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    Don’t say nothin’


    This is for real


    Peter Gabriel, Digging in the Dirt


     


    Aw, fuck these drops. Fuckin’ drops. Hot nights. Lights –the lights ’ll go out. Drops under your armpits.Tricklin’ down, drive you crazy. It’s the beer. Beer makes drops. On the bottle first — cold ones. Then on your skin. My skin’s cold, too. Clammy. But under my armpits. Drive you fuckin’ crazy.


    Should I have a stretch?


    Sun ’ll be up soon. Balcony’s filthy. Needs a clean. When we gonna do some sweepin’ up round here? And what’s the sun think it’s doin’, goin’ up? Only just gone down. It was as hot as fuck. Now it’ll start again. Just when it was okay to be alive for a while. Hour or so. Now, in the mornin’. It was dark and quiet. What the fuck.


    Should I have a stretch?


    If this ain’t just a pile of shite. Is this what we were fightin’ for? Yeh, the hell we were. With what? Fightin’, I mean. With your prick, soldier boy, as the comrade sergeant used to say. Fuck me, the day really is breakin’. No shite. Don’t let ’em mess you about, Pero. Don’t let ’em mess you about. Another drop. The sun ’ll be on the power station any minute. We had the power, just like that, no need to fight. Yep. Into action, against the odds, black metal gods. Today it’s nothin’ but fuckin’ poseurs. Any minute, and we’ll be up shit creek again. Any minute, Ljubljana ’ll fuckin’ well explode with light. But what the hell, you sit down in front of the telly and have a beer or two. And a couple of grappas.


    But the telly can do your head in. Fuck me, the night’s short, eh? and this fuckin’ Formula One. And these live broadcasts, middle of the fuckin’ night. Got to be really tough for that. Up at three in the mornin’. Got to have enough beers in the fridge and grappa in the cupboard. And a will of iron. Yep. Okay, if I’d gone to bed when the race finished. But who can sleep in this fuckin’ heat? Anyway, the beer really helps you sweat. Somethin’ to do with some enzyme for water retention. Heard that on Discovery Channel once. Important information. If only they’d had some decent planes on Discovery last night. But no, had to watch some dumb platypuses.


    Hey, I didn’t know these platypuses laid eggs. Or maybe they don’t — fuck it, I dunno, maybe I got mixed up. My heart wasn’t really in it. I’d rather have had Messerschmidts.


    But yeh, for fuck’s sake, who’s ever seen anythin’ like it — watchin’ programmes on some freaky Australian creatures out of sheer misery and then... Here we go, dawn’s breakin’, my heroic comrades.


    But they’re cool animals those, whether or not they lay eggs. I’d have one like a shot, as a pet like, if I had a house with a garden and a river runnin’ through it. Okay, yeh, a river, that’s a bit much. A pond. Or a well, you know?


    What the fuck am I on about, who’s ever seen a platypus livin’ in a well?


    Or even better, what about a beaver. Beavers rule, know what I mean?Fresh college beaver. You sit there nicely by the water, like, and the beavers saunter past.


    What the hell, fuckin’ beavers, what are you blabberin’ on about? Like you’re ever gonna have a house and garden. Sellin’ newspapers for Christ’s sake, even this pad is a fuckin’ luxury. And it’s rented from some relative for a hundred marks. In Fužine, the fuckin’ ghetto, man. A garden and a well, you daft cunt, you can’t even sort out this balcony.


    I must be fuckin’ losin’ it, really.


    It ain’t my kind of scene anyway, it’s Bertl’s.


    Bertl used to go on like that. Where the fuck is he? Haven’t seen ’im for ages. Last time he was… what, I dunno, studyin’ law or somethin’. The great defender of the poor and all. He said he’d help us out if the cops hassled us for nickin’ beer crates from the student hostel. Yeh, said that some time in the first term, I think. Then there was the exams, and then the career in law was over pronto, if I remember correctly. Yeh, we were demolishin’ a kitchen in the hostel and those student wankers called the cops. This cop says, employment. Bertl says, law student. The cop says, listen lad, don’t fuck with me or you’ll be out that fuckin’ window.


    Those were the days.


    Yep, those were the fuckin’ days. Even when there was no place to go. We had to demolish student kitchens. Now I’ve got my own fuckin’ place, now there’s no more Bertl. No sign of ’im. Fuck it.


    Some of the others, too. Flint, for example. What happened to Flint? and Vasja? Fuck me, those were the days. Or Irena. Irena my own true love, thy name shallst never be taken in vain. You only hung out with the other chicks, didn’t give a toss about blokes.


    Should I have a stretch? Nah, what’s the point?


    Bertl and Trič said you were OK. Just a bit snooty. But what they liked about you, you always laid out for some booze, even if you weren’t drinkin’. That made you popular on the park scene, alright. But I drank (why shouldn’t I?) and had the hots for you. For your cute little tushie. And that pseudo-punk haircut. But you were cold like Celtic Frost, To Mega Therion — hey, fuck it, Irena, if only we could, now I’ve got my own place, a romantic evening, that’d be somethin’ else. These are different times, eh? I mean, that was fifteen years ago, for fuck’s sake.


    Day’s really breakin’. There’s a bus goin’ by.


    Been ages since I took an early mornin’ bus home. When folks are on their way to work, all sullen like, and you blissful, yeh, now for bed.


    Fuck it, if you didn’t screw me up on purpose, that time in Piran. We dossed down in sleepin’ bags up at the church. That wanker Humar kept on gettin’ at you. He was bein’ childish as fuck. How old was he anyway — sixteen? You must’ve been about fifteen. And I couldn’t’ve been more than seventeen-eighteen, but it got on my fuckin’ tits, how childish he was bein’ — I mean, pushin’ you, pullin’ you around by the leg, like that was gonna impress a babe in a leather jacket. Until I — much to the amusement of the assembled company — stood up and fuckin’ floored ’im with a kick in the mush and told ’im to bugger off to the other side of the church and leave civilised people fuckin’ well alone.


    It was so cool! and you looked at me — how? Not a word, full of meaning. You were fifteen, for fuck’s sake! and off you went, buggered off up the steps. I stood there by the church, everybody else lyin’ around.


    What’s that about, givin’ a bloke a look like that and then doin’ a bunk in the dark? Kept wonderin’ for quite a while. Took one last long slug of vodka from the bottle. Hey, baby, love me like a reptile, love me like a reptile, went after you up the stairs. It was dark as an arsehole up there. You must be waitin’ for me, your knight in shinin’ armour, sortin’ out some sixteen-year-old. Are you over by the wall, gazin’ dreamily out to sea so I can come up and ask: “How come you look so sad?” Sure. Or are you hidin’ round the corner, waitin’ to jump out, cover my eyes with your hands and say “Guess who”? Or have you taken off your leather jacket and trainers and jeans, and you’re standin’ there just in that cut-off Motorhead T-shirt that looked so good on you down the pub, and you say ... “Excuse me... ” No, fuck it, it was nothin’ like that.


    Suddenly I hear quiet laughter over in the dark, and then somethin’ black starts movin’ against the white wall, and I see Marta, Sandra and all the other bitches are lyin’ there in their sleepin’ bags, and you with ’em, and you’re lookin’ at me and laughin’. Just look at those slags. Gawpin’ at me like I’m some total git. And they’re right. Mr Cool, who’s just kicked some kid’s ass, come for his reward. For his piece of fanny. You fuckin’ idiot. What were you thinkin’?


    Bertl. Haven’t seen you for ages. Summat should fuckin’ well be done about that. It should be remedied.


    I’m shagged out. Should get up and go to bed. But I can’t.


    Oi, Bertl, do you remember? That time in that night club in Tolmin. We’re standin’ there and it’s hot as hell, one single beer and I had sweat pourin’ down my face — I just hate that. The locals said that this simply ’ad to be seen, that it was wild, unforgettable. We sat down, the booze was expensive as fuck but, thank god, the locals had some schnapps stashed under the table so you could get yerself a beer and manage somehow. And then, the artistic performance. Well, it reallywas wild. Up step two fat Ukrainian birds. Stilettos and stretch pants and all. Unbelievable, stretch pants, the blubber was wobblin’ around like a fuckin’ sea lion. And they start to kind of stagger sexily round the stage. The music total superpassionate fortissimo. I just stared, my tongue was danglin’ in the schnapps, I couldn’t believe it. The birds ditch the jackets, dump the T-shirts, and then, well, one of ’em starts to take off the stretch pants. But they wouldn’t come — wouldn’t go over the stilettos. Fuckin’ shame. She was occupied for quite some time, sort of hoppin’ on one leg, in rhythm.


    But she was an inventive type. She was strugglin’ for about a minute, then she swore in Ukrainian, fuck this, threw both ’er hands in the air and sat on the floor. She stuck ’er leg out towards ’er mate — the other one was in ’er knickers by then — and that one grabbed ’er pants and started pulling ’em off. Fuckin’ unbelievable. I was pissin’ myself. ’Er mate dragged ’er halfway across the stage on ’er arse before these supertight pants came off. Like a condom stretched over a fuckin’ aubergine. Shite, that was somethin’ else — the whole place was rollin’ on the floor laughing. If the owner had a nose for business at all, he’d have offered ’em a contract for life, there and then — they were past it, so it wouldn’t be for that long anyway. Let the Primorska yokels come and see what heights the art of stripping’s reached in the land of idiots.


    Fuck it, my eyes are closin’.


    Do you remember, Bertl?


    You don’t? Even the corpses of our nearest and dearest must remember that, for fuck’s sake, that was the definitive striptease. Oh, right? Well, yeh, fuck it, you weren’t really around ... then. Not on the scene. Not anymore.


    Nah, you weren’t around anymore. Neither was Flint. Or Trič for that matter. Just fuckin’ kids, one hundred percent greenhorns. Course I remember ’em, I’m one of the fuckin’ oldest.


    Shite, there’s no fuckin’ water ... I forgot. Shite. They put up a notice sayin’ somethin’ about mains repairs, somethin’ about shuttin’ off the water. For a whole day. And me, what a moron. I didn’t ... I haven’t stocked up.


    Fuck it. Who needs fuckin’ water, anyway. It ain’t like havin’ the lift out of action. If the lift’s buggered, that really is shite. About three hundred and forty-three stairs. I’ve got a fridge full of booze. Why don’t I go and call Bertl ... And Trič ... And Flint ... And IRENA! Fuck, that’d be somethin’ else.


    Bertl is sittin’ on the floor ... And Flint’s pullin’ his jeans off, over his trainers


    Eat it, it’s nice, I say to the guinea pig, and he fuckin’ wolfs down the bits of rat poison from the spoon, eat, my children, eat and multiply. OK, we’ve taken care of this one, I shake off the remains of the white powder from my hands, put the spoon on the table, and the guinea pig looks around carefully, wonderin’ if he should do a bunk right away or piss on the couch first and then consider further action. Guinea pigs are great couch-pissers — it’s a habit they don’t lose, even when they master certain tricks — it gives ’em some kind of charm, gives ’em character. I just watch ’im, but as I watch ’im and his unsuspectin’ glances around, I can’t help goin’ soft all of a sudden, I’m startin’ to feel sorry I gave ’im rat poison to eat, there’s a moment when I feel pressure in my stomach and I’m sorry, I’d like to undo it somehow, if I could — I dunno, can you get a guinea pig to throw up, get the poison out? No, shite, it’s started to act strange, looks around with an expression of surprise now, looks at me suspiciously, his feeder, his provider; he listens to his insides, there’s poison in there, works on the nerves, he suddenly twists, hops, hops again, high, real fuckin’ high, higher than when he was runnin’ around the livin’ room with me on his tail, chasin’ ’im on all fours to tickle his back.


    “Will you be finished soon?” ask Janina and Mirsad with interest. They’re fully dressed and standin’ at the door with suitcases and train tickets in their hands, they’re ready. Hang on a sec, I’ll be right there, and I get back to work. I’m squeezin’ Irena’s throat and I slam ’er head against the wooden floor a couple of times. She looks drowsy, she doesn’t look as if my efforts are doin’ ’er much harm, even when I put all my strength into it, I’m squeezin’ ’er throat so that my hands hurt, at the same time bangin’ the back of ’er neck against the floor. She looks dizzy. She obviously has no idea what’s goin’ on around ’er and keeps askin’ what this is all about.


    “Pero, no, you’re hurting me,” she says without openin’ ’er eyes, a thin line of blood slowly runnin’ from the corner of ’er mouth. I stare at it impatiently, faster, I say, spill over, spurt blood, die, why the fuck are you askin’ me all this, “Why are you doing this to me, Pero? I just want to sleep.” By every logic she should have a brain haemorrhage by now, I must’ve broken the base of ’er skull, just how fuckin’ long can all this take? “Cut it out, Pero, I’m going to get angry.” I can feel two pairs of eyes on the back of my neck, Janina and Mirsad are waitin’ for me, the fuckin’ train leaves in twenty minutes, and Irena refuses to show any signs of the nausea typical of brain haemorrhage, nausea that inevitably leads directly to death, demise, el morte. And then at last! She opens ’er mouth slightly, it’s bright red, like with blood, I can see somethin’ black in there. I shove two fingers in and grab whatever it is, pull it out.


    There’s a small black lighter between my fingers. That’s all.


    Sweat is pourin’ down my forehead, my throat’s tight, “Don’t you ever fuckin’ mean to die?” I’d like to shout, and I keep bangin’ ’er head against the floor and the table leg, I’m embarrassed in front of the other two, embarrassed in front of Irena who just doesn’t get what I’m doin’ to ’er and why I don’t leave ’er alone and let ’er sleep. Finally I just let go of ’er so she slumps on the edge of the rug and curls up like a foetus, puts ’er hands under ’er left cheek, a shattered expression on ’er face, I get up and stare at ’er with horror, I feel a few drops of ’er blood on my chin.


    “Maybe it’d be better in hexameter,” I say, fuck knows why I say it, am I a total fuckin’ moron, what am I babblin’ on about here? and I wipe my face with my sleeve and stare at the two at the door, they look at me contemptuous like, Mirsad’s lightin’ a fag, Janina puts down ’er bag and fixes ’er black nylon tights, twisted below the knee, so that ’er long, straight black hair waves in the air.


    “Hey, my head hurts,” says Irena down on the floor. I can hear a bird singin’ outside. Fuck me, when am I ever gonna get things sorted? A nightingale, a fuckin’ nightingale, warblin’ away, and everythin’.


     


    * * *


     


    And if looks could deceive


    Make it hard to believe


    I’m only human on the inside


    The Pretenders, Human


     


    We sat on the rock, Jolanda and I, drops of sea water splashing our bare legs now and then, and I felt strange — like some local Venus that the waves had washed up onto the flat rock, and who was now lying there, drying, so as to be able to go up for a glass of Istrian wine and some grilled meat. Naked as the day we were born, we stretched our legs towards the waves and the fish and the sea urchins. Sea urchins are a good sign, Adam said, they show that the water is clean.


    In the mean time, at home, a horde of kids were using their combined strength to demolish the house.


    Adam had insisted that Goran and I visit him for the weekend at the seaside. He and Jolanda had a weekend place at Bale, in the town — village really — in the small medieval town that had shrunk to the size of a village, in Istria, between Rovinj and Vodnjan. It was a small stone house that they had got cheap, as Bale is seven kilometres from the sea, along a rough, unpaved road. Come on, you’ll see how secluded it is, you can have the beach to yourself, he said.


    That was twenty years ago.


    So it was like this. We go for the weekend, leaving Ljubljana early in the morning, and in the afternoon we shake and rattle along the dirt road to the rocky shore. The bay really was marvellous, sheltered by two small islands, the sea calm; it was almost deserted, with an emphasis on almost. There was a small, unofficial nudist camp there, and suddenly Adam and Jolanda had thrown off their clothes. Go on, Vera, said Adam, for once in your life be a nudie.


    I felt very awkward. But what could I do? Should I kick up a fuss like some spoilt child and demand we go elsewhere? Should I lie like a lemon among all the naked bodies with my costume on? I undressed, closed my eyes and stretched out on a flat rock. It was a strange feeling. I could feel the hair between my legs trembling in the breeze and from Adam’s gaze. I could feel him. I had the feeling that...


    And now, said Adam, who had stood up with a towel and was looking towards the two of us, Vera and Jolanda should warm their you-know-what’s in the sun, while Goran and I go for a beer. Okay?


    I was all ready to jump up and give him what for. I was ready to lift my head and throw him a withering look. But I had the feeling that a naked person cannot produce a withering look — they lack the necessary dignity. Especially if that person is not so young and sexy — if that person is forty-five years old and is lying on a rock and already has varicose veins appearing and is lying on a rock like... well, perhaps not exactly like Venus, perhaps like a starfish that some child has pulled out of its cold depths and has left lying there, warming itsyou-know-what in the hot sun.


    What if wanted a beer? Or a Coke? Perhaps even a grappa?


    That was twenty years ago.


    So far no resolutions.


    From the small table on the balcony you can see, between the balcony and the wall, a large cobweb. What can we conclude from that?


    At least that there lives here a neglectful housewife for whom cobwebs are not one of life’s main concerns. What else? At the very least, we can assume the presence of a spider. We can assume the possible presence of flies, on which the aforementioned spider feeds, as in their absence it would die from malnutrition. There is another possibility here, namely that it is a totally incompetent member of the order of spiders (spiders are an order, according to Adam, and belong in the same class, arachnids, as do scorpions), totally devoid of any talent for judging where flies may happen to buzz past.


    But comrades, sorry, colleagues, so far we have passed no resolutions whatsoever.


    A sip of coffee. I sit on my flat rock and I’m not getting off.


    Anyway, how can you expect resolutions from people who evidently lack even the most basic historical awareness? How the hell? It’s certainly nothing to boast about. They hold their positions in 2000, but they had their best ideas in the seventies and eighties, didn’t they? Today, they try to live off... What times are we living in? Is this what we fought for? What can we conclude?


    Adam also had his best ideas in the seventies. Or perhaps not — I don’t really know what ideas he had later.


    No precipitous conclusions, comrades.


    Yes, and who actually had this historical awareness? We can assume, those who lived in historical times. For if they hadn’t, how could they have functioned there (in historical times) — like headless chickens? Like me on that flat rock, which I would not get off, while the wind ruffled me.


    An example of a historical personage. Let’s say Jernej Kopitar. Mr Vienna from Repnje. He’ll do. He so hated the Ljubljana bourgeoisie, the alienated swarm, that he had to flee to Vienna and become a state censor. Five years ago we were on a visit to the cemetery in Repnje, to his family grave. It’s stimulating to lead students from one graveyard to another. Crosses, crosses, crosses — they lead us into the future, everyone’s definite future, each will ultimately acquire their own cross and will be burdened with it and will have to hold it up, so that no one grabs it and carries it home. But a saviour — Mr Vienna was no saviour. How was his historical awareness? Not so good, it seems. The way today’s historians deal with him gives the impression of a lack of historical curiosity. He redeemed himself with one thing: at the very start of his career he wrote an excellent grammar, the best for a century. Just as these current geniuses redeemed themselves at the end of the eighties for all their later idiocies. Kopitar has always been a shining light for all our students.


    What of our dear students? Our pride and our hope? A redemption somewhat too feeble to bring real joy, thank you. Which students were clear, twenty years ago, that the study of the Slovene language was a politicalstudy? That you had to be engaged if you wanted to get involved in linguistic issues? That it was necessary to reflect on language, and on another level, if


    When all’s said and done, why should I care? I sit on my flat rock and I’m not getting off. The problem is, my costume is in the bag, down on the other side of the pebble beach, and Adam and Goran are no longer around because they’ve gone for a beer. And I should get up and


    For example: in the eighties, when Yugoslavia was starting its fight against national rights — when they wanted to ban headphones from the federal assembly — the slogan was, in Serbia they sell Slovene Radenska, but they won’t allow us to sellKnjaz Miloš mineral water in Slovenia. And I ask my students, who already look totally apathetic, do you know what Knjaz Miloš is? They stare at me as if I am a total idiot. Another example: why did Roman Jakobson leave Prague at the end of the thirties? They all gawp, then one bleats: because of the Prague Spring? I thought I’d have a stroke.


