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of summer. I start the car, switch on the a/c and the radio; U2 

another station. Mozart, silvery music with a sense of foreboding. I try another, nothing grabs me  

fault. I switch it off. 

The road is long and monotonous. The sky is an unreal blue, the fields vast and empty, with the odd 

cow here and there flicking flies with its tail. All that interrupts the flatness of the landscape is a pair of 

windmills. They remind me of the windmills when I was young, on the beach, the colour of bubblegum 

balls, whirling on top of my sandcastle. My father once attached two of them to the handlebars of my 

bicycle. The faster I cycled the faster they spun. He attached one to his own bike too, for Alexander, up 

front on the crossbar on his own little saddle. He whooped with delight as we raced into the wind. I 

remember that. 

Finally the exit comes into sight. The hospital is on the outskirts of the city. The large modern wing 

contrasts sharply with the old building, which is reminiscent of those nineteen sixties local authority 

e

loud, which is an out and out lie. 

She sighs as if she has better 

things to do than speak to people looking for information at an info desk, especially her info desk. She tells 

me to follow the yellow line and then take the elevator to the third floor. 

with a ting and a herd of us shuffles in in unison. Odours mingle: spicy aftershave and sweat and mint 

chewing gum and new trainers. People succumb to an awkward silence in lifts and try not to look at each 

other. Two stare at a screen on which the number of each floor appears. One man with cheerless eyes 

tinkers with a bouquet of flowers. A woman with big hair and deep purple lips stares at the floor, or at her 

just coincidence. When he and his father get out at the second floor he sticks out his tongue at me, 

wander off. 

I make my way along the corridor on the third floor. Heavy-heartedness fills the air. I pass a woman in 

a wheelchair waiting for someth , if the look on her face is 

hairline and she smacks her elderly lips although she has nothing in her mouth to chew. A trolley up ahead 

is piled high with massive pampers, latex gloves, sharp needles in neat containers; a garbage bag hangs 

from the handle and stinks of shit. Sometimes only the most sordid words suffice; I scurry past. 
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they leave the doors to hospital rooms wide open, as if that woman with the 

sapless succulent on the window ledge wants every passing stranger to see her varicose legs; as if that man 

wants an audience to watch him stare into space, his mouth open, coughing and groaning. 

going on in there? I put my ear to the door, hear nothing, knock three times and go inside. I see my father 

on the bed, asleep. Not exactly the picture of serenity: his face between white and grey, his cheeks sunken, 

his movements restless, his skinny legs sticking out of the sheets; and his feet, the soles covered in hard 

skin, the toenails dark yellow, startled every now and then as if someone is tickling him with a feather. I 

 

I head back into the corridor and grab a chair in the waiting area. A nurse marches towards me. Late 

forties, I guess, but she has her hair in pigtails, as 

r everyone 

pamper? Why are you wearing a pampe

 

I try not to look at the man waiting on the bed. 

at a colleague working further down the corridor. 

  

 

 

 

 

demise, cross my fingers for something with a little dignity: crushed by a television tossed through an upper 

storey window on a sundrenched Monday in May; or choked on a slice of shortbread, at home in the chair, 

after reading a mediocre page in a book. 

option. The thought comes as something of a relief and that immediately bothers me, a lot. 

 

sort Bibbe

 Bibbe.  

name. Not important, apparently. 

Doctor Bibbe is a lustreless creature, the remains of a head of hair draped untidily over his scalp, tiny 

eyes, glum lips, grey complexion, as if assimilated to the prevailing atmosphere of ill health.  

 That already sounded ominous to 

me. Bibbe 

smile, as if he was suddenly reminded of the fact that he was talking about my father. 

 

 

 

 

They left, without further formalities. 
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ot in the mood for the next visitor, not now, not Marie, so I take the stairs and 

really hurts, so I sit and rub the pain away and watch a mother pass with her daughter on her arm, deep in 

conversation about 

 

 
 

 

2  
 

managed to block seven seats in a row with a massive umbrella, a substantial shopping bag and two 

 

then to a seat wit

 

 

 

  

 

les of which surround us 

in abundance. Her fashion line has also been doing good business internationally of late. Since then 

 

Only a couple of minutes to go before the show starts. Chattering children run back and forth 

as parents and grandparents search for a seat. A man with a curly moustache is filming the 

audience with a video camera; a little odd if you ask me. 

