May I ask who you’re lighting it for?’ he asked, with a friendly nod.

‘For my little girl, who died.’

‘You never attend services, do you?’

‘No, I’m not a member of your flock. I don’t belong to any flock.’

The vicar stood there staring into space for a while. ‘I’ll confess something to you,’ he finally said, ‘on the condition that you keep it to yourself.’

I said I’d always wanted to hear a priest’s confession. He laughed heartily.

‘I may have a flock, but I’m actually an unbelieving shepherd,’ he said. ‘I haven’t believed in God in years. One fine day, I saw the light: either God doesn’t exist, or He is unknowable. In practical terms, there isn’t really much of a difference.’

‘I agree with you about God, but it would seem to me that for your calling, it would be more practical to believe in Him.’

‘It’s easier than you’d think. I mean, I manage. I love being able to offer support and consolation to others. I wouldn’t know what I’d do in my old age if I wasn’t a pastor. Besides, no one ever asks me if I believe in God myself.’

We sat and chatted for an hour and a half. A fascinating bloke.

Tuesday, 3 February

By some weird fluke, today there’s a long article in the paper about a priest in Nijkerk who has come to the conclusion that Jesus Christ never existed.

Our home’s pastor has chosen to keep his agnosticism to himself, whereas this other preacher wrote a book about it. To each his own disbelief. I intend to slip the clipping discreetly into my friend Doubting Thomas’s hand.

Yesterday I bumped into Mrs Stelwagen in the hallway.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Groen, how is life treating you?’

It took me a fraction of a second to decide on a little bluff. ‘Well, perfectly fine, really, except for one minor thing: I hear our home is slated for demolition.’

Momentarily taken aback by my frontal approach, she gaped at me in feigned surprise for just a tad too long.

‘Where did you hear that?’

‘From well-informed sources close to management.’ I tried to accompany it with an inscrutable smile. I must say I was surprised at my own gumption.

‘So … you still have one?’

That was an unforced error on Stelwagen’s part. She has stoutly denied Anja Appelboom’s forced early retirement had anything to do with her role as informant.

‘How do you mean, still have one?’ I inquired.

‘Uh, no, nothing … But as far as demolition plans are concerned, if there were any such plans, it would be up to the board.’

‘But all I asked was if our home was slated for demolition. Not who makes the decision.’

‘No matter how dearly I should like to be open with you about this, I cannot. Not to mention the uproar if some residents were to start fanning speculation about possible demolition. That would be extremely unfortunate, Mr Groen.’ Cocking her head slightly, she stared at me stone-faced.

‘Unforewarned demolition would be even more unfortunate.
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