    Vera, Vera, calm down... You said when you retired you’d stop worrying about certain things. Let’s move on.


    This girl student comes to see Dušan... Enough. What shall I wear this evening? That’s important. That’s much more important.


    First impressions are important.


    God knows what he’ll think. God knows what he thinks already. But I shall not think about that now.


    I’ll think about


    Car park saga continues


    Parking is a big problem in Ljubljana. I learnt to drive when I moved to Fužine, fifteen years ago, and then I realised what a problem parking is. One of the first things I did when I got divorced, when we sold the house, was to learn to drive and to buy a two-bedroom flat in Fužine.


    He must be near seventy now. Who knows how that kind of age shows on... He was always so thin.


    Acts, but no perpetrators


    And I receive a letter. I come home, open the post box, and inside is a fat, a really fat, envelope. I take it into the lift with me. I start to open it. One of my neighbours from the floor below is in the lift, with a bag of shopping in his hand. Also some spotty adolescent. I slightly tear the edge of the envelope and peer in. It’s packed full of small, flat objects, but I can’t make out what. I push two fingers in and get hold of something, pull it out.


    Between my fingers are three bright purple condoms.


    Oh yes.


    I just didn’t get it. I stared at them, then looked at my neighbour. But he was looking away with an indifferent expression on his face, pretending he hadn’t seen anything. Oh God. I wanted to shove them back in, but my fingers started to tremble and two of the condoms fell on the floor. Now the kid really did look down. The trouble with these immigrant kids is that they’re always so willing to help. He was about to bend down but I almost pushed him aside and dived on them. He straightened up and stared at the doors.


    How I racked my brains, trying to work it out. The envelope was addressed to me. It contained three hundred and forty-three condoms in different colours, shapes and flavours. Was this Goran’s act of revenge, because in our last conversation before the divorce I’d mentioned... No, of course not, this was too low even for Goran. Had some student sent it? Which student would buy, for a practical joke, three hundred and forty-three condoms, and send them to a teacher? That would take a whole term’s grant. And who knows, I might be pleased, and what kind of practical joke would that be? Perhaps it was some neighbour who had taken a dislike to me? Verbinc perhaps, who rented his flat to Sokič? But we hardly know each other, what could I have done to offend him? A warning from some psychopathic Fužine rapist? There was no accompanying letter, not a word.


    Two days later, Ana called.


    She was beside herself. She had found under the table the letter she’d intended to send.


    “Why did you send me three hundred and forty-three condoms?”


    She was taken aback.


    “Did you count them?”


    “Do you think I have anything better to do?”


    There was a simple explanation. Ana’s husband, at the age of forty-five, had had a vasectomy. They already had three children and had decided that was quite enough. She’d always had a large stock of condoms at home, because she got them at work, wholesale... And when she heard I was getting divorced she decided to send them to me. For a laugh, to cheer me up, to say let’s look on the bright side, now there’ll be more opportunities for... The bright side.


    And she put them in an ordinary envelope. If the postman had torn it pushing it into the mailbox and they had tumbled onto the floor, he would... he’d probably have thought that I’d got a new sideline and that I’d ordered the basic accoutrements from a catalogue.


    How to reduce the number of refugees


    Three hundred and forty-three condoms. If I was Snow White I could service each of the seven dwarfs every day for seven weeks without any of them getting jealous.


    Once, on New Year’s Eve, I inflated fifty of them and hung them around the flat, and then drank champagne in front of the television. But it didn’t feel very festive. And I was worried all the time: what if the doorbell rings, someone come to wish me a Happy New Year.


    And I have to go to him with such a request. For whom? For some students. Not even mine. For some students who don’t give a damn about studying. Not what I’d call students!


    A student, all dressed up and shining, a big smile on her face, comes to see my assistant Dušan and says that she has come to him for a seminar theme for sociolinguistics. The girl wants to study sociolinguistics and she doesn’t know that the seminar is led by Assistant Professor Dolenc. And this girl, who doesn’t even know who’s been teaching for the past month, wants to adopt an opposing position to that taken by the participants at the conference Slovene in Public.Can you believe it?


    For such students I am supposed to get dressed up and, wreathed in smiles, go to see someone I haven’t seen for fifteen years.


    I don’t know if he’ll be able to appreciate that things are as I present them. That’s the worst thing. It will seem too absurd to him. He’ll try to find some other reason. Some particularly stupid reason why I came.


    When I tell him, he’ll think that I’m making it up. Dear colleague, dear former neighbour, you could put some pressure on your Dean of Chemistry — you’re still in touch, aren’t you? — so that the poor...


    Why do I have to solve other people’s problems?


    Well, I have the feeling I’m being of help, at least from a distance. That I’m being of help to someone. That perhaps somewhere it will be recognised.


    No alcohol at night


    How will he look? He will think that I wasn’t able to resist, and that I had to somehow come and see him, to admire the charming, wise, retired professor. And what can I say to convince him? To create the right train of thought in his mind? Am I capable of that? I’m becoming scatter-brained.


    I should be able to find the right words. I have researched language all my life.


    This exhibition, for instance, the one I’m going to today — that should show what you can do with language. Slovene Grammars.The National Library has such interesting ideas sometimes. It is already four hundred and sixteen years since the first grammar — an eternity. How many have been written? These books show that language can do many things. Well, you know? That is to say that a grammar, let’s say the one by the poet Vodnik, shows what language can do. At least he knew about language, didn’t he? So did he tell us how that language functioned? Of course not. He knew very well what bricks he was building with. But how to undertake such a description — how? It’s like leaving sketches of fragments of a flying machine. Much worse than Leonardo’s. How does this work — where do I press? A guide on using fragments, their function derived on the basis of their — what? Shape? Size? Beauty? If we tried to describe the purple condoms in this way: their colour is indicative of — what? What can we conclude from the sumptuous taste of blueberries? It would be difficult without a devillishly strong theory.


    Best when they started to be overwhelmed


    I just hope the exhibition won’t depress me too much, professionally. There are so few things left these days worth seeing. I don’t go to the opera. The theatre — this year’s programme at the National is, you might say, something of a letdown. I don’t go to the Youth Theatre anymore since that idiot Živadinov and his gang for one evening’s performance drove us with rifle butts into a freight wagon and then leapt around above our heads for a good hour and, enthused by their heroic tales, scattered dust and cobwebs in our hair. I’m not against such ideas per se. I like it if someone has an idea. It was that he changed us into little more than serfs. I’ve got nothing against ideas, but it was damn uncomfortable. At some point I began to toy with the notion of giving one of those pretentious apes swinging above our heads in their sacerdotal robes a sharp poke with an umbrella. Let them see how it is if the oppressed raise their heads.


    Prague or Krakov


    Wasik. Evening in Krakov. Would you like to go for dinner with me? Yes, if you know some good... Of course, this is my home town. We sat in a small side room, red table cloth, candles. The post-socialist renewal was then in full swing. But from where did a Polish university teacher get the money for dinner in such a restaurant? Wasik didn’t seem in the slightest bit ill-at-ease, as if he was the most important person there. Beetroot soup. Salmon with herb butter. He had silver hair, which must once have been very dark. He laughed when I said I liked speaking Polish. I thought I had good pronunciation, I’d spoken quite nasally for some time.


    Then we spoke of linguistic literary stylistics. There’s very little of that in Slovenia, I told him. He looked as if he’d be interested in whatever I told him. After dinner he drove me to my hotel. He had a new Beetle, which again struck me as impressive for a Polish teacher, but also gave me an odd feeling of unease. Would I like to go back to his place for a coffee? He could show me the new Polish syntax we had discussed, he had a review copy. It’s not far from the hotel.


    What gripped me then? What in heaven’s name was it? That I didn’t have my three hundred and forty-three condoms with me?


    “Oh, it’s so late already,” I said, “and I’ve got to give my paper in the morning.”


    I sit on my flat rock and I’m not getting off.


    Novak’s deep defence fatal for champion


    Wasik smelt nice.


    At that point I did still have all three hundred and forty-three condoms. I remember now. It was forthat New Year that I inflated fifty of them. Perhaps for Wasik. Fifty. That offered the illusion of a good year.


    The last time I went to the Faculty of Education library to read the Journal of Applied Linguistics I saw some graffiti on the wall next to the main entrance: FIRST DEFINITELY CHURNING, THEN MAYBE LEARNING. I copied it into my notebook — all this material will come in handy one day, the linguistic characteristics of graffiti — with somewhat mixed feelings. Who am I collecting all this material for if young people care more about ‘churning’ than studying? Not to mention that I don’t even know what that is. Maybe I should ask the neighbours’ girl, Janina, next time we meet in the lift. If I really want to deal with this academically, I should forge better links with informants. I just know that it is something more important than learning.


     


    We are seeking to employ a warehouse clerk


    Want to run an attractive profit centre?


     


    Why does no-one ever publish an ad saying: do you want to become a warehouse clerk, in a company importing alcoholic beverages? A heady position. Definitely CHURNING. We shall have to wait for that.


    Today I shall see him again.


    In thirty-eight years the end of the world? Who knows. In three hundred and forty-three, perhaps?


     


    * * *


     


    Take me to the river and drop me in the water


    Dip me in the river, drop me in the water


    Talking Heads, Take Me to the River


     


    Well look at the little faggot, what’s he up to? Look at him standing there! Bleeding cops. Just my luck, turning in here! Where the hell am I supposed to stop? What now, you think I’m going to go racing off over these humps, or what? Little shit, nothing better to do. That really is too much.


    Fuck it, I turn straight after him onto Brodar Square, and so he doesn’t think he can screw me straight away I go a bit further towards the parking area. Little bastard’s trailing along behind me, like some school kid. There’s a space right near the beginning. I turn into it, he follows. When I open the door he’s already standing there, staring.


    “Planning to drive off, or what?” he says, and we both try out a cynical smile.


    “What?” I say. “Hang on. I’ll be right with you.” And I return to what I’m doing. I search through the glove compartment for a pair of sunglasses. Just enough so he doesn’t think he can jerk me about. He looks at me oh so superior, like an arse that thinks it smells sweet. “If I’d wanted to get away, you wouldn’t have seen me for dust,” I tell him. “I’d have turned into the emergency access, then round the back, given you the slip.”


    “I suppose that’s true,” he says, a bit more humbly. Yes, I’d say it is, just so you’re clear what’s what, you little prat.


    A warbling sound comes through the window. Birds, the little shitters, can hardly wait for you to park under the trees. Anyway, then the usual formalities. Licence and registration. For fuck’s sake, here. Licence and registration. Why should I give a toss if someone wants my licence and registration. I haven’t stolen anything. Let him look. But it takes forever. For Christ’s sake, I’m in a hurry.


    He gawps at them for ages. Illiterate moron. Should I read it out for him? Igor Ščinkovec. Pregl Square 12. Three hundred metres from here. But no, that’s not enough for him. No, he’s determined to fuck me about, he wants to look in the boot.


    “Hey listen, I’m in a hurry,” opening it in any case. It’ll be over quicker. “I’m here on business.”


    “Ah?” he says, staring into the boot as if he’d never seen one before. “Where are you going?”


    It would never have entered my head to answer him, if I hadn’t wanted to shake him off as quick as possible. And it really got on my tits, I mean, the way he asked. As if he thought I was some piss artist or something. How dare he, bloody clown in his blue outfit. Nowhere special, officer. I’m taking a client to view a flat. Some of us have rather more serious work to do. In any case, more serious than standing on the corner waving a lollipop like some little faggot.


    “Ah-ha,” he says, finally giving me the documents back. Thanks for nothing. “Say hello to your client from me. Good luck,” he says, and goes back to the corner.


    I just didn’t get it.


    “What did you say?” I call after him. But nothing, he’s already standing at the corner waving his lollipop.


    I’d really like to go over there and ask what exactly he meant by that, my client and good luck. Good luck to me? Do I need anything from you? Or my client? I’m supposed to say to him the police say hello. For fuck’s sake. What kind of luck does the guy need? Are you really trying to fuck with me? Is there some kind of misunderstanding here? Would you like to go and see if my client is waiting for me, perhaps? What a little shit. If you ask him straight he pisses off. If your gob’s big enough to get something like that out, then it’s big enough to explain more precisely what you mean. That’s what I say. I tell you what, I feel like going over there and sticking one on him. At least he’d have something to mouth off about at the station, what a dangerous place Fužine is. But it’s a pointless game. It’s not worth getting into a fight with the police. At least not first thing, before work.


    Zoki and I are supposed to meet in the bar. I’d like to get another one down me before the viewing, get the circulation going, I’m still half asleep, it’s eight o’clock. What allowance do you get for a viewing at eight o’clock? Zoki said it was some weirdo. I can believe him, although Zoki likes to lay it on a bit thick. I mean, I think to him everyone’s weird. If anyone told him he was weird he’d be deeply offended.


    I stood for a while watching that cop. He bleeding well knew I was watching him. He was all slimy and chummy with the next one he stopped, guy with a moustache in an old Mercedes. Okay, right, I think he got what I was trying to tell him. Ščinkovec is not going to kow-tow to some twenty-year-old kid. I quickly crossed the road to the Oasis.


    Zoki’s not there yet. He’s always fucking late. Some time we’ll have to have a serious chat about work habits.


    Zoki is actually okay. Bit lazy when it comes to work — but he’s got drive. In that respect, you’ve got to hand it to him. Always on the hunt for information. His speciality is second-hand car prices. A potential money-maker at the weekend he’s always saying to me — the car market. It’s easy peasy. You look for some poor little sod who’s peering around as if somebody’s going to jump on him any moment. You go up to him, he’s asking three thousand, you slag off the bodywork, lift the bonnet, slag off everything in sight, offer one thousand, go round again. After three rounds you buy it for one and a half thousand. Next week you fix it up and sell it for four. Easy peasy.


    I really fancy the idea. And I trust Zoki one hundred per cent, he’s got things under control. But where would I find the energy after tramping round strange flats all week. He’s got the drive. Whenever you see him waiting in some bar he’s got the paper open in front of him, studying the ads. I don’t know anyone who knows more about it. Look how he screwed Beno when he bought that Uno. Last time I saw him he had the prices of old cookers and washing machines written down, you know? Although I’d probably call that a waste of energy. Whatever, if business ever goes down the plug hole then at least I know what Fixed Properties Ltd can turn its hand to.


    I drink my coffee and whisky at the counter by the window. I never sit down in the morning because then the whisky goes straight to my legs, and the coffee to my head. I just stare out and play with my black lighter. The cop’s still standing on the corner, only now he looks a bit bored, as if he’s not sure whether to stop someone or if he’d maybe rather go for a beer.


    And then I see the bleeder. Fucking Mirković!


    He comes marching out of the block of flats. My cig even falls out of my hand. Damn the bastard. I lean across the counter and watch. Shit. It has to be now. Just now, when there’s a cop standing on the corner. Bloody hell, he’s a lucky one, though you can see he’s just a dumb peasant. And he was coming straight towards me. No, it’s not possible. That would be too beautiful.


    If he’d gone past the cop and across the road past the Oasis, I’d have been straight outside and I’d have had him. Collared him. I’d have given him something to think about, the little shit. If the fucker ever turns up in the Dynasty, he’ll get what’s coming to him! I’ll teach him not to fuck with me.


    Nah, I knew it, not my lucky day. Instead of crossing over he stopped in the car park, a few feet in front of the cop.


    He unlocks his car.


    At least that’s something. At least I know now which is his car.


    He bleeding well knows that I’m selling flats in Fužine. And what does the bastard do? Two months I’m selling this flat for Režonja, take along a young couple, some old dear, some tramps who won on Who Wants to be a Millionaire, families with kids and some strange Mafia types. And this Mirković, he appears out of nowhere and tells the guy that his colleague from work or his cousin or some such dick-head will buy the flat. And whoever it is goes and talks to Režonja, puts down a hundred and fifty thousand marks, just like that, no commission. As if I’ve never been involved. Then Režonja buys Mirković a bottle of whisky. I’m just here for decoration, or what? Two sodding months, for fuck’s sake!


    Režonja gets rid of the flat, of course, and buggers off to Jevnica or somewhere. And Mirković has the cheek to wander round Fužine, so I have to keep seeing his ugly mush. I mean, fuck it, it’s just not on.


    Zoki. Zoki’s standing outside tapping his watch. I look at mine. Shit, five past eight.


    “I’ve just seen Mirković,” I say as we hurry towards the entrance to the flats. Zoki is creasing the contracts folder under his arm.


    “Mirković,” he says suddenly. “It’d probably be better if you left Mirković alone.”


    What the fuck do you mean, leave him alone? Surely Zoki’s not going to shit himself now, is he?


    While we’re on the subject, Zoki, as well as being smart, is also a chicken.


    He explains. Ha. He says that the guy who Mirković sorted out the flat for is Pašković’s brother. Not a colleague from work or a cousin or a dick-head. Pašković’s brother.


    So what? Pašković is my neighbour. Pašković is just a nobody with some crummy little job at the Petrol company. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’s got a daughter, Janina, fifteen or sixteen I reckon, a right juicy little piece. Pašković wouldn’t dare say boo, even if I offered to give her one for a tenner. His wife would scratch my eyes out first. But according to Zoki, the brother is a different kettle of fish altogether. He’s into very different games. He’s a big noise in Koseze, has the whole area under his control. There are some funny stories circulating about him. And now he’s moved into Režonja’s three-bedroom flat in Fužine.


    So he’s moved to Fužine. As if we didn’t have enough home-grown fucking hard cases here already. I wonder how long he’ll last before his front door takes a few shots? A Pašković?


    “Can a Pašković really be such a tough guy?” I ask.


    “As far as I can understand,” says Zoki, “if the older Pašković is an Old English Sheepdog, then the younger one is a Rottweiler.” Alright, Zoki, take the piss if you have to.


    Ever since my wife got me an Old English Sheepdog and he saw me with it at Fužine Manor the prick’s never let up about it. As if it’s anything to do with me. Bitches and dogs, eh? She said what a wonderful dog for kids. I said, who’s going to take it out for a piss — the kids are so little that it’d drag them around in circles. Obviously I will, she said. Who else? Of course. And now, naturally, she’s always out and about somewhere, and leaves the fucking dog behind. She’s got to go into town, she’s got to go to the hairdresser’s, she’s got to go to her bleeding mother’s. Take him with you, I said. I can’t, she says, he’d flake out in the car from the heat. What do I care, I thought, you’ll see, and the first time I left him in the flat and went out for a drink. When I got back there was dogshit everywhere. Okay, she cleaned up the mess, I mean it was her fault, but the bleeding flat stank like a latrine for the next two days. So the next time she went trolling off, I took him out. I felt like a walk anyway. Then Zoki saw me. I thought he was going to piss himself. I looked liked a total — I don’t fucking know — like some bloody schoolteacher with this Old English, or so he said. If it was at least a real dog, an Alsatian or Stafford Bull Terrier or something. Now I keep having to listen to the same crap. One day I’ll sort that sodding dog — a rope and a rock, into the river with it. I need peace and quiet to be able to function. When am I going to get things sorted, for fuck’s sake. Get things as they should be.


    “I’m glad to be here in Fužine,” says the guy in shorts and a battered straw hat who shakes our hand at the door. That’s the way. Not like those pricks who, when you tell them you have a well-appointed two-bedroom flat in Fužine, look at you as if you’re mad. They daren’t even come for a viewing, as if, I don’t know, someone’s going to jump them as soon as they get out of the car. “These flats,” says the guy, looking up at the tenth floor where we’re going to take him, “these flats were built when I was in Polje.”


    Zoki and I look at each other. I think about it for a few moments. Well, I mean, perhaps I misunderstood what he said. Of course I have. After all, Polje’s quite a big place, maybe he doesn’t mean the loony bin. If it was true, it’d hardly be the first thing he’d want to mention when he went to see a flat. Unless he really had escaped from somewhere.


