
THE BEARERS OF WISDOM

- Tam Cy Albert -

When Rania saw him, she could not believe her eyes. The few like him you'd still encounter

nowadays were usually lingering in a dark corner, hugging the walls, heads down, under large hats

to hide their faces, standing as erect as their bodies would allow, in an often pitiful attempt to make

themselves as invisible as possible. But this one was not trying to conceal who he really was, he sat

calmly cross-legged on the pavement,  his  back against the front window of what  used to be a

popular fitness centre on Fokionos Negri. He held an acoustic guitar and was strumming the chords

lightly. Passers-by were eyeing him suspiciously and it wouldn't take long before someone reported

him.

Rania felt excited. It reminded her of her childhood when his kind would be gathering on

Kypseli square, talking about everything and nothing and playing board games for hours on end.

She wanted to have a closer look and moved cautiously towards him, until she was only a few steps

away. His face was mouse-coloured, wrinkled and bony, he showed signs of physical deterioration,

was probably undernourished, but considering how long he must have been on the run and more

susceptible to disease and sickness, he looked well-preserved and still fit. He was neatly dressed in

a long-sleeved white shirt with beautiful cufflinks, black trousers, a black tie, and black shoes. He

wishes to look his best,  Rania thought, he's probably finally  accepted and welcomed death as a

release  from  his  misery  and  wishes  to  look  his  best.  His  voice  sounded  like  one  of  these

gramophones you find in antique shops or flea markets. Oldness has come, old age has descended,

he sang.  The eyes are weak, the ears are deaf, the bones break and the mouth cannot speak.  His

guitar strings were horribly out of tune, yet he strummed away as if nothing was wrong. Maybe he

was deaf and could not hear himself. Living this long must have been pure hell, Rania thought. She

couldn’t take her eyes off him. It was so unusual to see one from so close! She wanted to touch him,

talk  to  him.  Perhaps  she  should  remind  him  that  unless  he  immediately  surrendered  to  the

authorities, he would be deprived of a proper burial. As she was thinking about it, she recalled her

grandmother's words: Stay out of trouble, follow the rules. Rania's grandmother had remained true

to her words. In the late hours of her 80 th birthday she had  gone down to the police station on her

own free will, carrying a little bag with the clothes and the embroidered floral sheet she wanted to

be buried in and had gone peacefully, reassured by the doctor who proceeded to her execution that

“she shall be happy after death.”

When the laws were voted, the indignation was almost unanimous. They violated the very



first feelings of nature, especially in Greece where family bonds were so tight and supporting the

elderly was  a  morale  obligation.  But  the  situation  was  alarming.  Life  expectancy had risen  to

beyond 100 years old. The indefinite extension of life was endangering the human life cycle. The

model  under which pension and health  systems were designed was on the verge of exploding.

Abolishing both pension and medical care for anyone above 70 was a first step, but the prospect of

seeing in plain view agonising old men and women was repelling to most.  Setting the limit  to

human life to 80 appeared to be the most obvious and effectual method of preventing a serious

inconvenience to the society. There was a long-due rejuvenation among politicians as only young

ones  could  implement  the  new  laws  without  a  conflict  of  interest.  The  long  and  aggressive

campaign that followed, with the slogans Let's not be stuck in the past! and Long life has been too

glorified, and the argumentation that all classes would benefit from such extreme measures helped

greatly to overcome the initial reluctance of the population. For the wealthiest, they could inherit

their parents' fortune earlier. Many elderly from a poorest background saw death as a way to free

their caretakers from the burden of having to look after them. Others a way to finally reunite with

departed loved ones. Bar accidents, death was not striking by surprise any longer, proper goodbyes

could be given, 80th birthdays became magnificent celebrations. Death meant deliverance. Death

meant contributing one last time to the good of society. Loneliness, decrepitude, the fear of the long

process of dying were soon to be all things of the past. 

The guitar man's plaintive voice went on, The heart is forgetful and cannot recall yesterday.