 

 

 

-fifth, that dad 

 

he 

cleared out the garage and the attic and  

 

the car and stopped somewh -of-
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-

 

 

 

 

doctors, not unlike many of his colleagues in the medical profess

already gone. I think about dad and how quiet he had been at that party. How he started to say it 

was time for bed at ten-thirty, and how I laughed at him when he did, out of pure affection, 

presuming he was just teasing us.  

 

rvin again I 

figure. 

 

 

 

 explodes from 

personified. They strike another pose and then start to jump from one foot to the other while 

awkward pride. 
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The gastroenterologist, a new doctor, has the floor. His voice is subdued, as if words are less cutting 

in the mirror as a student; not a frown to be 

in itself. Not that I expect doctors to share the misery of every sad diagnosis and crawl over the 

floor in 

place. While his colleague is speaking, Bibbe lowers his eyes, sniffs, coughs, clicks his ballpoint pen 

to write mode and back again three or four times, runs his fingers through his scraggy hair, 

straightens his shoulders as if he has back pain. 

cardiologist and the message she wants to get across is: I know my way in your world. She uses 
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for tumour, sedative for tranquilizer, rubella for measles, a paediatric disease she mentions off the 

 deal with, all to demonstrate that when it comes to 

-on expert. She devises questions that allow her to show off her 

doctors on their 

by a long chalk. Alexander does his best to use every pause for breath Marie takes to ask for 

 

And I look on, from a chair I pulled up myself. It 

be a palliative operation; that the tumour in his intestines is probably quite large; that 

him up; that a colostomy will probably be necessary in a worst case scenario, at least a provisional 

 tie himself to numbers, of course, but somewhere between two and five 

years is conceivable, all going well. 

Then Bibbe 

time. 

If you know you have five years at the most to liv

farewell to someone for five years on the trot? The doctors shake hands with us, wish us the 

obligatory courage and send us out onto the corridor. And there we are, the three of us, and time 

spins for a moment. W

Coming to grips takes time. 

Bibbe 

 the direction of the cafeteria, 

 

 

rarely eats sweet things in public, but she manages to demolish this sizeable slice of fruit tart  I 

 hould start 

the conversation. I turn away from him. 

wall next to a pale green wall, the rest in sprightly shades of white, wood-effect tables and dark grey 

chairs with aluminium legs, shiny tiled floor, and cutesy lamps in the same creamy white as the 

ceiling. 

because we love each other. And we have to keep proving that we love each other by lining up in 

to be unhappy. Her happiness has always been extremely important, probably because the effects 

of its absence can be so poi

prone to ambiguity. But what they want of me leaves me in a quandary. 

 

 

Alexander takes off his watch and puts it on the table, as if he wants to time how long it will 

know as well as the rest of us that 
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would be close to eg

 

from crumbs of tart from her plate. She looks at me. I want to argue the case for authenticity and 

ronting brute reality face to face, 

 

 

I finally relent. As we get up to go, Alexander gives me a hug. He never gives me a hug. Then 

Marie makes it a group hug and I can feel her bony frame next to mine. She smells of unwashed 

hair and coconut flavoured lip balm. 

 

 

 

 

at me as if he wants me to ask him something or say something. 

 

hardens, turns cold. I know I should press the point, here and n

something behind it. 

-

sometimes. 

we  

 

 

4  

 

indifferently as he breaks a sugar cube in two and tosses one half in his coffee. 
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o days 

ago you simply had to attend that reception, as if the fate of literature would be sealed in your 

 

 

there  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

r 

 

 

 

 

gave me nothing the 

 

 

 

 on how you saw the situation, and all it did was leave me thinking 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

game, trying to catch me out  
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with a sad job who sits next to you every night on the sofa and talks about his day and yours and all 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 this up forever. There are times when I think seriously 

 

 

 

  

 

I sit beside him and he embraces me. Every thought disappears at that moment. The restored 

with me. 

 

 

5  
 

the supermarket. She has green 

wearing orthopaedic slippers, well placed in the top three of the favourite footwear of the ladies 

who work here. She grins from ear to ear as she enters the room and treats those present to a 

  

pright. She props cushions 

little pill in this little pot 

with the same energy as she came in.  

 

 

 