    The guy happily signs a form agreeing that he can buy the flat at Brodar Square 7 only through the good offices of the company Fixed Properties Ltd. We know all these tricks. If only Režonja had signed something like that. We’d have him up in court now, and that dick-head Mirković alongside him.


    Fucking Mirković. I can’t get what Zoki said out of my head. Mirković. Pašković. Old English Sheepdog Pašković and Rottweiler Pašković.


    Zoki’s comparison gets on my tits. It’s hard to see Pašković as some kind of Old English Sheepdog. Not that they’re all that different as far as build goes. Just the face. Pašković is a stocky type with a moustache, whose wife has got him under her thumb — she just blinks and he comes running. When he goes down to check the post he has to go in his slippers, so that he doesn’t scoot across the road to the Dynasty. Pašković has a black moustache, a black chest rug and a black look on his face, as if to compensate for being such a pussy. He certainly doesn’t look like some drugged-up shaggy dog with its tongue hanging out. Where did Zoki get this Old English Sheepdog idea? It’s just so he can show off how he knows the names of all the breeds, the prick.


    On the tenth floor, Iršič answers the door. He’s wearing a tracksuit and looks half asleep. Where he gets the dosh for a new flat is beyond me. Mangy long-haired git, whenever I see him he looks half asleep. Eight in the morning. When we’ve talked he’s never mentioned any kind of job. He’s most likely selling drugs. But not in Fužine, he’s not tough enough for that. Probably around the schools.


    While Zoki takes the guy round the flat, I sit at the kitchen table. I could really use another bloody coffee. It would be nice if Iršič offered me one, but he just stares. Leans against the wall and stares into space. As if he was high, the creep.


    “Ready for the footie this evening?” I ask, just to get a conversation going. Though Iršič doesn’t exactly look the football type.


    “I’ll probably go to the Oasis” I’m surprised to hear. Then he brings up something else altogether: “The water’s probably off round your way today, isn’t it?” I have to give it some thought.


    “So I hear,” I say. “They’ve got to fix some pipes or something.”


    “A really good time, in this heat,” says Iršič. Yeh, a really good time. Thank god there’s plenty of drinks in the fridge.


    Zoki and the oddball return to the kitchen.


    “It’s pretty quiet way up here, isn’t it?” says the oddball. It’s only now he takes his hat off and holds it in his hand. He’s got quite long greasy hair. At least he’s got something in common with Iršič.


    “Yeh, it is really,” replies Iršič. “In this part of town it’s worth something being high up.” Good job he doesn’t mention that if you’re so high up the sun’s like a furnace, the mangy git. “Some people get worried about being so high up,” he says, as if he already knows what the guy’s going to ask next. They’ve got quite a routine going. “But in all these years, it’s never happened that at least one of the lifts isn’t working...”


    “It’s important to me, that it’s quiet,” says the oddball. “I’m living with my mother at the moment, in Dravlje, just above the ring road. When I lie down in the afternoon, worn out after my injections, there are lorries roaring past my window.” So, I was right in the first place. “That accent — you from Koroška?” he asks. “That’s my neck of the woods.”


    “No, born in Mozirje,” says Iršič. The guy looks at him kind of suspiciously, as if he thinks he might secretly be from Bosnia or somewhere.


    “Ah,” he says. He looks past Iršič, somewhere towards the cooker. “I’m from Mozirje, too,” he says so suddenly I almost choke. Fucking hell, this is more serious than I thought. Iršič doesn’t even react. He looks at him kind of thoughtful like, as if he can see right through him. What’s this all about, eh? Some sort of weirdo strategy to get the price down or what? Act so crazy nobody dares answer back.


    “But there aren’t too many Yugoslavs on this floor, are there?” he says then, and Zoki and I look at each other. I grin at Zoki, so the oddball doesn’t see me. When all’s said and done he’s a Yugo too, though he’s fully house-trained. I usually don’t even think about it — only when someone says something like this guy. I’ve nothing against southerners, if they’re civilised like Zoki is. If they speak good Slovene and don’t have one of those wa-la-la singers booming out of the car stereo under my window.


    “You know, it’s not true what they say about Fužine, that you never hear Slovene here,” I say. Someone’s got to salvage the situation. “This used to be public housing, way back, but the last ten years it’s all private...”


    I look at Zoki, but he’s keeping schtum, as if he’s decided he’s not going to be dragged into this discussion. Good job, too. We want to make some money out of this, after all. But the guy carries on as if he hasn’t heard me, goes bravely forward like a tank.


    “I looked at the names on the buzzers at the end of the corridor,” he says, “and I don’t think there are any Serbs or Bosnians there.”


    Well, you’ve got to hand it to him, the guy’s brain may be raddled by all the injections, but his patriotic spirit is still intact, solid as a rock.


    “Yeh,” says Iršič, his eyes suddenly narrow, “thank god those skinheads next door have sorted them all out.”


    Here we go. How can you do business with such people? Zoki is a southerner and says nothing, while this one is now suddenly a fighter for their civil rights. Bleeding nutters.


    Iršič and the other guy are made for each other. I remember the tales he spun when he showed me round. The place has its own little history — but not the kind for fucking commemorative plaques.


    I remember saying that the wall next to the bed in the spare room wasn’t very well painted, that there were stains showing through. But he just stared at it and said it’s better not to tell the buyer some things. Ha-ha, you dick-head, I thought, but at least you tell the agent, you’ve got to trust your agent. Where do we end up otherwise? My lips are sealed. Except of course to the crowd in the Dynasty, if there’s anything worth telling.


    So he tells me about it. A couple of years before he had a lodger, a student of philosophy or theology or anthropology, I don’t fucking know, one of those spiritual things. Profoundly spiritual. The guy seems to have knitted his own underpants. Out of wool. Don’t know why, some sort of penance or something. To drive away impure thoughts. Though if I had woollen underpants on my naked balls, there’d be impure thoughts, all right — I’d be scratching my groin on every street corner, for fuck’s sake! Anyway, this guy slept in the spare room. And like all students he was a little skiver, preferred to gallivant about than study his spiritual affairs. And one night, when Iršič was already asleep, he came home at two in the morning with some sixteen-year-old bit of skirt who’d run away from home and had nowhere to go... And she’d found a good Samaritan — our poor, profoundly spiritual Janez... well, let’s just call him Janez. Our Janez had taken pity on her and said that she could spend the night in his room, he’d sleep on the floor.


    Anyway, she could have had more fucking sense than to spend the night with some guy she’d never set eyes on before. And that some weirdo who knits his own fucking pants. But she was a sly one as well. She told our Janez she had an ampoule of some drug, I don’t know which, and that she would sell it the next day and give him the money, because he’d been so good to her... Anyway, all seemed to go as agreed, she slept on his bed, and he went to sleep on the floor — didn’t try to jump her or anything. He was a deeply spiritual lad.


    But not so spiritual that he actually went to sleep. It was a bit hard, after all, so that for some time he spun around like a chicken on a spit. Then he had a clever thought. He remembered that the girl was going to sell the ampoule and give the dosh to him, which meant that the ampoule was actually his, and he could do what he wanted with it. All very logical, if you can’t sleep. He decided to break open the ampoule, there and then, and swallow whatever was inside it. He probably didn’t know what it was. Probably didn’t care too much. But the trouble was, he was already pretty pissed, he’d picked the skirt up in some disco, after all, and they’d been drinking all evening. So that when he broke the ampoule open — in the dark and in a hurry — he cut his hands badly and blood started to spurt all over the place.


    Fuck me, I could just picture it when Iršič told me. But that wasn’t all. As the blood ran from his hands his spiritual side suddenly came to the fore. It came to him in a flash just how grateful this lassie was to him, because he was such a good person. He was such a very good person, to rescue the poor soul from the cold streets, bring her into the warmth, give her his bed and lie down on the parquet, like some kind of saint. Even better than a saint, for fuck’s sake, like Christ himself. And then, smashed and spiritual as he was, it came into his head that he was Christ. That, I don’t know, he’d risen from the dead or something.


    Well, then things went on as you might expect. He stripped down to his underpants and started to smear blood all over himself, so that he ended up looking like he’d just been dragged from the cross. And as the climax to the whole affair he decides to wake the girl and tell her the good news that Christ has risen... I tried to imagine how it was for the poor bitch to wake up in the middle of the night in a dark room and find some naked guy, covered in blood, hanging over her and blood spurting everywhere.


    Iršič jumped several feet in the air when he heard the shriek. He goes running in and the girl’s squeezed into the corner, wrapped in a blanket, shaking and staring, and in such a state of shock that she couldn’t scream any more. And this fucker Janez, he’s trying as hard as he can to soothe her, that it’s alright, that everything’s hunky dory, that the world will be a different place from now on, a fucking paradise, milk and honey, and all the time he’s bleeding on the bed like a stuck pig.


    I tried to imagine what I’d do in such a situation. But I couldn’t quite. Apparently Iršič threw our Janez out of the flat in the middle of the night, with all his stuff, including his spiritual books, plus a couple of bandages for first aid. Clear thinking, I’d call that. I can just see the young bloke, slouching around Fužine all night, naked and euphoric, bleeding hands, looking for someone to tell the good news to. Then Iršič, who in any case looks half dead to the world all day, had to spend the whole night up with this girl, who daredn’t go to bed any more, trying to repair the damage, having to listen to tales from her very efficiently fucked-up life. Blessed are the poor in spirit. If I’d been in his place, I’d have definitely tried to comfort her with a bit of pussy stroking. Women go for that, even if they’re fucked up. Soon calms them down.


    Anyway, this blood was almost impossible to paint over. It kept showing up through the paint as if it really was Christ’s. Which it can’t have been, otherwise we’d have heard more about it.


    And now our benevolent Iršič judges this poor sod so harshly because of one comment on our southern cousins that he’s prepared to bugger up the sale of the flat. It’s good that the guy takes it as some sort of joke. Fucking strange one, but still a joke. I don’t know, maybe these louse farmers have some sort of thing between them, some other way of communicating than normal folk do.


    Then, thank god, we’re leaving. In the doorway the oddball turns round again.


    “Something else I wanted to ask,” he says, “I’ve got a dog, do you think it’d be a problem — with the neighbours, I mean?”


    Iršič shrugs.


    “I wouldn’t know,” he says, “I’ve only got a cat. I’ve never had any problems.”


    The oddball’s still looking round the flat.


    “Well, that’s okay then,” he says, absent-mindedly, “I’ve only got a cat as well.” He puts his hat on his head. Now Iršič is looking at me strangely, like he’s trying to find fault. As if I’m the one to blame. But what can you do? All sorts of people sell, all sorts of people buy, what can I do about it? The art is in getting the two together — one who wants to sell, one to buy — and striking a deal, so that money changes hands. “I’ll call you,” says the oddball. Yeh, okay, you call. Our lines are always open.


    The lift seems to take forever to travel down. That’s all I’d need, to get stuck between two floors. I think I’d go bonkers.


     


    * * *


    


    Will the scaly armadillo


    Find me where I’m hiding


    Pink Floyd, Julia Dream


     


    Jeeesus, u pičku materinu,I’m so fucking hung over, and I didn’t even drink all that much last night. Hey, if I really had knocked it back... nah, it’s all that fucking smoking, too many motherfucking fags. I mean this partying, middle of the week, like do I really need it?


    Dumb question that, girl.


    And it was really one stonking night, totally unreal. Rožca and Jaro and Mirsad smashed through the storeroom door at the Skalca club. Well sort of, you know, we somehow got into this corridor, and like there was another door, locked, much stronger than the first. They had a go at the lock, while me and Daša laughed and kept an eye out case anyone came. Laughing like crazy we was — there’s no fucking with Mirsad’s weed. We’re out in the corridor, you know, and inside there’s crates of beer and vino.


    “Be one hell of a sight better if we was inside and couldn’t get out, eh?” says Rožca. Thought I was gonna piss myself, really. “Miles better.” Haven’t a clue how we got out, I really don’t, but we somehow landed up at Valentino’s.


    “What the hell we doing here?” I was asking. Well, far as I recall — when I’m on Mirsad’s weed, which is real dangerous stuff, like time somehow seems to go more fast, you know? And stuff keeps on happening and you just dunno where you are, like. It’s wicked. Just good it wears off quickly as it starts. Decided to lay off in future, keep my head clear, you know, watch others losing it.


    “Valentino’s is the pits.”


    We all know it’s the pits, but we keep on coming. Maybe just ’cause Mirsad’s hoping that someone from Sulec ’ll turn up looking for a punch-up. Maybe some tough guy from the Štepanca estate, so as he can stick one on him. But not now, no time for that now.


    At first I didn’t notice that Daša was becoming kinda crazy, you know?Probably ’cause of the weed, but at first she’s cool, and then she’s like totally someone else. Franz Kafka, Metamorphosis. A real pest. Quarrels with Mirsad. Course. Then she starts her usual fun and games. He just leans against the wall with his beer, Mr Cool — oh yeh, just remembered, we stopped at a shop on Puharjeva for some beer — and she decides she really has to go and hide in some bush. Attention seeking, innit? Jebem joj mamicu,motherfucker, it really is so not interesting.


    Anyone offends her or such like, she always hides in the bushes and waits for someone to come and convince her how much we all love her. Just so she gets some attention. The girl is otherwise a good friend, you know, but when she’s stoned she really is a downer. I mean, what’s all that about, giving you a look like that and then disappearing into the dark? It was all the same to me, at least at the start. But then when no-one gave a toss, I started getting bored with those three wankers. They were all as pissed as newts, and the beer kept them high. But it really bugged me that Daša was making a tit of herself in front of them.


    “When did you get home last night?” asks ćale,chomping his fried eggs. It’s amazing how much my dad can put away. It’s so not good he’s on the afternoon shift so he’s here to hassle me. At leastmajka’s not around — gone to Velenje to baka’s, my gran’s. Took three days off to go and look after her — the old bat fell down the fucking stairs. When did I get home? Hey, better not ask. I’ll just stir this sugar into my tea, better not look up ’cause I’m feeling a bit queasy. Those eggs are not helping. And it’s better he don’t see how red my eyes are. Not that I’m scared of him, he’s okay, but it’s a drag, you know?


    “Why’s Mirsad being like that?” Daša asked me, behind the bushes. “Why’s he have to be like that? I haven’t done nothing to him and he’s really fucking me about.” And what did the guy do? Nothing really. Daša wanted to snog him the whole time, but he’d had enough after a while, you know? Understandable. Couples, really get on my tits, they’re going out together so they can’t party properly no more — either they’re crawling all over each other or at each other’s throats. Then one of them acts cool and the other’s all offended. Behind some fucking bush — I mean, hello!


    If she only knew what a total dickhead Mirsad is it might be different. What am I saying — she knows all too well. As if she don’t go for every fella she lays her eyes on, then she’s beating herself up saying how could I throw myself at such a total cretin. Last three weeks she’s had the hots for Mirsad and it must be all too clear what a totalpapak he is. I mean, hello, she’s actually known him for five years, but she never seems to work out what a fella’s really like until he really starts sniffing round her and then — five years, who cares? Then she farts about for a month and all of a sudden it’s like oh-so clear to her, you know? Then she moves onto the next idiot. I mean, really. When she finally finds one that’s reasonably normal it’ll be like a public holiday in Fužine, Daša’s Sexual Independence Day. Only she won’t.


    “I’m sixteen and I’m gonna dance all night,” ćaleteases, looking at me across the table, mamicu mu, old motherfucker. Whatever, though he’s bugging me I can’t help laughing a bit.


    But it’s school this afternoon, u pičku materinu, if that’s not too fucking much.


    “Why you going on about dancing, I told you I slept at Daša’s.” ]ale, ćale,why don’t you believe me? Your little princess? I’m not lying to you, honest. I wouldn’t be seen dead on the dance floor at Valentino’s, and I really did sleep at Daša’s. Eventually, you know? Well, Mirjana and I got there at five in the morning. We were so fucking done in. I was too tired to sleep, really. And then when I did manage to drift off, Daša woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep and watched me instead. And then in the middle of the night — middle of the fucking morning more like, I mean it was around six — she starts to howl “Mirjana! Mirjana!” and when we’re both awake she says “You know, Janina, you weren’t even breathing!” I mean, hello! Jebem ji mamicu, daft cow.


    Then I go for a shower. But when I turn it on, there’s just this glugging noise. This really is too fucking much. Two plastic thingies of water next to the loo, not much of a trade. But of course, I remember, the fucking caretaker put up some semi-literate notice in the corridor. Now all I need is to get the runs, like you do when you’re hung over, and be dancing around the loo every two hours, and have to wash away that disgusting alcoholic sewage. I’d probably fall in head first, my head’s banging so much.


    I kind of wash. Least the water freshens me up a bit. When I look at myself naked in the mirror I seem to have put weight on. This is definitely not good, my girl. Some of us are going to Piran, on the coast, in three weeks, and I look positively anaemic. All I need now is to get as fat as a pig. But what can I do if the old man’s a carnivore and there’s nothing but greasy pork on the table? Be a good idea if I went over to yoghurt and biscuits for a few weeks. Rather than listening to sarcy comments again.


    When I take the top off the deodorant and bring it near my armpit, I suddenly feel very sick. That fucking dickhead.


    We did go to Valentino’s in the end — course we did, though we kept acting as if it was a waste of time. Mirjana, Danila and Sanela were there. The music got on my tits, and on Mirjana’s, so we sat right at the back, as far as we could from the speakers, while the other three went for a dance and to see if they could maybe hook some fella. Specially Daša. I think she wanted to make Mirsad jealous, you know? And more.


    Mirjana was telling me about some people round Rusjanov way. Mirjana’s from Polje but she has some friends at Rusjanov — Trobevšek and so on. Some kind of friends. She told me what’d gone down. Her and Trobevšek’s birthdays are very close, so they said they’d organise a party together at her place that weekend. But then it turned out that she wouldn’t have the place to herself, so they’d have to call it off. Anyway, then Trobevšek sorted another place, some club down his end. Now listen to this: he said she could only invite three of her friends from Polje, not who she wanted, ’cause supposedly there just wasn’t enough room in this club. I mean, hello.


    Course, Mirjana really lost it. They had a big fight. Anyway, then she found out that she would have the flat to herself, only the next weekend, not the one she first thought. So she told that lot from Rusjanov to fuck themselves. Now she’s throwing her own party the next weekend. And she’s only gonna invite those who can’t go to Trobevšek’s do.


    “You come as well,” she said, kind of quiet as if it was some big secret. I didn’t say a word ’cause I was wondering how come I didn’t know nothing about Trobevšek’s party. After all I’m supposed to be friends with the Rusjanov crowd. I’m there nearly every week, at the Malibu or the Sombrero. We used to be even better friends when we bombed around on motorbikes together. That was before Krista moved to Šiška. And now they’re having a party and I know sweet FA about it.


    “You were a problem, you know,” said Mirjana, “he made it pretty clear that he didn’t want you there either,” she added, just to make sure that I was on her side.


    “He mentioned me by name, did he?” It was a pretty transparent trick, you know, looking for solidarity and all that, but it still had an effect. It hurt me a bit, you know? So what’s this all about?


    “The Rusjanov crowd can’t stand you,” said Mirjana.


    “Why the hell not?”


    Mirjana just grinned and looked at me. Something not clear to you? In fact it isn’t. OK, I really don’t go there as much as I used to. But when my best friend lived there I was there every day. And now I’m some kind of a cunt because I don’t go there so often or what? Now Mirjana’s grinning like she’s somehow in on it.


    “They can go and fuck themselves for all I care,” I said ’cause I didn’t want to seem all upset in front of her. Specially as she was acting as if she knew something I didn’t, you know? Fine, let her decide what she wants — I agree what a fucked up lot they are, or I have a go at her as well.


    “I think that’s exactly what’s wrong. They think you’ve got an attitude problem,” she said. Attitude problem? What’s she been watching?


    “Come again?”


    “I think they think you’re a bit full of yourself,” said Mirjana.