God has become evil.  All taste is gone.  A small group of onlookers had formed in front of the

derelict  fitness centre.  Since prolonging life was no longer a goal,  practising healthy life styles

didn't make much sense anymore, and many establishments of this kind had closed down. Rania's

curiosity, like everyone else's, was as much aroused by the chance to see with her own eyes what a

centenarian looked like as by his strange singing and guitar playing, if you could call it that as it

merely consisted of his repeating two chords over and over. There was like a flurry of excitement

among the crowd as the sound of a police siren was heard in the distance. Rania wondered how

many local informers had revealed his presence to the authorities.  Then brusquely the man's right

hand  stopped,  the  guitar  went  quiet,  but  his  ranting  continued,  louder,  his  voice  not  plaintive

anymore but bellicose and determined, But every word and every breath here justify another minute

of my life. Nobody can tell me I can go as far as this and no further. Everyone was so taken aback at

his last words that they all looked at one another in silent incomprehension, and it was a moment or

two before anyone said anything. If he was not ready to meet his end, then what was he doing here?

Was he senile? The guitar man got up and with a smile addressed his audience, If you'd like to drop

some coins down into the guitar case...

There was a loud uproar, for all talked and shouted at once. Rania was astonished at his



audacity.

You old fool, someone said, you're going to get caught. 

I'm not afraid of what will happen to me, he said, I'm not afraid of death. 

Then why are you still alive? someone else shouted. Why are you eluding death? You're so

old you've outlived yourself.  You're greedy. You should be ashamed of yourself! 

There were nods and exclamations of approval on all sides.

Why don't you surrender to the police? Rania said hesitantly. If they find you here...

They will shoot me like a dog and throw me in the communal grave, he said. Will you help

me?

Rania knew very well it was against the law and could be severely punished for helping. We

cannot give assistance to the ones who do not contribute to our society any longer, she said. 

How ungrateful, the guitar man said. I've contributed to your society and yet led such a

miserable life. Every day I put aside some savings... 

He was interrupted by the loud siren of the armoured police car. The clamour of voices

ceased as suddenly as it had begun. People fell back to make way for two tall policemen who

approached the guitar man with an air of authority and assurance.

ID please.

No need, officer. 

Where do you come from? 

Out of the everywhere into here, officer.

What does that mean? Where have you been hiding? Who are you?

I am one of the new damned of this world, officer.

Anyone above 80 has been deemed inactive, unhealthy and unproductive. 

I can't find any trace of justice in that, officer.

The state exhorts you to choose to die quietly. Come with us, please.

Fuck you, officer. 

Suddenly there was a bang, immediately followed by another bang. And almost in unison

the two policemen collapsed on the ground. At this point nobody could have said for sure what

really was happening, but everyone thought of the Bearers of Wisdom. This innocuous Kypseli

book  club  for  the  4th age,  after  going  into  hiding,  and  with  the  assistance  of  a  few  local

sympathisers, had been turned into one of the most violent resistance cells and was feared across the

whole neighbourhood and beyond.  

Rania was in a state of shock, unable to articulate thoughts or words. One policeman lay

dead at her feet. She had his blood on her clothes. His colleague was still alive, he didn't know how

to die, in spite of the gaping hole in his chest. He wanted to scream, his mouth was open and a



scream would soon come out of it. There were indistinct noises around Rania as the culprits had

stepped forward: a woman in an oversized grey hoodie and a man with a full white beard covering

half his face, both were armed and well over the 80-mark. The crowd stared at them apprehensively.

The woman was first to speak, waving her gun threateningly: We're not people to fool with, so do

not attempt to stop us!

Then the white bearded man spoke:  We have become the lower class of the community,

made redundant by our own children who chose to look out for themselves under the pretext of

serving society. But we will not go quietly! Not like this one! And as he pronounced what sounded

like a death sentence, he aimed his gun at the wounded policeman and shot him dead before a

scream could make it out of his mouth. 

Many screams did find their ways out of other mouths. There was a moment of sheer panic.

Then the bearded white man turned to the guitar man: You've forgotten to take your gun again,

Dimitri?

I didn't forget. It's in my guitar case but I don't like firearms. I'm happy to be just the bait.

One day you'll get us all killed with your childishness, the woman with the grey hoodie said.

You're useless, you can't even play anything close to a melody. 

Before  leaving  with  his  two  comrades,  Dimitris  addressed  his  audience  one  last  time:

Remember, we are the bearers of wisdom!

 