    Then the fucking discussion came to an end. Danila and Sanela came back from the dance floor. But not alone. Daša was still throwing herself about, but the other two had made a catch. Some catch, two weirdos. One of them seemed to have glued himself to Danila — which she clearly didn’t mind. He didn’t seem too bad, quite good looking, longish blond hair. The other one looked as if he was gonna to latch onto me. Mamicu mu. I really wasn’t up for this right now. What Mirjana said had really got me down, you know? So I’m a bit full of myself, am I? Great.


    It was partly my fault, really. When he first came to the table he said: “So, girls, what can I get you?” I should’ve kept quiet. But I’d just decided that maybe I’d have another beer before I went home. But I was skint. Here was my chance. So I said I’d have a beer.


    When he brought the round over to our corner, he plonked himself next to me. Where you from? Fužine. His face dropped a bit, though not as much as I’d hoped. Would’ve been great if he’d realised he’d served his purpose. He’d brought the beer and now he could well and truly fuck off. Do you come to Valentino’s often? I was at the Central the other night, but it’s so yuppyish and full of old tarts trying to act cool. And the doormen got pretty heavy with us. Have you ever been in the Central? Hello, you’re joking or what? You’ve got really nice hair, I really like long, dark hair. Are you at that school on Aškerčeva? I’ve got a mate who went there but he’s in the army now. Want to come along to this party in Šiška? It’s really near. Wicked.


    I so fucking hate it when guys start fighting, but now I really wanted Mirsad and Jaro and Rožca to come and get heavy with these two yokels for hitting on the Fužine babes. At least this one of mine. But they didn’t. They just stood there grinning in the distance. I think Jaro was even pointing at us, a smirk on his face. Mamicu mu.


    And so we sat there and it was hot as a cunt and I was sweating like a pig from just one beer. Just hate that, sweat pouring down my face. On top of that, my T-shirt was starting to reek from that fucking deodorant. That wanker from Šiška was almost on top of me now, almost shoving into me. Him and the feeling of sickness from the heat and the beer and the fucking deodorant was all getting mixed up in one disgusting mess, and I really couldn’t take it no more. Said I had to go the loo. When I got there I nearly threw up.


    I just stared at the mirror, then I put the deodorant back in the cabinet, I couldn’t stand it. What a disgusting feeling. Better to stink all day. Should buy a new one. Now I remembered the feeling, what that dickhead reminded me of. Who else but Gordan, another wanker from Rusjanov, fuck him.


    Gordan. Krista and I were best friends then. We were always together. And Gordan, that fucking moron, was the only one who almost came between us. But not ’cause we were both in love with him. In your dreams. But ’cause at some party when I was pissed I was making out with him. She knew what a cretin he was, but she didn’t warn me, she just watched us as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. But I mean fuck it, how was I supposed to know? He wasn’t from our crowd, how I was to know who brought him, maybe that dickhead Trobevšek. Think he was from Novo Polje or some such. Anyway, not only that, but we agreed to meet the next day in the Sombrero.


    Trouble was, even the next day I didn’t work out what a total moron he was. We didn’t talk a lot, he was pretty quiet, you know — he was quiet even when there were others around, not just with me, when he wasn’t pissed, which suited me fine. At least he’s not one of those that keeps wanting to drag you off somewhere on your own. I’m going out with someone I want us to have a laugh with some others, not all that movies and romance and shit. I mean, that is so fucking boring, you know?


    Anyway, in the end I kind of worked out that the others liked taking the piss out of him. I didn’t really take much notice, didn’t realise why. But it was perhaps because every time he opened his trap he came out with something moronic. For instance, someone said they’d made a bit of money for the coast by appearing as an extra in a film. And that deadhead Gordan asked — and yeh, I know it’s stupid I didn’t notice at the time, but it’s always easier with hindsight — “Will it be in colour?” And the whole time Krista was giving me funny looks and I couldn’t understand why. Didn’t even ask me to go with her to the loo and warn me, in private like. I mean, you’d think you’re best friend ’d do that, wouldn’t you?


    And at the end, when it was almost ten, Gordan had even walked me home. I still thought he was alright at that point. But then, when we’d had a kiss in front of the entrance and he’d already turned to go back to the Sombrero, he said something that left me totally confused, and even in the lift I was still trying to work out whether it was something really cool and clever, just I was to dumb to understand, or complete brain-dead stupidity, you know? But fuck it, before the lift got to the eleventh floor I’d realised what a total moron he was. He’d said: “We’re alright together, aren’t we? Maybe we could go out together for a couple of months.”


    But the final straw came next day, when I saw Krista. She rang downstairs, then came up and asked: “We must get something straight: did you fuck Gordan?” I thought I was gonna have a stroke.


    “Then be ready for some funny looks in the Sombrero,” she said. “Gordan came back an hour after he’d left with you, saying that he’d shagged you in the underpass near the tobacco factory.”


    I was almost climbing the walls for about an hour before she managed to calm me down. That jerk. He’d go out with me — for a couple of months. Krista was grinning like crazy. She told me all about him, what a papak he was.


    Evidently he he’d been very much into drugs. He’d gone all hippy and when he met some of the crowd from Fužine he was like, wow, yeh, Fužine, known drugs centre and all that. Could anyone sell him a bit of grass? They all grinned at him and then Veljo brought him ten grammes of sage tea. Careful, he said, it’s not the best stuff, you’ve got to down a couple of beers first, then it’s like totally mega. He really went for it. He was hanging round the Sombrero reeking of burnt leaves. Best of all was that he really seemed to get high, he was staggering around and barking at people at the bus stop.


    Then some real shit went down at home. The thing was, he was stealing tablets from his mum, like everything from aspirin onwards, and putting them in matchboxes and writing on them LSD and ECSTASY and so on. Had a very impressive collection of hard drugs. Then one day his mum found them and called the police. I mean, he was crying his eyes out and trying to tell her they were just ordinary tablets. Course, she didn’t believe him — I mean, what’s better, to think your son’s a drug addict, or that he’s a total papak who writes acid on a box of aspirin? Whichever way, you’re fucked, you know? It was only when the police did an analysis and let her know it was all harmless that she calmed down and let him go out again.


    And I’d snogged someone like that. That was the worst. I felt like fucking throwing up, you know?


    From then on I decided I’d never make out with any fella until I knew something about him — who and what he was. Trouble is, when I’m pissed I don’t think straight no more, you know? So lately it probably looks as if I don’t want to snog no-one. Let them think what they want. Let them think I’m stuck up. They probably think that anyway.


    When I go back into the kitchen, ćale gets up from the table.


    “Stric Mladen is coming over to eat this evening,” he says. “We’re going to watch the match together at the Rosso Nero.”


    Something tenses inside me. Stric Mladen. My uncle’s coming round. Yeh, as soon as majka isn’t here, around comes stric Mladen and they’re out drinking. Can’t watch the game at home. All the better, far as I’m concerned. Better I stay home.


    “Hope you’ve recovered by then,” says ćale.
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    Can’t last all morning at home — too many frisky people around, or rather one too many. Too many not enough hungover, you know? Get my school bag ready and go down an hour before I usually do. Eat a little, instead of lunch, so I feel a bit better. I’ll have something else later. I’ll see Daša at school, see how she is, and we’re gonna meet up later anyway, go out. For now I’ll just check out who’s outside, like. And I think the fresh air ’ll do me good, you know?


    A stroke of luck. Soon as I get down to the entrance I see Miran going past. Going to the flats next door. To his girlie, of course. They’re gonna skive off school together again.


    Soon as I shove the doors open I hiss at him. Here, man, so I’m not on my own.


    “Ciao bella,” he immediately makes one of his usual friendly, but rather stupid faces. Miran’s such a friendly guy. Mainly ’cause eighty per cent of the time he’s so stoned out his head that everything around him seems soft and cool, like. Looks a bit under the influence now, though not heavily, you know? Looks quite talkative.


    “Off to Samira’s?” I have to ask, just to be polite. What else can you do, shouting after someone else’s fella in front of the flats?


    “Yeh, Samira’s,” he says, but he slowly starts to drift in my direction. I lean against the iron railing and him against the pillar.Mamicu mu, he looks well stoned. Can’t even come to Samira’s for a romantic rendezvous without toking on a joint. Seems funny to me, you know? I need to rag him a bit about this.


    “Samira told me you’re really okay, you know,” I say. He looks at me so dumb I add: “Real gentle.”


    “Oh yeh,” he says, and gives me a strange look, as if he’s not quite sure what I’m up to here. But I only want to see how he reacts. “Yeh, I’m always like that,” he says. “I’m always gentle with the ladies. Can’t help it. It’s in my character. Anyway, it seems the right thing to me.”


    “Oh it is,” I say. “That’s real nice.” He’s still not sure whether I’m having him on or not. So in the end, gentle or not, he decides to go on the offensive.


    “You still without a bloke, then?” he asks, swaying a bit. Cheeky cunt, what’s it to him?


    “Yeh,” I reply. “But I get as much as I want.” Kind of nonchalant, as much as I can. Free as a bird and so on. “Got a couple of irons in the fire, you know,” I add quickly, without going too far. “Only as much as I need, though. Arsing about, you know? Don’t want anything too serious, like.” Then I quickly seize the initiative again. “Miran, you know what, I’ll be at home a couple of hours on my own this evening, the old man’s going with my uncle to watch the footie at the Rosso Nero. It’d be a laugh of you came round to mine instead of Samira’s. Make her a bit jealous, you know? She’s been breaking your balls a lot recently.”


    “To yours?” he blinks and stares. “Yeh, that’d be a good laugh.” Then he suddenly gets serious. Surely he hasn’t come down all of a sudden? “Nah, that wouldn’t be very nice. I don’t do things like that.” As he’s still looking at me I grin at him, then he asks by the by: “Why you say Samira’s breaking my balls?”


    Course, she hasn’t been. Not as much as she should. These gentle types need well and truly screwing, so they multiply, you know? I mean, if my fella walked around smashed all the time, so he could hardly string a few words together. That really is not so good. Her biggest problem’s that she can’t stop crawling all over him, so that he can hardly move an inch without her. Though he seems okay with that. He seems cool with it — looks like a cat that likes being stroked. That’s her problem, that she don’t know how to be difficult. Not like Daša, for example.


    I remember how Samira fell for Trobevšek once. He pretended to be oh-so-nice at the beginning and she was in at the deep end. He even had to avoid her a bit, so she didn’t show him up, you know? And that’s how it went on for a month or two. Then out of the blue he went crazy, like. For her, I mean. Surprise to me, at least. Dunno what she did to win him over. I had my theories, you know, but anyway, I mean, it was hard to believe, she was only fifteen and she didn’t say anything. We were mates, she’d have said if she was doing anything with him. Some I wasn’t so close to were willing to tell me. Mirjana, for example. I’d only just got to know her when she came from Polje to the Malibu, I’d only seen her about five times and she says to me: “You know I shagged Rožca at the party on Friday?” I was gobsmacked. “My first time,” she went on, full of herself. “I was so pissed,” she added, as if to keep a bit of dignity, she wouldn’t have done it if he hadn’t got tanked up first. “And,” I asked, “how was it?” “It was sooo good,” she said. Then she saw that I really wanted to hear more, no-one had ever really talked to me about it and I wanted to know what it was really like. “Would’ve been great if Rožca hadn’t been totally ratted and after half an hour rolling about he fell asleep on top of me. Otherwise, it was alright, you know, but he went at it so damn slow, as if he had to suss out every five minutes what he were actually up to.” That was when I decided I’d wait till I was sixteen before I shagged anyone, ’cause maybe by then I’d know someone a bit more normal who I could lose my cherry with.


    Where was I? Anyway, in the end, Trobevšek really fell for Samira, and for about three days they were a happy couple, like Hollywood, you know? Then Samira suddenly starts to look miserable. “I’ve had it up to here with him,” she says one day. “He slobbers like a dog when we kiss. And he shoves his tongue down my throat like he’s after choking me.” “Why don’t you give him the elbow?” I ask. And she says, typical Samira, “But I’ve put so much effort into him. He’s sweet, anyway. How can I give him the elbow when he’s so in love with me?” And so it went on. Another fucking two months, mamicu ji,until he gave her the elbow, accusing her of sleeping with Gordan. Yeh, the total moron. Now thatreally wasn’t true.


    That’s what I mean. Samira really doesn’t know how to mess anyone about. Miran can be totally high and she’ll just put up with it, you know, even give him more cash.


    “Is Samira still a virgin?” he suddenly asks. I’m gobsmacked. Where’s he got that from?


    “How the hell should I know?” I reply. “What does she say?”


    “Told me she was.”


    And we look at each other. My brain’s working overtime to see what I can say to take advantage of this, to fuck with his head a bit about coming up to mine. Not that I specially want to get him upstairs, just to see what he’d do. But I couldn’t say anything, there wasn’t time. The entrance door opened and Jaro peered out. In a tracksuit. Looked like shit. He held the door and leant out and looked around to see who was there.


    “Hi, Janina,” he said then. But only when he’d convinced himself there was no-one else more worthy of his fucking attention, like.


    Fuck him. When he’s sober he is so fucking not interesting.


    “You sober?” he asks me. As if I’d been so very pissed.


    “Are you?”


    Then he drags himself out and leans next to Miran.


    “Good job the cops didn’t get us all yesterday”, he says.


    “What were you up to?” The three of them vanished from Valentino’s last night and there was no sign of them when we went to Daša’s. Another reason why Daša’ll be totally pissed off today, Mirsad sneaking off like that without even a goodbye.


    “We met this Swede,” says Jaro, with a grin, all full of himself.


    “A Swede from Sweden, like?”


    “Yeh.”


    ”And?”


    “Went to the Ilirija for a swim.”


    You total cunts. Without us. To the Ilirija for a swim. That’s such a good laugh. We’ve already been there together. It was great. Over the wall, no-one sees you in the dark, then into the pool. Bit hard to convince guys when they’re pissed to look away while you strip and get in the water. Then it’s sooo wicked. The guys sniffed out another drink, a beer and a Stock someone had left on the bar or something. It would’ve been alright swimming yesterday, a bit cold maybe. At least enough to shake some sense into that pea brain from Šiška.


    “Without us,” I couldn’t help saying. Immediately regretted it. As if I was getting at him, or something, offended like.


    “Good job you didn’t come, the cops turned up.”


    Then he explained.


    Rožca, Mirsad and him were well out of it and were clumsy as hell when it came to the wall, they just couldn’t climb up. This Swede they’d found somewhere at Valentino’s — some young guy who’d come here to do a bit of research into the night life — was a real athlete and was up there in no time. He perched on the top and watched for a while as the cripples below threw themselves at the wall and fell about laughing. Then he lowered himself to the other side. Straight away there was shouting — stop! police! hands up! stop!Mamicu jim, the motherfuckers were already at the pool. Seems someone ’d complained the bar ’d been broken into, or something, you know?


    Those three immediately sobered up and shoutedRun Stefan, run then they fucked off straight back to Valentino’s. Brave lads. They left their Swedish friend to the police. That’s what Miran said.


    “Good we left him on his own, he could handle them much better than we could,” says Jaro.


    What a laugh, eh? They went back to Valentino’s for a beer, then back outside again, and they all felt sooo sorry, what’ll happen to Stefan now, will the cops deport him to Scandinavia? As if they were real cut up about it. Then all of a sudden, Stefan the Swede reappears. Your cops are crazy, he says. He’s soaking wet, the water’s streaming off him.


    What had happened was the cops had grabbed him and asked, what’re you doing here, Mr EU? And he’d said, nothing, I came for a swim. And they said, what, on your own? And he said, these friends he’d met, he wasn’t sure of their names, had said you could come here and swim at night. The police grinned at him and said, ah-ha, you’ve come for a swim, then? And he said, yeh. So they said, okay, swim. What, right now, he asked. Yeh, into the water with you.


    And he had to jump in with his clothes on. And swim. And when he’d done a length they asked him if it was alright. Yes, sir! Carry on then. So he swam another length, and another, and another. When it looked as if he’d drown — he still had his clothes and shoes on — they told him to get out, never let them set eyes on him again, ’cause he’d be straight down the nick, then straight back to Sweden and he’d be banned from Slovenia for the next five years.


    Crazy. But this Swede thought it was wicked, you know, big adventure. When he goes back to Stockholm he can tell everyone how he fought with Balkan paramilitaries in a public swimming pool in Ljubljana.


    “Good job he was Swedish,” says Miran. “If he was Iranian or some such they’d have tied a rock round his neck before they shoved him in.”


    “You think so?” says Jaro. “Then they’d have to pay to have the pool disinfected.”


    The door opens and I have to turn round to see if it’s anyone we know. Course it is — Dragana, in person. From the fifth floor. Wow, if only you could see her. She’s so tarted up, middle of the day, ready for school. She’s always sooo perfectly turned out. God only knows when some prince in shining armour will come riding out of the distance.


    “Hi,” she says. “How are you?”


    “Not so bad,” says Miran, squinting into the sun. He is though. The sun is up, the sky is blue, and he’s as stoned as a rabbit.


    “Where were you yesterday evening?” asks Jaro. Dragana laughs and flutters her eyelashes.


    “At home,” she says. “Had to be on my best behaviour. Family visit. My uncle.”


    Stric. Three cheers.


    Suddenly our neighbour, Ščinkovec, appears. Jaro and me say hello. Jaro even opens the door for him. He says hello and looks at me as he goes past. Well, mainly at my sise. Dunno why I wear these V-neck tops if the only ones who notice are geriatric old farts like Ščinkovec. He’s such a total cretin, such apapak. He’s a bigger fucking Yugo than the Serb lads. If I just think of a jerk like him ogling me and if I even think of him touching me I feel nauseous. Repulsive. Dunno why ćale was laughing about him today. I didn’t really listen to what he was saying, but I know he mentioned him.


    There you go, Dragana, three cheers for uncles. And stric Mladen is coming round to ours today.


    “Uncle Mladen’s coming round to ours today,” I tell Jaro, just to hear his reaction. “Him and my dad are going to watch the footie at the Rosso Nero.” I don’t have to wait. Jaro reacts exactly as I thought he would.


    “Your uncle’s gonna be in the Rosso Nero this evening?” he says. He suddenly looks a lot less dopey than he did before, you know?


    Dunno what Mirsad has told him about Mladen. Probably what a cool dude he is. A real cool dude, yeh. A small fish, though, otherwise he wouldn’t have bought a flat in Fužine. He’d have built a house somewhere out near Trzin. And that’s exactly what they like about him, that he’s not so far above them, he’s almost one of them.


    Stric Mladen. StricMladen. ]ale is not all that keen on him, on his younger brother. ]ale has no time for shady business. Probably don’t really know — and don’t want to know — what Mladen actuallydoes for a living. I don’t think he was all that happy when Mladen moved into the neighbourhood and he has to see him more often. And now maybe he has to know what he’s involved in. And I don’t like it either. Gives me the shivers like, when I see him.


    I don’t really get what this guy sees in him. Okay, someone like that Franci, or Cvrle, some sort of crook or dealer or whatever. But Mirsad, or Jaro. Lazy sods, their greatest ambition is to lie in bed all day and then find some totty who’s going to tell them what a big man they are. Their idea of something criminal is to nick a bottle of Stock. And they can’t even drink that without ending up drunk in some ditch, you know?


    And they’ve no idea what it’s like having an uncle like Mladen. It really is better to act dumb, likećale. There’s one story I could tell about stricMladen, then see if these wankers want to go near him. Or come near me.Better keep it to yourself, girl.


    This friend of a friend of Mladen’s that I met at some family party told it me quite by chance. He’d been drinking a bit, the moron, and started talking to me, maybe to make an impression. He didn’t. I think the story’s true. It sounds like Mladen, and I dunno how someone could come up with something like this about a friend.


    Anyway, this is how it was. Mladen and his friend, Gregl, apparently some former police detective, now a Mafia type in a cream and black suit, go to see this Slovene guy, a small fish. Seems he borrowed fifty thousand marks off them to set up some kind of business. Probably something shady, otherwise why borrow off someone like stric Mladen? Only this business doesn’t go too well. And he ends up with no business, and no dough. Mladen wants his money, the guy says he hasn’t got it. Mladen says to him, okay, you sell your car, pay the first instalment, and we’ll sort something out for the rest. I’ll need a favour or two, maybe you can drive me somewhere from time to time. And this idiot says no way. He even says how he’s got some powerful friends. Mladen busts his mouth and asks why he didn’t go to these powerful friends of his to borrow money. He gives him till tomorrow to pay him back.


    The guy disappeared for a couple of days, but Mladen and Gregl didn’t worry. They sniffed out some information instead. They found out the guy has a weekend place, you know? They go there and find him there cooking burgers on the barbecue. They grab him, bung him in the boot of his car and drive both cars out into the wilderness, somewhere where there’s only deer and bears.


    They tell him to sign over his car to Mladen, and then they’ll leave him be until he finds the money or until Mladen needs a favour. It’s the least they can expect in return for the fifty thousand. He says, no way. His wife’s in love with that car, or something. They beat the shit out of him for half an hour but he won’t give in. Then Mladen freaks out, pulls a petrol can out of the car and soaks the poor sod. Then he lights up and, cig in mouth, starts to pummel the guy. But he still won’t give in. The guy had character, you’ve got to give him that. They stuff him back in the boot and go for a drive. The poor bastard is nearly suffocating back there in the heat and petrol fumes: when they pull him out somewhere down by the River Sava he’s almost hallucinating, you know?


    And then they beat him up a bit more. I mean, if people knew how many folk’d come to a sticky end in those woods by the Sava they wouldn’t be so happy to go swimming and fishing there. Someone might even reel in a body. They beat him to a pulp and he passes out. Then they get back in the cars and drive off, leaving him lying there in the woods. Gregl sent his car down to Bosnia to be sold; they got a lot less than they would if it’d had all the right documents, but at least they got something. The poor unfortunate managed to drag himself out of the woods — he told his wife and the police he’d been robbed by total strangers — and they were back to see him a week later. Surely you don’t want us to sell your daughter where we sold your car?


    Anyway, to cut a long story short: the guy cracked up. Topped himself. Hung himself on a tree near his house. Mladen went ballistic ’cause he’d lost his dough. At least he was human enough not to go after the widow. Bad investment, fuck it. Professional risk.


    And now Jaro’s enchanted by this nutter. Though it’s not surprising — Jaro’s even enchanted by Dragana.


    “That punk, that randy cow, was snogging him,” she’s complaining, with a nasty look on her face. Probably some chick making out with a fella she’d set her eyes on. “She was so lucky, her hair ’ll stand on end for a month.”


    I look at Miran and roll my eyes, but the guy doesn’t get it. He’s just ogling Dragana. Mamicu mu, I could do with at least one kindred spirit here. Daša, you silly cunt, where are you? These guys can’t see past Gordana’s tits. And who looks at mine — that old fart, Ščinkovec. There’s no justice. Maybe if I made myself up like some old drag queen then Miran would take more notice if I rolled my eyes.


    “I know at least one totty who’s hair’s gonna stand on end,” says Miran ever so slow, like. “A whole month.”


    We all look at him, but it seems he’s not gonna continue. For fuck’s sake, Miran. I think of Samira and her gentle type and all that — but fuck gentleness, I’d rather even a fella hit me, like, than be so fucking slow the whole time. You go mad before you get anywhere.


    “Yesterday I saw this bird snogging this bloke outside the Eldorado,” he goes on eventually, but no faster. “The bloke was really pissed.”


    “That’s nothing new Miro,” says Jaro, grinning. Course, Jaro, with you it’d have to be her who was pissed if you wanted to get as far as shoving your tongue down her throat.


    “Yeh,” says Miran, “but these two were going at it hammer and tongs, then her cheeks kind of puffed out, got bigger as I was watching, and she kind of knocked this bloke’s head to one side and he threw up all over the fucking pavement, over her, everywhere... Right fucking mess,” he concluded. Dragana’s eyes are like fucking dinner plates, jebo jo Bog. Jaro starts to laugh like crazy, then I have to join in, though more at Dragana, Miran’s story was more likely to make you cry.


    Well, maybe I’m being too heavy. After all, Miran’s not such a bad type. One of the more honest ones. I remember how worked up he was when Samira got messed about by some of the others. And they weren’t even a pair then. It was her birthday, but she had to go on work experience in the afternoon. They said to her to buy a crate of beer. She gave them the money then they fucked off somewhere down by the Ljubljanica. Trobevšek was behind it all, rotten bastard. When she came looking for them they were nowhere to be seen.


    In fact, Miran was one of the ones who fucked off into the woods with the beer, but he felt like shit about it. He told me the whole story later, how he had a real bad conscience and that, you know? One of them at least, but he couldn’t do anything on his own against Trobevšek and Gordan and Bobi.


    Anyway, the lad finally goes off. Samira’s waiting. Samira, my darling. When he’s already walking he turns round and waves. Waves to me! He actually waves to me, this gentle, honest dope.


    “I may give you a call if I decide to come round,” he says. I just look at him. Can you fucking believe him? Mamicu mu!


     


    * * *


     


    When I first step out of the National Library I’m blinded by the sun. It’s going to be a hot summer. It is a hot summer. I’m constantly surprised how time flies. I’m right on schedule. Enough time for lunch. The Ljubljanica. Let’s go along the river. It’s a nicer walk, although perhaps slightly longer.


    The exhibition isn’t bad at all. I’ve never seen some of those books before. And it’s not depressing, thank God. It might just be depressing that there’s almost no-one there, to reflect on things a little. You’d think there would be, with all the slogans we have to listen to. Everyone’s goes on about the national spirit, the national essence, but when four hundred and sixteen years’ worth of reflection on that essence is gathered in one place who’s there? Just a few old biddies like me.


    I’ve got to see him again today.


    On the other hand, perhaps they’re right. Who wants to look at old paper?


    Yes, perhaps they are. What did we say about flying machines? When it comes down to it, grammar is not a matter of books. Nor is reflection on it. Mr Osole, my grammar school teacher, would have said: grammar is life. Mr Osole. WHERE ARE YOU? — I’M A POET TOO. Mr Osole also wrote poetry in Latin and breathed life into the grammar of that dead language. Not that any speaker of Latin would benefit from such artificial respiration. An interesting example. In fact, Mr Osole, what a cliché, grammar is life, language is a living organism — come on, an organism, like a rabbit or a cactus. An organism indeed! People create language, including you and your Latin. This exhibition reminds you of that if you think about it. And specifically what happens when a particular grammar is published. Grammatical gene, innateness — are you Chomskyians crazy? As if this organism, like some kind of amoeba, was floating in some murky primeval brain swamp — as shown by post-publication spats, perhaps. Pohlin’s grammar more than any other poses the question of where language happens, where is it? All around us, like the water round those rocks in Bale. Undermining it for centuries already. Something that surrounds us. That is always waiting for us with someone else. That happens to us. That lies in wait for us. That embraces us all. KILL BEEZ That we can poke at a little, stir with our spoons, swallow, and which can then stick in our throats, choking us. Yes, Bohorič choked on it, four hundred and sixteen years ago — he found enough colloquial passion in his stuffy Latin world to respond to the coarse peasant speech that managed to escape from its confines... Count Janez Nepomuk Edling had an even worse time with it — a German who decided to translate a text book for teachers into Slovene. How strange it must have seemed to children to come to school and hear the teacher speak exactly the same language as mum and dad at home (well, almost the same) — I mean, he omitted the guttural German sounds. In the mouths of teachers his own language sounded strange, bizarre. Like a Slovene seeing groats on a plate in China, garnished with diced chilli and oyster sauce. It would burn his mouth.


    Metelko choked on it. At the age of twenty-eight he became the first ever head of a university department for Slovene, and went on to create new symbols for the sounds that existed only in his language. What kind of visual talent do you need to come up with a squiggle to mark your voice? GET IN TOUCH (SLEEPING BEAUTY) The linguistic illiterate who has hung a sign saying JEWILER outside his shop is struggling with it. A sign of the times perhaps. For whom do taxpayer-funded national academies and well-paid editors produce dictionaries, if people don’t even know which language a word comes from so that they can look up how to spell it? By the way, there are 41 graffiti between the Golden Ship and Makalonca, 51% in Slovene, 2% in German, 20% in English and 27% in various semiotic codes. Some are impossible to make out, probably just ciphers without a trace of semiotic value. So the language situation in our street culture is not all that bad. We still enjoy a majority when it comes to pure condensed expressiveness. SUCK ME OFF He choked on it and it also suppressed that strange priest Škrabec, who said that 16th-century pronunciation should be our yardstick, although in the 16th century no-one thought of standardised pronunciation XX + XX = a class of is own Schönleben specifically wrote: Scribamus more gentis, loquamur more regionis. Or in Carniolan: Write as is the custom of the generation, speak as is the custom of the region. That eccentric journalist, who by displaying his elevated sociolect supposedly built individuality, also grapples with it. And, truth be told, actually did build it, because the standard language became artificial in the 19th century, the expression within it of different social groups at most an individual stylisation. It was only in the late eighteen-sixties that Professor Bajec finally succumbed and wrote that the yardstick for pronunciation should be educated citizens of Ljubljana. Kopitar buried his face in his hands. He exuded indignation. DIP ME IN HONEY AND THROW ME TO THE DYKES No, sir, if it can’t be the peasants then let the model be the 16th century. Although peasants would be better, I can tell you that.


    Stop it.


    I sit on my flat rock and I’m not getting off.


    With that kind of approach how could you even think about some kind of standard? Of course, people need standards. A common identity. The identity of nudists on Bale rocks. There’s a constant struggle among people for the right to be defined by groups. No, I’m thinking of somecommon standard. What else can hold us together?


    This for instance: ICH BIN SAD. A completesemeion? Divided in two, just as Bakhtin himself would have wished. Two codes with one identity. Schizophrenic sadness, the greatest there is. When your soul is cleft in two. Enough of this philosophising.


    When I go into the restaurant garden, guess who I see. None other than Romana Jarnik. A lecturer in Romance languages. We haven’t seen each other for a long time. Probably a year. Probably at some linguistics meeting. Or at the conference of the European Linguistics Society? Yes, then it’s definitely been a year. She’s sitting on her own and clearly waiting for someone — the menu is beside her, open. She’s scanning it lazily.


    When she sees me she smiles, although it seems rather forcedly. I’m not really sure she wants me to join her.


    “Hello, Vera,” she says. “Here for lunch? Have a seat.”


    “Yes,” I say, and somehow can’t decide. Perhaps it’s just an impression. In any case, I can’t say no. What reason would I give? That I’ve no time? And go elsewhere. To the Mexican? It’s too hot for chilli. I don’t want to change my lunch venue now. I had a plan and plans should be followed. I’ll eat here. Perhaps she’s just tired. “Waiting for someone?”


    “I’m waiting...” she says and waves her hand, “just for today to end, that’s all. I must go back to the faculty. I have a department meeting.”


    I sit down.


    “Department meetings,” I say, “how much I miss them now I’ve retired.”


    We both laugh as I sit.


    “What about you?” she asks and looks at me. Weighing me up, it seems. I don’t know, perhaps I should unravel her first look before I take on this one. You’re a bit out of practice at recognising other people’s signals, at experiencing others. You’re on your own too much. Your social skills are rusting.


    “I’d actually rather go to a department meeting today,” I say honestly and signal to the waiter who has just appeared in the doorway. But he turns and goes back in. Ah ha. It’s expensive here, but there’s still room for improvement.


    “Why?”


    Then I remember that Romana knows Adam.


    If I’m not mistaken, they were members of the academic titles committee together. A duet. The academic titles committee is an interesting mix of people. Adam tried as hard as he could to convince me that the humanities are not science. At the same time he vehemently defended the academic title of Associate Professor of Kayaking.


    “I’m going to see Professor Zaman today,” I say. Romana smiles.


    “I see.”


    This reply somewhat confuses me, God knows why. “What do you see?” I ask, and regret it immediately. Whenever something flusters me I respond with a severity that seems funny even to me. I sound somewhat professorial. Like that student, when I told her she would have to go away and prepare once more for the oral exam, saying that it was obvious she didn’t understand, while she persisted with but I do, give me another a chance, to which Dr Vera Višnar replied with WHAT do you understand? Romana also knew how strict I could be and was now looking a little flustered herself. Evidently I haven’t lost my grip, even with adults. After all, I am older than her: when I was a full professor she had barely made it to the lower rungs. And those discussions at the linguistic circle ... they can be, well, very temperamental.


    “Oh, nothing, I thought...” she says, and suddenly it seems she’d like to change the subject. “Zaman can be very difficult. Though I haven’t seen him for three years, since he retired. I hear he’s married now, to someone much younger.”


    Married? Well, that is interesting news.


    When I called him to ask if I could come and see him he said I still live on Malča Beličeva. I, first person singular.


    The singular can convey some interesting things. The possibility of direct transition to the dual form in Slovene. The first person dual — very exclusive. Much more expressive than the plural in languages without a dual form. You never know who’s hiding in we. We twoare talking, we two are interested, we two are going to meet. An appendage of some kind, perhaps a wife. But I live here, you are coming to my place. What then?


    I’m even more aware now that I needn’t have reacted so irritably — what could Romana be teasing me about, after all? Why should I be nervous about Adam, especially if he’s married now? I’m also somewhat reassured. She couldn’t have misinterpreted my over-reaction. Better that she attribute it to my temperament, than to...


    But still, after


    “I didn’t know” I replied casually. “I’m seeing him about work. Or rather, about something to do with his successor, you know?”


    She didn’t.


    “My doctoral student teaches Slovene at the Translation Department.”


    “Oh... that young man...”


    “Rodošek.”


    “Of course, I see.”


    I think she saw that if the Translation Department were involved then it must be a real mess. But for my taste, she’s a little too fond of I see.


    “They wrote to the Chemistry Faculty asking if they could allow them to use some of their lecture rooms,” I said, “and they’ve been waiting a month for a reply. There’s a new intake next year, another 120 students, and they’ve only got three rooms. And they’ve only got the one office. It’s true, they sent the request right in the middle of exams, just before the holidays...”


    “And you’re going to see Zaman...”


    “To ask him if he can move things along a little and put in a good word.”


    “Ah ha,” she said. “Because you were...”


    “His neighbour.” I’m getting annoyed that we have to go into such detail. Romana, a much more important question than why I have to go to see himis how something like this came about in the first place. What’s happening with this department is bordering on the criminal. They all complain about lack of space — but none of them have to hold written exams outside, on the terrace. Except for Rodošek’s department. And at least a quarter of the rooms in the faculty are empty half the time anyway. Although notreally. Oh no, there are lectures taking place, it only seems that they are empty. But don’t tell anyone that’s how things are, because if anyone thought that a room was not being used to full capacity it may be taken away. And what then?


    When Rodošek told me what was going on — well, it’s hard to believe.


    “Do you ever see Zaman otherwise?” Romana asks.


    “Not enough to know that he had remarried...”


    That was something I couldn’t know. We haven’t seen each other for fifteen years. Since I moved out of the house, in fact. We haven’t seen each other since then.


    And seeing that he was supposed to be the guilty one. Stupid. Why him? Obnoxious as he was. Goran couldn’t stand the sight of him. But the at beginning he’d thought it was great to have him as a neighbour, someone from his field. That’s what he said at the time.


    How stupid. Well, in principle there was nothing wrong with it, if a lab assistant thought that he and an assistant professor — later an associate professor — of inorganic chemistry were close colleagues. From the same field. And at the end of the day they were. Experts, boys together. When we had a barbecue in the garden they were both overflowing with wisdom. One more than the other. The lab assistant more than the professor, then vice versa. It was quite amusing to see them compete. Jolanda, Adam’s wife, and I could only look at each other and roll our eyes.


    It was different when the coals had died down and the chops had been eaten and we had drunk several litres of the wine Adam had brought from Štajerska. Then Adam started to have a go at me. So, how are things Mrs Scientist, he began. Just waiting for my reaction. Which was never long in coming. Well, almost never.


    You think your chemicalknowledge is somehow different from ours, I said to him. It seems that you natural scientists know the least about science. About the nature of science. About what science is at any particular phase of human development. Just look at Copernicus.


    I’m not saying that weknow for sure, he said. But in our case a paradigm is replaced when a better one comes along. In the humanities, a number of theories can exist simultaneously. Not because they are all good, but because no single one can win. There’s no basis for judging them, because they don’t depend on evidence. It’s just hot air, like religion. And with you it’s so different? He had me worked up already. Read Aristotle, read Popper, read... I felt like a Christian missionary forced to debate with the leader of some primitive tribe the appropriateness of consuming the enemy’s brains, while he argues that that is the only way in which the enemy’s courage and strength can be transferred to him. So obvious, and yet so difficult to get through. And that’s what I was, according to Adam, a missionary for some eccentric religion. If he was having the discussion with the leader of the cannibals he would make clear to him that consuming the brains of defeated enemies would lead to Creutzfeldt Jakob disease. Shall I prove it to you? Here, I have a chart showing how it spreads...


    During this phase Goran was no longer amused, he just used to stare at us.


    Well, at the beginning he intervened with the occasional comment — of course, yes but, naturally — but we easily ignored him. It wasn’t easy for him. On the one hand, he felt a kind of solidarity with Adam: it’s chemistry isn’t it, and boys together, what do women know about what’s important? Admirable, male solidarity. On the other hand, as I became increasingly red in the face and my voice started to shake — how Ihate it when someone reduces me to that, and few ever did, apart from Adam, who was so chillingly persistent — well, as a guy, he eventually began to feel he somehow ought to defend his woman, as some other guy was harassing her, wasn’t he? He would insert some short comment in the style of to truly explain a poem requires knowledge, or but in chemistry one and one is always two, nothing else.


    Human intelligence and social affairs cannot be dealt with digitally, like a biochemical mechanism, I growled, the mechanism is too complex, you’ve already got chaos theory, and you need new concepts. Ah ha, replied Adam, you’ve hit upon chaos theory! If ninety per cent of the people who talk about chaos theory knew what they were talking about then it wouldn’t be such a New Age hit. By now, Goran was simply glaring at us with intense dislike. We had eluded him, gone to some other place. He looked towards Jolanda, who was calmly listening, but not taking part. A pharmacist. She didn’t like arguing.


    It was so much better between Goran and I when there was no-one around to drag us into this kind of debate. There was never any question of Goran being jealous of my profession. He was wonderfully unpeturbed by it. If he ever made fun of the title of one of my papers he did it very naturally, in a relaxed way, like when I teased him about his poking around under the bonnet of the car. And how much we had to say to each other. He knew how to listen to all my grumbling, ruminating, panic attacks, outbursts of anger. A doctor of psychology would not be so capable. And how well he could recount things. Stories from work. Stories about his father. About myfather and mother. We talked about films, about food and wine, politics, dogs, religion, plans for the house, music, about — even the weather, anything that was of interest at that moment. About that which wasn’t at all interesting, but which could becomeinteresting. And so it became, as soon as we began to talk about it.


    But we never talked about science. No wonder he got confused when he listened to us.


    And with you lot it’s so different? I asked excitedly. What about medicine, homeopathy, acupuncture — aren’t those different theories existing simultaneously? That’s not a good example, he replied coolly and inclined his glass. Medicine is right and the other two are simply worthless, because they do not deal with evidence that can be refuted. Simple. But they work, I said. Of course they don’t work, he said. Have you ever seen them work? Or just read in the paper? Alongside the news that American scientists have exceeded the speed of light or that the Ljubljana Ripper has left a severed head in front of the police station?


    Adam had only one greater predilection than inveighing against the humanities — inveighing against superstitions. Against urban myths, as he called them. No doubt due to the English books he was in the habit of reading to pass the time. He was very fond of talking about one of his colleagues, a young research assistant who was, although a natural scientist, obviously somewhat confused, at least according to Adam’s standards. If I think back to when he first told this story, the scene, I remember it so clearly that even today I could still act it out almost word for word. And how well I recall Adam’s role, regally confident like some scribe surrounded by epigones.


    The four of us are sitting on the patio, drinking beer. It’s late Saturday afternoon. The discussion is still on firm ground. Goran is still in a good mood, or rather is alreadyin a good mood as it’s his second or even third beer. That’s to say, he’s in that intermediate, happiest phase. Jolanda is stretched out in a hammock. Adam is leaning lazily on one arm, which rests on the table, half lying there and talking:


    “His hobby is investigating spontaneous combustion. You know, that celebrated phenomenon when people suddenly, without warning, catch fire and burn, and nothing remains of them except a scorched patch on the floor.”


    I sometimes wished Adam himself would combust, leaving behind only a scorched patch on the floor. I think it would be a good lesson for him, teach him to appreciate the non-scientific side of life. But knowing my luck, it would be more likely to happen to me than to him. Which would still be a great shock to Adam, but I wouldn’t get much out of it.


    “He records TV documentaries and collects newspaper cuttings and police reports, and intends to write a book about it one day. He has a friend in America whom he corresponds with constantly and they’re doing parallel research, each collecting all the material available at his end and informing the other if he finds anything new. Anyway, one day he’s at home when the phone rings and it’s his friend from America. And he tells him that an extremely bizarre thing has just happened...” At this point he is interrupted by a snort of laughter from Goran. The rest of us, who are also inclined to laugh, frown at Goran.


    “I know what you’re going to say, self-combustion, I can already see it” laughs Goran.


    “Don’t laugh,” protests Adam, whose lips are almost forming a smile, “this is a sad story...” But we are already laughing, if not at his story then at Goran, who is evidently enjoying himself so much that it’s infectious.


    “PLEASE! CUT IT OUT! You’ll ruin my story. What are you laughing at? YOU’LL RUIN IT!”


    “Alright, alright,” says Goran making a serious face for a moment, then he bursts out laughing again, before calming down a little.


    “His friend told him that a really bizarre thing had just happened. He had come home from work and found that his mother had spontaneously combusted. He’d found a scorched mess on the kitchen floor and her slippers next to it.”


    We all laughed until the tears flowed. Adam was happy with the result of his story. The things some people are prepared to believe, eh?And what bothered me most was why the slippers had remained untouched. Were they made of asbestos or what? What a sad scenario.


    “There was quite a lot of backbiting when he remarried,” says Romana. “He was already well past sixty and she was... how old? Around thirty, I think.”


    “I think he got divorced not long after I left the neighbourhood,” I say. “Why was it such a problem that she was younger?”


    “I think she was one of his research students.”


    “I think that she was grown up enough to know what she was doing,” I replied.


    Why am I defending him? Which woman could know in advance with Adam what she was doing? Even I was never really able to see through him completely. He knew how to spring surprises.


    I was supposed to go and ask him about a load of manure for the garden we were buying together. He evidently had, as he always had, a contact of some kind in Štajerska. We had agreed. Come at two tomorrow. He knew I was coming.


    I saw that the patio doors were open, so I came whistling across the garden, through the gate and towards the house, when I saw something moving in the window. A shadow. When I get close it seems there is something large and white flashing across the window. When I get nearer I look more closely, I stop, God knows why, so as not to attract attention. Once again, something white flashes by: a woman I don’t recognise. Naked as the day she was born. And after her rushes Adam, in a genuine Adam costume — not the euphemistic kind sketched by Renaissance painters, but the real thing, standing bravely erect. I can’t be sure, and probably never will be, whether he didn’t wink at me as he rushed past. Whether he saw me or not.


    Adam was chasing a strange woman round the apartment. I thought I would have to lean on the wall, that I would collapse among the narcissi and impatiens beneath the cherry tree. I wondered if there was any way it could be Jolanda, maybe I hadn’t seen very clearly. Impossible. I knew very well that Jolanda had gone to some event arranged by Bayer in Switzerland, because she hated such work-related trips and always complained when she had to go on one.


    I stood beside the wall next to the window for what seemed like an age. I hadn’t got a clue what to do. Eventually, when it seemed the danger was probably past, I cautiously, as quietly and quickly as I could, crept out of the garden, back on to my home territory and inside. I wanted to make myself a coffee. Somehow I never got round to it, but wandered pointlessly around the flat. Goran wasn’t at home.


    Who should I tell? Jolanda? How could I? We’d never actually been that close. Neighbours, basically. We’d never had any heated discussions like Adam and I. In any case,how? Do I invite her for a coffee? Mention it in passing over the garden fence? Drop a hint when we’re talking about the garden? No, no, out of the question — impossible, absurd. What about Goran? No way. Things were tense enough as it was. We had entered that phase when he’d already made it pretty clear he suspected something improper was cooking between me and Adam. Not that he said anythingdirectly. He couldn’t have. As soon as he said anything specific, out loud, he’d realise immediately how ridiculous he was being. You’re sleeping with Adam, you quarrel like lovers. Come on. If he’d said something like that, the absurdity of it would be apparent immediately.


    How could I say anything to him about something of a sexual nature connected with Adam? My dear, I saw our neighbour naked, chasing round the flat after his lover. He winked at me. Hey, perhaps you’re having wet dreams. That idiot with a doctorate? Are you sure he’s not after you? Or your alter ego? He’d look at me like


    Never. Could I say anything to Adam? By the way, I saw you through the window chasing some pretty girl round the living room. A colleague from work perhaps? And while we’re on the subject, what the hell do you think you’re doing winking at me when you’re after someone else? That’s really


    In the end I didn’t say a word to anyone. That was easiest, but also the most — Because of that, because of these damned secrets I was so vilely, so unwittingly dragged into, because of these secrets


    What will happen when I appear at his door again today? I’ll probably go twice round the house and peer into the garden to see if I can see anything suspicious. Once bitten, twice shy. That’s just asinine! cried the wise poet and lover of the Slovene language, Oton Župančič. But what did he know, his neighbour never staged a performance in which he sped round the room with an erection — as might happen to me today, when I have another appointment,at five. Oh yes, Mrs Višnar, we’ve revived an old hit in order to test the current relevance or universality of its theme. Yes.


    I’ll ring the bell and hover in front of the door. I’ll peer through the cellar window. And then footsteps. Footsteps and a shadow in the hall.


    Soon, he’ll open the door and squirt me with champagne.


     


    * * *


     


    Fuck me, what a life.


    The sun’s startin’ to burn, it’s hot as fuck in here. I’m half crazy from dreamin’, my mouth’s like an elephant’s arsehole. When I open my eyes I can only stare ahead at the telly. It’s off, and I can’t move my arm to reach the remote. The video display’s blinkin’ — it’s two in the afternoon.


    What kind of discussion’s that? What is science and fuck knows what else. Who gives a fuck when there’s a cold beer on the table?


    What this world needs is a bit more mindless violence, I’m tellin’ you.


    It’s clear I’ll have to get up — I need a piss and if I don’t do somethin’ about it I’ll piss myself right here and now. My legs are like jelly. It’s fuckin’ hopeless.


    Boozin’ on my own! Okay, I don’t do it all that often, just sometimes it works out like that. If there’s Formula One on. You can’t watch it without a drink. And it’s got its pluses, that kind of drinkin’ — you’ve got your couch, remote in your hand, change channels when you want, open a bottle when you want, doze off just where you are, nobody’s gonna kick you out onto the street. The cold street. No such luck.This fuckin’ heat.


    But it has its down side too. For a kick off, you look like a total wanker. Second, you end up talkin’ to yerself. And in the end you kind of forget what you were on about, what you just said, and then, I dunno, you wanna beat yerself up. Just in case, so you don’t get too cocky. Fuck it. Definite down side.


    My piss when it comes out is dark yellow, like that English beer those pricks in the Cutty Sark chuck down their necks. And it fuckin’ reeks. I can hardly wait for it to finish. So I can lean over the tap and drink some water, cold water, just water. That never dries up.


    Then I turn on the tap and — it just gurgles. Grrhh. Hrrr.


    I look at it. For fuck’s sake. And what about the fuckin’ cistern? When I flush it kind of spurts out, nearly knocks me over, magnificent, like Niagara Falls in slow motion, spray and everythin’, and then slowly, slowly down — glup, it’s sucked inside the bowl and — nothin’. Silence, like the grave. Silence. The cistern stays empty.


    Fuckin’ water mains, fuckin’ heatin’ plant. Fuck the water company and the fuckin’ heatin’ plant and that fuckin’ poofta of a caretaker and all the fuckin’ Yugos. Cunts.


    In the fridge — no bottled water. How could I have any bottled water? From when? I slug down all the milk, three gulps. Should I open a beer? That’d be a bit much. I’ve just got up. Though thinkin’ about it, it is after two and that’s... No, okay! I’m sweatin’ from every pore, the sun’s started to burn its way into the flat, my head’s spinnin’ and I’m supposed to open a beer? It’ll finish me off.


    Pfff. What is science? What did I like at school? I went to school as well, you know? I dreamt somethin’ about Bertl yesterday, if I remember right. And Flint. And Vasja. And Trič. And about Irena. I went to school then. Chemistry was alright. Among other things, we learnt about fermentation, alcohol. What a fuckin’ day. Have I got enough energy to get on the phone? That’d be a fuckin’ major project. Those kind of things interested me. That’s reallyimportant information. Interestin’, relevant, topical. How the hell are you to know what a barman’s tryin’ to foist on you. To begin with, which of ’em are still at their old address? It’s more than ten years. Who’d have all the phone numbers? We didn’t get as far as nitroglycerine. Not then or later. Maybe we will do some time. Then we’ll spring into action. Yeh, if it’s the real fuckin’ thing. Not some fuckin’ poem la di da, and fuck knows what else.


    Got to eat somethin’.


    I sit at the table with some bread and marge and tinned meat and pickled mushrooms, and my mouth’s still so parched I can hardly chew the bastard bread. But at least the old brain’s still workin’. There’s a plan formin’. A strategy.


    Let’s say, what if we… give it a go. Let’s say we call Vasja first. Still got his number. About six months ago he said he was still in Gameljne. Also said he saw some of the others sometimes. That he and Trič even worked at the same place for a while, couple of years ago. That’d be a very good start, very productive.


    Plan B. Can’t get Vasja. What then? No problem. I look for Flint’s parents’ number in the directory, the one in Šiška. I call, apologise, I’m an old friend of their son’s. Ultra polite: on which number could I reach good old Sandi?


    Maybe Flint has Trič’s number? Or someone else’s?


    What about Irena?


    Irena — I’d call ’er last. When I’d already sorted the others, who can make it, who can’t. Hey baby, listen, all the old gang ’ll be here. What’s more, I’d give ’er permission to ring all the other chicks — Marta, Sandra, Suzana, anyone who comes to mind. Right at the end — I’d be a bit more together by then. Then I’ll have to be — have to be charm itself, sharp, witty, but dignified and serious. Now I’m in no fuckin’ state to ring the speakin’ clock. Now I’m so —


    It’ll get better.


    When I’ve finished eatin’ I slouch in front of the telly and light a ciggy. I feel kind of okay. It’ll be alright. Don’t push it. Now I really think I could maybe handle a cold beer. Now I’ve eaten. I’ll have to put the blinds down on the balcony. But not yet. Not just yet. Let’s have a bit of light. When the sun’s far round enough to shine across the balcony onto the window — then — then


    What’s on the telly?


    Fuck the telly! The grand plan! Come on. Need to get ready — pen and paper, for writin’ numbers down. Come on! The plan. What about booze? Okay, I’ve got some in, but not enough. I’m a bit short of beer. Some grappa wouldn’t be bad if someone brought it. Check, go through the list. Of course Irena won’t need to bring anythin’. Women get free entrance. The only condition is that they’re on their own.


    Vasja! Vasja, drummer of the century. Legend of the Ljubljana hardcore scene. Our big concert — hardcore thrash speed death metal festival in Logatec. Lower or Upper Logatec, who gives a shite. The first and only concert of the legendary Rat Generation. A totally freaked out afternoon. It was all over before evenin’, when the locals shoved half the bands onto a bus, almost enough to tip it over. No taste, these fuckin’ yokels.


    Vasja and me had been chuckin’ it down from the start of the concert. We were supposed to be on eighth or ninth, quite late. And they’d closed the only bar in Logatec an hour before the concert to stop the young hooligans gettin’ ratted. But that didn’t phase us. We had a half litre of grappa and two litres of wine with us. So we lay there on this pile of wood and watched the skirts goin’ by. And made the odd comment. Vasja whistled now and then, but that seemed a bit crude to me.


    When I first went for a slash behind a tree I saw there was gonna be a fuck up. Saw it even more when Vasja went. Vasja could barely stand, almost keeled over when he got up. The cunt couldn’t hold his drink like the rest of us. When he didn’t have a thrash metal career and dreadlocks he stayed at home like a good boy with his schoolbooks and spent his pocket money in Italy and Austria on albums by Celtic Frost and Sodom and Kreator and Amebix. Didn’t piss away the change on a bottle in the park. Now, when his five moments of rocker’s fame was about to happen, this. Disgraceful.


    When some guy from the organisers in specs and tracksuit and black Motorhead T-shirt came to tell us we were on next we were fucked. Vasja was sprawled on the ground and just grinned when I tried to pick ’im up. Trič the guitarist was holdin’ his head. And there was no fuckin’ sign of Šaranović, the bass player.


    Tell the next lot to go on instead of us we said to the guy, we’ve got to put the finishin’ touches to our routines and all.


    Then Trič got to work. He got Vasja up, booted ’im in the arse and then made ’im run to a tree at the end of the field and back. And again. Then five quick slaps in the mush. Then through it all again, five or six times. Meanwhile, I was lookin’ for Šaranović. He was standin’ with a few tarts, a dead serious expression on his face, explainin’ just how cool he was. If he was tellin’ ’em how cool he’d be up on stage that’s a right laugh. He was more or less present at about two or three rehearsals.


    When Trič and Vasja came back, Vasja was lookin’ as sick as a parrot, but at least he was standin’ and not swayin’ too much. Kind of encouragin’, though then when we were waitin’ for the band that’d gone on instead of us to finish he asked some babe next to ’im to slap ’im a couple of times. But she didn’t want to, just stared at ’im. Another peasant, no finesse.


    Finally we were on. It was a fuckin’ weird combination of alcohol, adrenaline and god knows what hormones. Funny thing was, once I was on stage I lost the nerves that’d been keepin’ me together before. Instead, I was runnin’ on pure grappa. In place of a stage they’d got some fuckin’ trailer with one side let down. There was only about a foot between the drums and the edge. I just stood there, didn’t even realise the other three’d started playin’. I had my back to the crowd, but somethin’ told me I’d fall off if I tried to turn round.


    We really let it fuckin’ rip. Trič was hackin’ away like crazy and I was watchin’ his fingers to see what he was playin’ so I knew what to sing, ’cos Vasja was kickin’ up such a god almighty racket on the drums that I’d no idea where the fuck we were. No wonder Šaranović was havin’ such problems, standin’ on the other side. For a while he tried to look across at what Trič was doin’, then he just sat down on an amp and did somethin’ on the bass. Every now and then he stopped playin’ and just listened till he was back up to speed. I yelled into the mike so that nobody could say later I hadn’t given it my all. But I still had my back to the audience. When it was over I daren’t move ’cos of them drums. I said to Trič I’m plonkin’ myself down right here.


    Later I remember some friend said we were the most interestin’ band at the festival.


    “Yes?” A woman’s voice. Fuck, I haven’t spoken to anyone’s mother on the phone since I don’t know when.


    “Hello, is Vasja there?”


    “Hello. Who is that?” God, some people are hard work. The guy’s well past thirty and she wants to know who’s callin’.


    “I’m sorry, this is Peter, I’m a friend of your son’s.”


    She’s quiet for a moment and then she says:


    “My son is three year’s old. If you’re his friend, I’m calling the police.”


    At first I just don’t get it, and then I start to laugh out of embarrassment. How fuckin’ thick can I get? The woman on the end chuckles a bit in solidarity.


    “Then you’re not Vasja’s mother,” I say, when it seems to me that this gigglin’ into the phone won’t be enough to dig me out of the hole I’ve dug with any kind of dignity.


    “No, I’m not,” she says and also stops laughin’ out of solidarity.


    “Then you must be his girlfriend... or wife.”


    “His wife. Vasja’s not home, I’m afraid.”


    “Ah, I was a good friend of his at one time, you know?” I need to repair things a bit. “We played in a band together.”


    “A band? Is that, er...” She thinks a bit, then says: “No, I know.”


    Not very talkative, this one. ‘No. I know.’ What kind of answer’s that?


    How long ’ve you and Vasja been married?


    Maybe she’ll thaw a bit.


    “It’ll be eight years now.”


    Eight years? Is it possible she’s some tart we got together in the park with? Would it be alright to ask ’er name now? After all, she asked me. God knows.


    “So where is Vasja?” I bleat. I dunno, I’m too shagged out and hung over to get into some social experiment.


    “I don’t know, I’m afraid.” She sounds a bit tetchy. It suddenly strikes me what time it is. Three o’clock. It never occurred to me he might be at work. If he’s got a job of some kind. But she said no, she doesn’t know. Work’s finished, if that’s where he was, she doesn’t know where he is. Probably drinkin’ somewhere. Why else would she sound so tetchy? I feel an urge to grin again, but I dunno why. I’m still so hung over it suddenly seems the world around me is takin’ some sort of shape again. Solid borders, defined boundaries. It suddenly seems that I can even feel some sort of position here, in this situation. Hey, Vasja’s not dumb enough to tell his wife where he’s drinkin’. So she could go there and hassle ’im.


    All the same, I feel a strong desire not to put the poor dear down, but to talk with ’er a bit more.


    “Do you know what a good drummer your hubby was in his time?” I ask. “Is he still involved in music?”


    “Not much,” she ways, then falls quiet. Fuckin’ hell, has she got somethin’ against me, or what? Anyway, then she says: “Sometimes he sings in the shower.”


    I start to grin, though this time it’s me who’s showin’ solidarity.


    “That’s old Vasja,” I say, although it sounds dumb even to me. Why the hell am I talkin’ to ’er, anyway? If Vasja doesn’t think it’s worth tellin’ ’er where he is, why should I bother with ’er? She’s probably as ugly as she is disagreeable. Okay, singin’ in the shower, that was friendly enough. But how am I supposed to build on that, to carry on? I don’t give a toss about their shower. I don’t even give a toss about my shower when there’s water in it. I don’t give a shite about showers normally.


    “So you’ve got a three-year-old boy?” I say, sort of at random. What a stupid fuckin’ conversation!


    “Three and a half.”


    “Listen love, Mrs Vasja, can you tell Vasja I called? Pero, from the band, he’ll remember. The number’s one-four-zero...”


    When she’s writin’ it down it suddenly comes to me she may have Trič’s number. It might be written down in some book by the phone. But I’m wastin’ my time.


    “I don’t know any Trič,” she says.


    “No?”


    “Neither that one nor any other.”


    Okay, for a minute I think of mentionin’ an address book by the phone. They might not even have one, Vasja wasn’t quite the type for address books.


    Fuckin’ hell. When I finally hang up I wanna cry. What a mornin’. What an idiotic conversation. How the fuck are we gonna get anywhere like this?


    But alright, at least I’ve achieved somethin’... I gave my phone number. Vasja’s bound to call.


    What the hell. Okay, time for plan B. Flint.


    Before I try to call Flint I go and get myself a beer. I’m gonna need it. Basically, I’m quite okay, but I’m thirsty as fuck... I’m gonna have to go to the shop. Summat to eat. Or shall I go to Jurman’s? Order a pizza or whatever — or go to the shop... I dunno, sausage, liver, somethin’ like that. Gotta have somethin’.


    Beer in hand and the directory, I sit on the floor next to the front door. I put the phone down next to me, on the rug. God, this rug’s fuckin’ filthy. It’d be nice to get the vacuum out again. What the fuck am I sayin’, nice — it’d be hygienic. How could I shag Irena, for example, on this? She’d be out of here like a shot, naked on all fours, as soon as she got close enough to the rug to see how filthy it was.


    Well, we wouldn’t do it on ...


    What the fuck, Pero, you’re fantasisin’ again.


    “Yes?” A woman’s voice again. Definitely mum this time. Flint lives — or at least he used to — with his folks in a one-bedroom flat. Nobody’d marry ’im, not even some tart he picked up off the streets.


    “Hello, Peter Sokič here,” I say. I’m already learnin’. “Could I speak to Sandi?”


    Silence at the other end. Fuckin’ silence, doesn’t look good at all. Have I called the wrong number?


    Still silence. Hello, I only wanna know if Sandi’s at home. Silence, silence. So fuckin’ uncooperative. Come on, woman, say somethin’. Anythin’ — of course, naturally, sure. Speak. Work with me here. Just silence.


    This is gettin’ ridiculous. Come on, woman, say somethin’. Tell me where to go, whatever.


    “Hello?” I say. The woman at the other end clears ’er throat, but ’er voice sounds somehow heavy, hard. But at least it’s a sound, though the voice is different, thicker.


    “Who did you say you were?”


    This is gettin’ even crazier. It feels even dumber when I repeat my name.


    “Sandi,” says the woman, and ’er voice really is different, really strange. “Sandi... Didn’t you know? Sandi has been dead for five years.”


    Fuckin’ hell. That’s so...


    My heart suddenly feels very heavy and it starts to beat hard and hollow. As if the devil ’imself was tweakin’ it. I dunno if I’m imaginin’ it or what but my ears seem to be ringin’. Such a weird, hollow noise. Like in a tunnel. Like in some fuckin’ tunnel.


    “Sandi,” I say, and it suddenly seems as if my voice is strange too. It can’t be true.


    “It’s already five years since...” says his mum, and it strikes me then she’s probably cryin’. That’s probably why ’er voice is strange. But me, no, I’m not cryin’. My voice is just like that because some bloody great weight has rolled on it and won’t fuckin’ shift. I haven’t got a clue what to say.


    Luckily, I don’t have to say anythin’. She starts tellin’ me off ’er own bat. Flint, sorry Sandi, was hit by a car five years ago. Killed instantly. It was night. He was comin’ back from somewhere, some party, middle of the night. In the middle of the road, he’d gone past the crossin’, he stopped at a traffic island, and instead of waitin’ he just went. It was the middle of the night. There was hardly any traffic but he stepped straight in front of a car. He was thrown eighty metres. Flew right across the junction.


    His mum and dad were asleep. They called ’em in the mornin’ when they’d already had breakfast and were almost on their way to work. They’d sat and ate their breakfast, bread and fish spread and yoghurt. His dad had coffee too, I remember. They’d had their breakfast and they had no idea their son was no longer alive. That it was their first mornin’ without Flint, sorry, without Sandi.


    And there’s an empty room in their flat.


    Flint. That time.


    That time we met up in the Figovec bar, then we went on to Soteska where we were meetin’ some of the others. In Soteska there was a whole gang of leather, iron and heavy boots. Hey, we’re gonna break a few heads today.


    I ordered a vodka ’cos I was feelin’ nervous. It was one hell of a night. Flint was the heavy one, the main man, he’d been around a couple of years more than me, he had authority.


    “Be careful you don’t get pissed,” he warned me. Listen to ’im, tellin’ me not to drink. I only ordered one vodka to calm my nerves. Got to get the old circulation goin’ a bit, haven’t I? I just hope I won’t need it as an anaesthetic, if they split my head open.


    We went on from there to Knaflov. On the way a couple of other groups joined us. There were about fifty of us, in full battle dress. We turned into Knaflov from Titova. That’s our territory, round Figovec. The pretty boys will come in from the other side, from the Horse’s Tail. This was never actually said, but it was clear to everyone.


    At the end of Knaflov there was a short meetin’. Final discussion. Almost time. Everyone ready? Flint was wavin’ some rubber piping — a heavy length of rubber he’d picked up god knows where, he was workin’ in some kind of workshop at the time, I think. Totally useless as a weapon, of course, but it looked like a truncheon. Looked like he was gonna conduct with it or somethin’. Just rush ’em, lads. If we go for ’em we’ll wipe the floor with ’em. Then we can hunt some of ’em down and give ’em a damn good kickin’.


    Eight o’clock sharp, into action. Here we go. We go down Knaflov. Get to the middle and look down the end — nobody. Soddin’ pooftas, where the fuck are you?


    Stop in the middle, under the big tree. Revise the plan. Shall we go to the Horse’s Tail? Pick ’em off one by one? It’s their own fault if they haven’t got together. We had a date, gang against gang. Should we split up? One lot go down Wolfova, one down Čopova. Whoever sees ’em first attack, the others get ’em from behind. But what if that first lot gets flattened before the other lot attack from behind? Some of ours’d get ripped apart on the street.


    There was no need for any discussion. Suddenly there were signs of somethin’ happenin’ at the entrance to the Horse’s Tail. Action! It’s okay, they’re on their way, just five minutes late. The pretty boys’ watches are a bit behind. Would you like a few thumps, gentlemen? No problem, we serve everythin’, take care of everythin’. What will you have?


    Fuck action plans, fuck organisation. The first in line were some fifteen-year-old punks. Stone ’em! howls some Tarzan, who looks about thirteen. All of a sudden they had stones in their hands, for fuck’s sake, some had even brought granite cobbles from somewhere in Soteska, I’d not even seen ’em before. Chaaarge, the fifteen-year-olds shrieked, so that even I started to panic a bit as stones went flyin’ through the air. The group comin’ in froze, turned and started to rush back the way they’d come as soon as the first stones landed. But there was a problem, the entrance is a narrow one, so there was quite a bottleneck. Most of ’em managed to skedaddle, but the rest fell straight into the hands of our front line. When I got there, there was fuck all left to do. One of ’em had lost his shoes, they were lyin’ in the middle of the alley, and was pinned to the wall while a horde of punks made mincemeat of ’im. Flint was tryin’ to get to ’im with his rubber pipe, but couldn’t make it. Then Tarzan picks up one of the shoes and starts to hit the guy on the head with it — his own shoe. Another one shot from the alley at such breakneck speed that he almost went under a car. Most of ’em gathered outside the entrance to the alley but they didn’t dare come towards us. It was too light and the people standin’ around the Horse’s Tail were lookin’ daggers. The pretty boys had scattered, there were one or two here and there, lookin’ innocent, like we’ve no idea what’s goin’ on here. Flint was standin’ on the pavement, castin’ nasty looks here and there, holdin’ his rubber pipe but hidden, so that any passin’ cop wouldn’t see it. Flint, the main event organiser.


    Flint was hit by a car five years back. Stone dead. Some time at night. He was comin’ back from a party, middle of the night. Middle of the road, he’d gone past the crossin’, stopped at a traffic island, instead of waitin’ he just went. Middle of the night. Hardly any traffic but he stepped straight in front of a car. Bang! Smashed into ’im. Middle of the night. Comin’ back from somewhere, some party, night. Flint was hit by a car five years back. BANG!


    Didn’t you know, Sandi died five years ago?


    “Hello, Mr Tričković, it’s Peter Sokič.” Silence. Silence, silence. “I was a friend of your son Robbi, ten years ago. We were in Amsterdam together...” Silence, like when the deaf and dumb are arguin’. “I was thinking about old times and decided to organise a get together of the old gang. But there’s a problem, as I haven’t seen most of ’em for ages, and I don’t have their phone numbers or addresses... I don’t really know what they’re doing, or anything.” Silence. “I thought, er, maybe you could give me his phone number?”


    Silence.


    Hey old man, Trič’s number. Please. Trič’s number is vitally important to me at the moment. Your son’s a real character. Always was a real character, unless he’s now become some cunt with a mobile and a wife and two kids and a Renault from work. But no, old man, your son’s not the fuckin’ type to do somethin’ like that. Maybe you’d like ’im to, old man, but don’t wish for somethin’ for your son that’d make the poor bugger sweat and all.


    Your son wasn’t hit by a car.


    No, it wouldn’t be possible, statistically like, Flint covered for the whole of the gang. That’s the kind of guy he was, that he took the whole thing on his shoulders instead of others.


    “Listen here, Peter Sokič,” says the old bloke. “Robi’s just got back from treatment, for the third time. I’m not giving his phone number to some pillock he was in Amsterdam with, capisce? The first and the second time he said he’d had enough, that he was going to stay away from the likes of you, but then after a month the same old shit again. Now he’s hidden away where you lot will never find him. The likes of you shouldn’t be allowed to happen, you should’ve been aborted after the third month. Take yourself and your lousy gear back to Shamsterdam, or just GO FUCK YOURSELF.”


    My jaw was on the floor. What, you think I’ve got anythin’ to do with it?


    Who the fuck do you think I am? The only drug for me’s always been a good drop of schnapps. I’ve always been one for parties, for women — not like those fuckin’ junkies just starin’ at the fuckin’ wall that Trič and I used to lay into. Life’s full of fuckin’ surprises, innit? That Trič should get mixed up with fuckin’ druggies. Don’t give me that. That’s too fuckin’ weird. I mean horse, that’s a real no-no, definitely not a heavy metal drug, not like rum and vodka. Did you know Flint got hit by a car five years back? BANG! and now this old feller’s fuckin’ with me, sayin’ I led his son astray. You fuckin’ Yugo cunt, you’re the one who should never have happened, you fucked-up bastard.


    Flint got hit by a car five years back. BANG!


    Trič? Trič. Do you remember? You remember this? Course you fuckin’ do. We were sittin’ in the Hunter. Fifteen years ago. Out back, behind the concrete plant holders, Zlato was asleep, the legendary tramp who hung around the Roman wall. He froze to death two years later in some hallway when he’d fallen asleep drunk under the stairs. None of the waiters dared wake ’im. Zlato was an institution. He could’ve taken off his ammunition belt and started to whack the tables with it. No respectable bar can afford that. So let’s leave ’im be, for god’s sake, let the poor bugger sleep, he ain’t doin’ no harm.


    We both sit there, sippin’ our beer. Late afternoon. In comes


     


    * * *


    


    At four, Zoki and I are back in Fužine. The last job today, no viewings this evening. No way. This evening — action. Fužine’s going to explode. Before the game I’ve got to go to Rusjanov. There’s some heavy money being laid down today. Mainly for Yugo. But I don’t feel bad about putting some cash down for Slovenia. Now we have Zahovič and Pavlin and Udovič, they’re not such a bad bet. If they were, I wouldn’t want to waste money just out of national pride. I’m not the type. But they have a realchance. I’m laying out five thousand. No, sod it, ten thousand. They’d better win. And it better be three-two!


    We ring a buzzer on the second floor. Zoki looks in a bad mood. His tie’s all creased, like he slept in it. But he probably didn’t. There’s no point saying anything to him. Though he could look a bit smarter, we’re on official business, stamping an invoice for fuck’s sake. The best part of the job, when you see money changing hands. An honest business. Honest business, good friends, all thanks to Fixed Properties Ltd.


    Mrs Erjavec answers the door, looking somewhat suspicious. Bloody hell, we already rang downstairs. What does she think, we’re going to rob her or something? I feel like saying BOO but I don’t know if she’d appreciate the joke.


    “My husband’s not here,” she says.


    “Don’t worry,” I say, “we’ll just sit quietly in the kitchen and the time will soon pass.”


    “Coffee?” she asks.


    “Please. We’ve just come from lunch.”


    Zoki looks in an even worse mood. The fucker went home to eat. I went for a pizza. My stomach’s going to feel heavy for a while. But it’s better than going home and seeing Mira and Manja in broad daylight. Not to mention that hound.


    As soon as we sit, before the woman puts the coffee on, the buzzer goes again. She goes to the door, we hear Galušić’s voice, then his wife’s. The Joe with the dough. All A-okay. Mrs Erjavec and her husband moved to Fužine just over a month ago, they sold their one-bedroom place in Koseze and bought this one. The Galušićs bought the Koseze flat, now they’re bringing the last instalment. They asked for a delay so they could get the money from a deposit account. There’s no problem reaching agreement if things hang together. If people are straight. It’s a pleasure working with people like the Galušićs, you shake hands on things and that’s it, there’s no need for pieces of paper. With these two, the Erjavecs, it’s a constant headache. They looked around here as if someone was going to attack them at any minute. Then, when they got the contract to look over, they took it home and brought it back covered in red ink. They didn’t change any of the clauses, for fuck’s sake, just the bleeding grammar! I don’t know what they do for a living. I think she’s a German teacher or something. I said to them, it’s okay with me, but you know this contract has to go to a notary for verification. That’s part of my job, to make sure that everything’s okay with the notary. Notary or not, she said, that sentence, as it’s written, simply doesn’t make any sense. I said, that’s how it has to be, Mrs Erjavec, that’s legal language, it’s hard for ordinary folk like us to understand. She just nodded and kept on: look, if we move this word here and change the case ending then the sentence suddenly makes perfect sense: to acquire title to own and possess on the day of signature of the contract of sale and payment of the whole amount. I really don’t know what’s wrong with and pay the whole purchase price. What simpleton couldn’t understand that. For fuck’s sake, it’s just a bleeding formality, we agreed that the flat would be handed over early and the last instalment a month later. Just so she can have the last word. I said: okay Mrs Erjavec, but if the notary has any problems with the contract, I’m not responsible. But no luck. I even prayed that the notary would go through it thoroughly for once and find some cock up. But she didn’t, just glanced at it from two metres away, as usual, waved her hand towards the secretaries and told them to stamp it. And charged us a fat eighteen thousand.


    “Hi,” says Galušić, plonking himself down next to me.


    “Would you like coffee, too?” asks Mrs E.


    “Please.”


    She starts rattling around with the caffetiere, can’t make Turkish like other people, while Galušić asks me how business is.


    “Not bad,” I say, “it’ll be even better towards the end of the summer. When parents start getting places for students. That’s when this business really takes off.”


    Zoki gives me a look but says nothing.


    “Terrible, isn’t it?” says Mrs E, coming over from the cooker and leaning against the wall. “That shooting the other day, it frightened me to death. It’s awful, shooting like that on the street.”


    Zoki and I exchange glances. Damn it, two such refined people move to Fužine and somebody starts firing off shots right on their doorstep. On their doorstep — well actually it was two blocks away. Such a respectable middle-class household for fuck’s sake, she has already made such a jungle in the kitchen with weeping figs that it smells like a florist’s when you go in to order a wreath. Plant holders on the window sill, too. And they’re shooting outside. Isn’t that just terrible?


    “Does that happen often round here?” she asks. “Now whenever I hear a firework going off I’m all on edge.”


    “They’re getting ready for the championship,” says Zoki, in a slightly better mood for a moment.


    “The European championship, Mrs Erjavec, prepare yourself, they’ll be going off all the time this evening.”


    “I know,” she replies, “but in Koseze I didn’t wonder every time whether it was a firework or a gun.”


    “But what about those kids in Koseze who attacked that man and fractured his skull?” says Galušić. “Do you think I’ve moved into a more respectable neighbourhood? And what about that shooting in the bar, the cards players... Only nobody heard that on the street.”


    “I know, it’s terrible,” says Mrs E. “Nowhere’s safe anymore.” Oh, you poor old thing.


    “That’s right,” says Zoki. “As for that bar in Šiška, even I knew what was happening there and I live in Fužine. Places like that are not for a lady like you, though. If you know where to avoid...”


    “What about that guy who chased after some kids to tell them to pay the waitress?” asks Galušić.


    “If you don’t know how to keep out of things that don’t concern you... Who gives a damn about some waitress, that guy got beaten up for two Cokes.”


    “When all’s said and done, this Fužine isn’t the place you made it out to be, Mr Ščinkovec,” says Mrs E, as if the conversation has stirred her up a bit and she’s now looking at me somehow accusingly. Fuck me, now she’s going to accuse me of something. Did I ever lie to her? Here’s some guy with cash in his hands, marks, and she looks at me as if I’ve dragged her down into the gutter.


    “Mrs Erjavec, I’ve lived in Fužine for sixteen years now,” I say authoritatively, as you need to do with such people. “I’ve been here right since the beginning. When they first built these flats. When Bosnians were still roasting pigs on spits here. And do you know how much shit I’ve had in all that time?” If she looks at me like that I don’t care what she thinks of my language, even if she passes out. Sod her. She’s already paid our commission. “None. Not once. My car was broken into sixteen years ago, but that wasn’t in Fužine, it was in Trnovo. You see, a smart neighbourhood. You know what property prices are like round there? Not once in Fužine.”


    It’s clear from her face that she bitterly regrets that her husband isn’t here so that she can bugger off out, I don’t know, to the shop for a few slices of ham, or somewhere, just so she can get away from these unpleasant types. Yeh, even Zoki’s looking a lot more cheerful than he was at the beginning. Thank god for that. He’s always allergic to any kind of slagging off of Fužine, and it seems he’s seen what I’m up to and wants to join in. He’s got something to say too.


    “I’ve also been here for sixteen years,” he says, “and you know what was the biggest load of shit I had to face? In fact, not really shit, more of a joke? Shall I tell you?”


    She doesn’t look very keen, but Galušić looks very much so. Galušić is really interested in hearing. Mrs E brings milk and sugar to the table, the coffee’s still brewing, and Zoki starts on his old story about the stairs. It doesn’t bother me that I’ve already heard it twenty times before. I know it’ll have the desired effect.


    “I come home one evening, about eleven o’clock,” says Zoki. “I live on the eleventh floor, you know, above us there are just some stairs up to the top. Nobody ever uses those stairs, you hardly ever see anybody, because they only go to the twelfth floor, just eight flats...”


    He carries on. I light a cigarette and watch Mrs E’s face. It’s one hell of a good story. Zoki comes home and sees three teenagers, two lads and a girl, sitting on the stairs smoking. Being a sociable type, he says hi. They just look at the floor, as if they’re feeling guilty about something. They say you’ve got nothing against us sitting here, have you mister, it’s freezing outside? It was winter. Zoki says, it’s okay, as long as there aren’t any needles left lying around again. And they say no way, of course not, drugs are a terrible thing. You’re smart kids, says Zoki, and goes into his flat.


    Then about half an hour later Zoki’s wife comes through the door. She’d been drinking coffee with one of the neighbours on the floor below and come home after him. Her eyes are like saucers, she looks really upset and she says th-there. Zoki looks where she’s pointing and sees.


    The girl and one of the lads are both naked as the day they were born. Their clothes are scattered all over the stairs. The other lad is sitting, fully dressed, leaning on the wall and watching the girl — and I mean, she can’t have been more than sixteen — suck the other guy’s cock. She’s kneeling on the concrete stairs giving him a blow job and her pussy is staring Zoki right in the face.


    What the fuck do you think you’re playing at, have you gone stark staring mad? screamed Zoki, if for no other reason than to make sure that his wife didn’t accuse him later of staring at the girl’s cunt. It’s amazing that he didn’t have a coronary.


    And those three just looked rather surprised, the girl just turned her head, and three pairs of eyes stared at Zoki and his wife, without a murmur.


    What now, what are you waiting for? yelled Zoki. Get out of my fucking sight!


    We’re not doing anything wrong, says the lad who’s sitting there starkers with a folded tracksuit under his arse, his hair long at the top, shaved at the sides.


    Out, shouted Zoki, although he didn’t move at all, he admitted himself he daren’t, the whole thing was too weird, god knows what would happen if he went for them — they’d change into werewolves or something.


    I’ve fucked here a hundred times and nothing’s happened, says the other one, who’s sitting there smoking. And the girl, who the whole time has just been showing her pussy and her big white eyes and saying nothing, says, or rather mumbles: me too, me too.


    It was hard just to get them to put their clothes on and leave. In the mean time Zoki had to send Fani inside, really because he didn’t want to show himself up in front of her. Basically, he was the more shocked not because ofwhat they were doing, god bless them, but because they didn’t seem to think they were doing anything wrong. As if it was him who was the strange one. These fucking youngsters. They’ve got no idea any more of what’s right and what isn’t. Where’s the fun in fucking about if you haven’t got the slightest idea that you shouldn’t. Fuck them. No, damn it, it seems they’re already fucking each other. They don’t need us except to feed them and provide for them and buy them fancy clothes. Zoki didn’t say the last bit, those are my comments.


    “My theory is that he was some kind of dealer,” says Zoki, “and she was sucking him off for drugs.” Another bleeding theory. It seems as if this story really keeps Zoki occupied, even when he’s not telling it. As if every night before going to sleep he chews it over, so that whenever he tells it again he’s got some new explanation.


    “Why do you think that the guy needs to do that?” I ask him.


    “If for no other reason, for satisfaction,” replies Zoki, “for the sense of power.”


    Uh-oh, no, no, that can’t be one of Zoki’s theories. That’s definitely from some doctor who’s got a column in some tabloid. Zoki the philosopher? Zoki and his cars and washing machines, okay.


    “But you and your husband don’t have any children yet, do you?” I turned towards Mrs E, who seemed somehow excluded from the whole business, but who was staring and seemed on the verge of tears. But it’s not the worst thing you could hear, that kids like to do it on the stairs. It’d be worse if they were fighting.


    “Couldn’t happen to you on the second floor,” says Zoki, “there’s too much traffic.”


    “There aren’t any break-ins here either,” I reassure her. To be honest, when I see her like that, her bottom lip almost trembling, I feel a bit sorry. Maybe Zoki was overdoing it. Telling a story like that to a teacher of German. “You know,” I say, “neighbours here visit each other far too much, they’re always popping in for a coffee, burglars can never be sure when someone’s going to appear from somewhere.”


    “We had a daughter,” says Mrs Erjavec, “but she got involved with some drug addicts... that’s what the police said. Three years ago. Perhaps you read about it, it was in all the papers when she died.”


    Oh god. I look at Zoki and he stares back. You silly bastard, Zoki, you and your bleeding gob. I look at Mrs E. She’s actually holding up pretty well. That lip? It’s not really trembling when you look closely, at least not as much as you’d think. Maybe I was wrong before. I suddenly feel almost sorry for the woman. She can’t help being so prissy. It’s the way she was brought up. Her parents wrapped her in cotton wool, sent her when she was nursery school age to English lessons and violin, then Happy School and the Vega prize, then uni, where she was a good student, then a job waiting for her, then kiddies, and so it all goes around again... And then the daughter does a runner. What’s all this now? There’s a present for her under the Christmas tree. Oh, she just went out to give someone a blow job in return for a fix. She’ll be back soon. Life’ll be a bit more exciting now.


    Yes, I know, the whole thing’s pretty screwed up, whichever way you look at it, even forgetting about the fucked-up broad. There’s no getting away from that.


    It’s pretty quiet round the table.


    “Ah. I apologise, I do,” says Zoki. “I’m sorry. My condolences.”


    “Mine too,” I say. Mrs Galušić’s eyes are wide, while Galušić himself is looking here, there and everywhere. Mrs Erjavec is silent. The situation’s, well, what the fuck can you say? The caffetiere finished burbling long ago, but no-one’s pouring the coffee. And I could really do with one. You really need one in a situation like that.


    Then Galušić clears his throat, deep down, like a bear, puts his hand in an inside pocket and pulls out an envelope, the kind you get in the bank. Money. Thank god, we’re saved. Cash. Ten thousand marks. Even Zoki’s eyes light up when he sees it. He reaches for the folder.


    What the fuck, saved. Mrs E is still staring into space and carries on talking, as if nothing has happened:


    “It was in all the papers. She went out in the evening, in the morning they found her body all burnt somewhere by the railway lines, somewhere near Zelena jama...”


    Fuck.


    I was totally bewildered there, just for a moment. Utterly fucking bewildered. Not like before, when she first came out with it. And not because I was scared that the broad had gone totally gaga. I mean, for god’s sake, two crazies in one day should be statistically impossible. No, damn it, in that moment I realised something. I realised that I knew exactly what she was on about. I don’t fucking know how to describe it. Just that what she was saying somehow becamereal.


    I remembered that I had read something about it in the paper. Not only that, but I remembered exactly how it was. I remembered what I’d thought at the time. Suddenly, I somehow knew exactly what this fucked-up broad, who corrects the grammar in a contract that I have got ready — me, who knows how these things are done — I know exactly what the silly cow is thinking. What she’s feeling, for fuck’s sake. It’s awful. You’re sitting in front of some cow who you can’t stand and at the same time, you know how she feels. That’s — I don’t know how to explain it — one shit awful feeling.


    I was sitting there drinking my coffee and reading the morning paper. The story was quite a big one, half a page in theDaily News. I remember what it said — someone had looked out of his window in a nearby block of flats and seen something burning by the railways lines. That wouldn’t have seemed all that strange, but the wind was blowing in his direction and it smelt to high heaven — like the smell you get if goulash boils dry. So he put his shoes on and went down to see if there was anything interesting he could tell his mates about over a beer. But the girl was already burnt beyond recognition. Only her legs were still intact: she had on light blue jeans, her brown ankle-boots were lying next to her — she was barefoot, for Christ’s sake, and that winter was freezing, ten below at night — and pink socks. I don’t know why I remember those pink socks in particular.


    In fact, I do know. Our little one had some pink socks, my mother-in-law bought her them. I stared at the paper and thought of my little one’s feet. I was thinking of a photo: I was lying in one morning, my wife brought the little one to our bed and she was kicking all the time with her legs in the air. My wife must have taken a photo: in the foreground, my bloody great size 43’s, in big close up, and next to them her little footsies, couldn’t have been more than seven centimetres altogether. All still kind of wrinkled. She was about a month-and-a-half. Now she wears pink socks. And that other young lass wore them — I mean, 15 to 18 years old, light blue jeans, brown ankle-boots, pink socks, does anyone know her? For fuck’s sake. So, that evening she put them on, at home, sitting on the bed in her room. By night time she’s already smelling of burnt goulash, so that some guy from a block of flats in Zelena jama has to come down and see what mischief those bleeding kids have been up to again. Kids are always up to some fucking mischief round the blocks of flats.


    Then I remembered some other stuff. I remembered how we sat once in front of Roso Nero, me and my wife, Beno and his wife. And the two little ones were racing around the passageway between the bank and the cafe. What danger could there be? Just pedestrians everywhere, a shopping centre for Christ’s sake. Nothing else. Just a coffee after the Saturday morning shopping. A tradition. No bleeding trouble. None at all.


    And then, Beno was just telling how some mechanic had tried to pull a fast one on him, bang, crash, “Shit!”, “Waah!”, and I was on my fucking feet. I just saw the bike, lying there, its wheels spinning in the air, some damn kid lying on the ground and a metre away little Manja screaming her head off. Screaming like a siren. As if someone had ripped her leg off.


    I was over there in one fucking step and tried to pull him up by his T-shirt, but it tore, and so the blow I aimed, instead of hitting him in the teeth got him somewhere next to his eye. I hadn’t a fucking clue what was happening. I was just holding onto this kid on the ground and kicking him.


    “You fucking little shit, riding here! You little cunt, I’ll slaughter you!”


    Eventually, Beno and his wife dragged me off, and my wife was blabbering something about how I’d frighten Manja even more, that she was alright, she’d just had a fright. I couldn’t see anything, I just wanted to kill that kid. He’s knocked over my little girl. That’s all I knew. He’s knocked over my little girl. I’m going to kill him the little git. I’m going to slaughter him.


    But this little one burnt beside the railway tracks. It was such a bad winter that even I would cuddle my kid if we went out in the evening, and I’m not one for spoiling kids, ever. In that kind of cold she could come down with something, flu or pneumonia or some such, and I wouldn’t stand for something like that. My kid’s going to go and study when she grows up, for fuck’s sake, not be at home ill all the time. Without an education you’re buggered, you’ve got to go on fucking courses and pass exams to get a licence for every crappy little thing you want to do, just to earn a little dosh. Sod it all.


    And here stands this broad who wasn’t able to protect her kid in that cold from whatever it was. I suddenly felt so stupid — so stupid I can’t tell you. As if I was embarrassed in front of her. Not her, as if I was embarrassed. But why the fuck should I be embarrassed, in front of some German teacher?


    “We have the invoice ready,” I said. I had the papers from Zoki’s folder in my hands. Such a bloody ridiculous situation. Both names are on the invoice, hers and her husband’s, but he’s still not home. The man whose daughter was flambéd. The man whose window they were fucking well shooting under. But nobody shot at him, the little professor. Maybe they will, if he’s going to keep on being such a pain.


    Anyway, what about that coffee? It’s getting cold.


     


    * * *

  


  
    



    3.


     


    Well, at least one question was quickly resolved. How does that kind of age show on a thin man? At least on Adam.


    Adam was no longer thin.


    The Adam that sat opposite me drinking red wine had surprisingly little in common with that one. With the other one. The tanned one, in short sleeves. Who on Bale beach proudly stood up and recommended that I lie there and warm my you-know-what. Who in the garden at Malča Beličeva barbecued čevapčiči and lectured on spontaneous combustion. He was large and slack, tired. He was wearing a loose cotton shirt and long trousers. Trousers for at home, though not the bottom half of a tracksuit, oh no, khaki trousers. He was suitably attired for a visit, then. That was different, too. And the gaze that rested on me as we trotted out our introductory inanities, so that we had the most relevant current data on each other, was also somehow different.


    Some new questions arise. Number one, what kind of Adam do I actually remember? I’ve nevergenuinely studied my memories. If I do so, it will undoubtedly be easier to ascertain the differences. What effects does the process of ageing have? Perhaps I shall arrive at some valuable conclusion. So, let’s see, what was thatother Adam like?


    The Adam I remember was, as I said, thin. He had a rather angular beard, as if on two levels, with the upper level growing into slightly hollow cheeks. He had dark brown hair, brushed back. Grey eyes, slightly closed, as if he was weighing you up the whole time, from a distance. At first sight, this may make him seem disagreeable, arrogant, although in truth Adam was not disagreeable.


    As a matter of fact, when you got to know him better, his way of looking at you was intriguing. It didn’t quite go together with a characteristic I slowly came to recognise. It’s true, he did think very highly of himself. That’s absolutely true, there’s no getting away from it. But soon you could discern — if you spent enough time with him — that all his logic, his derision towards everything unscientific, was — I know it sounds rather clichéd, rather sentimental — a kind of armour, a kind of shield. In reality, he was not that self-confident. If you listened to him closely then you would realise, it would become clear, that this calculating gaze was really defensive and his logic an attempt to keep on top of the discussion in a world which he didn’t fully understand.


    He would tell, for instance, how his first application for the title of Assistant Professor had been rejected. He was mortally offended at the time. It took him two years to really get over it. As if he couldn’t understand that certain things just happen — some article may be evaluated differently from what you might expect, some lecture may be differently graded, especially if colleagues think that the situation... you know? But no, not to him!


    The very fact that this academic title meant so much to him, the degree to which his pride was wounded, show that for him social conventions, prestige — not only pure, impartial logic, science for its own sake — were of great importance. Extreme importance. An academic title — like some childhood trauma. And typically, when he had to somehow do battle with his sense of injustice, he used, well, what else but logic? He fought with what he had available to him. Logic told him that if he was not good enough for Assistant Professor, he could not, therefore, do the kind of work for which research assistants were not officially qualified. Thus, no seminars, no more substitute lectures, nothing. He would rather have a below-standard workload than do that which others should self-evidently be doing. And so he shut himself in his laboratory. In reality, he worked terribly, terribly hard to improve himself. His rejected application was a rejection of him, of his too feeble, immature self. Therefore it was necessary to prepare a new version of himself. He was unable to distance himself one iota.


    His way of laying into the humanities was typical. Of course, he didn’t understand their discourse. He knew that he couldn’t win on foreign territory, that there was no chance of that happening, so he moved the battle on to other ground, that he thought he could command: methodology, logic and, above all, popular literature. And he really was good. I took it primarily as an interesting example, how different discourses control the world. As soon as he lured me from the safe haven of my language onto territory where he could operate in accordance with his own rules and on his own terms I was completely helpless, doctorate or not. Although I was aware the whole time what nonsense he was talking, I simply couldn’t get the better of him. It was like banging my head against a wall. He always had some new association ready, some new counter-evidence. And a new gaze from those slightly-closed eyes, which was infuriating.


    What now? He sits on the sofa watching me talk. His eyes are still slightly closed, but the lids seem to droop somewhat. So it no longer seems calculating — the effect is completely different. And what a difference. A slightly different position of the eyelids, but an immense difference. He simply looks tired.


    This effect is not necessarily a bad one. A hint of tiredness suggests a calming down. At least a tired person cannot be so caustic.


    “Small children are not for me any more,” he says. Oh dear. Heaven help us, I think. Small children! Now would be the time for grandchildren that the children bring once a fortnight. Well, you’ve brought this on yourself. It’s a good thing that nothing like that can happen to a woman. Not that I’ve exactly had a lot of opportunities. And not even if an opportunity should happen to come along — not with my stock of condoms.


    He listens silently to the story of the Translation Department, with no particular sign of interest. For heaven’s sake, that at least is one area of the humanities he should approve of. It is appliedafter all, it is useful, not just playing with words — to use his vocabulary. He probably wouldn’t understand if I said that, in principle, the real problem was that it was a professional subject and not an academic one, and that basically such a course of study did not belong in a university, but at some kind of college. That it involved skill, rather than knowledge, comprehension, cognition. Once again, he would think I was pushing some sort of academic exclusivity. Perhaps it would be worth saying that out loud, to see what the reaction was.


    I say it out loud.


    “With all due respect to my translation colleagues,” I say, “I personally am not convinced that their goods are really of university quality.”


    Adam slightly raises his eyebrows, and his reaction awakens doubt in me — what I’ve just said does not sit well with the intention behind my request, does it? I’m supposed be their advocate. So why this? Am I willing to undermine them just to indulge in some small personal experiment?


    “It’s not that it’s without any academic content,” I say anyway, stubbornly — I need to pursue what I’ve started to the limit, then we shall see how things stand. “But these translators require very little academic content. And that could be included in regular language study. What they need specifically is professional training. A college course.”


    Adam smiles, and for a moment it seems that something flashes in his eyes, some kind of spark. That he’s going to come back with some provocative response. But he doesn’t. He keeps on smiling and instead of a response says:


    “I don’t know why that department can’t be self-financing. If there’s one subject at the faculty that could survive on charging for courses it’s that one.”


    Yes, of course. As if they didn’t know that themselves.


    I watch him as he talks. Second observation: he has bags under his eyes. Strange, usually that looks rather charming on older men, but on him the effect is to make him look somehow used up. Beneath his eyes he has bags of flesh that appear as if they’ve been glued on. If they pull his lower lids down he’ll look like Donald Sutherland in Casanova, at the end of the film. Donald Sutherland, he always seemed sexy to me. Did Adam have bags under his eyes before?


    No, I don’t recall any. When Adam Zaman was in the garden cutting the grass he didn’t look at all used up. He looked like someone who used others. He pushed the lawn mower up and down the lawn in front of his house and usedit to embellish the garden, strengthen his muscles, air his brain and create a good impression. A shamefully good impression on those who sat on the balcony, sipping ice-cold raspberry liqueur and reading a woman’s magazine.


    What a shame.


    “So I doubt anything will come of it,” says Adam, who only partly surreptitiously radiates a clear lack of interest and a desire to steer the conversation in a different direction. Towards something that strikes him as more important. But he knows me well enough to know that I won’t be put off so easily. At least, not until he has said something convincing. “I could promise that I’d find out what’s happening with that request. But unofficially...” he says, crossing his legs, “one way or another our faculty has to get new premises, because the old ones are no longer up to standard. Neither in terms of technology, nor safety, nor space. They’re planning to move in a few years. If you ask me, your colleagues’ request has probably been delayed until then.”


    Fine. Concise and effective. I knew I could rely on Adam. He’s good in this kind of situation. He deals with the topic effectively. He delivers precisely what is needed. Now we can put this to one side. Now we can turn our attention to other things.


    I reach for my glass and have a sip of wine. Adam no longer drinks local wine from Štajerska. Now he buys bottled wine. Red. From near the coast. Lisjak, Sara. A mixture of Cabernet, Teran and Merlot. 1994 vintage. No doubt it cost an arm and a leg. And he opened it for me. He remembers that I don’t drink sweet, white, scented wine for ladies.


    “Do you ever see Goran?” he asks suddenly.


    I don’t know why I hesitate before answering. The answer’s very simple.


    “No, not for fifteen years.”


    “I could never understand at the time why you sold the house,” says Adam. “Such a good investment.”


    “What, you miss having Goran as a neighbour?”


    Goran had acted pretty badly towards Adam during the final year. Worse than badly — unpredictably. When he was having a good day, he would invite him for a coffee. He even used to apologise for all the bad things he’d said. Then, the next day, he’d be abusing him because the leaves from his cherry tree were falling on our side of the garden.


    It was all over with him when the flames devoured the little one


    whoosh


    whoosh


    and I went to church, the church in Vič, and stared all afternoon at that idiot on the cross, the cross beneath which were buried Bohorič and Edling and Mr Censor Kopitar and — How that cross buries people! How they ignite.


    “No,” says Adam and even smiles. “He and I could have been neighbours.”


    I cradle my glass. That’s a bad habit, as then my fingerprints remain and the thin glass becomes cloudy and ugly and the colours are no longer right. Beautiful, dark reds, like pig’s blood, just before you make it into blood sausage, though clearer.


    Before I rang at Adam’s door I walked round to look at the row of houses. Of course, between his garden and what used to be ours there was now a different fence. A high one. The new owner had erected a barrier so high that you could no longer see in. Pity. I’d like to have seen the garden. I only saw that our cherry tree was no longer there. In its place, the top of a silver spruce appeared above the fence. I don’t suppose the flower beds are there either — I think the man who bought the house is an architect or something, who’s probably made a proper little park in front of the house.


    It felt totally odd to me. Adam’s garden was still laid out in the same way, but next to the high fence it looked totally different. As if I’d never lived here. The neighbouring houses were also strange. Similar to how I remembered them, very similar, but a little older. But that high fence seemed to dominate the whole street, lorded over it, re-arranged it according to its taste, defaced it, made it strange, monstruous. I never lived here.


    “You could have got a loan, paid it off,” continues Adam. “There was no need for you to move... to Fužine.”


    I don’t like that. I preferred his previous sentence. It was more thematically interesting. Its interpersonal aspect was warmer. More promising. This last one borders on social unacceptability. On aggression. No, not aggression actually, but rather pity. Adam, what are you doing? You start to lay a trail and then in the next moment erase it. A totally different hierarchy of power.


    “And what’s wrong with Fužine?” I chirrup.


    “Well, it’s not the most appropriate, let alone the most salubrious part of Ljubljana, for a retired university professor, that’s all,” says Adam, reaching for the bottle. He refills my glass, which I’m still holding in my hands without even realising it is empty.


    “Salubrious,” I laugh, salubrious, oh Adam, here we go again. “Adam, I live by the River Ljubljanica, very near the hills. Not far from the ring road. On the eleventh floor, far above the noise and with a marvellous view of Ljubljana.”


    I’m talking like that pig-headed Ščinkovec, who lives at the end of the corridor, and sells his shabby flats from his shabby office near the Kolinska factory.


    “But isn’t it a bit, I don’t know, Wild West?” asks Adam, refilling his own glass. What a senseless conversation. Why did I steer him towards this? Why don’t I steer him towards, say Goran, towards, say, that afternoon when I went to see him about the manure, towards... You, who is so adept at steering discussions. Why?


    “Sometimes I go to Fužine Manor for dinner,” I tell him and hope that I sound as fed up as I feel. “From there it’s only a five-hundred metre walk home, along a quiet path. And nobody’s ever harmed a hair on my head. An elderly lady with a handbag.” Adam wants to say something, but just in case I raise a warning finger: “Fužine is just like any other high-rise development in Ljubljana. Or anywhere else in Ljubljana.”


    Adam evidently still has something to say, but he waits a moment, probably to see if my mini-lecture is over. When he sees that it probably is, he leans back and comes out with an important question:


    “Doesn’t anyone walk you home?”


    “I go out alone,” I reply.


    “You go to Fužine Manor for dinner on your own?”


    I bite my tongue. Adam, you... No, it’s my fault. It was I that said it. Although I was trying to say something completely different. Now this sounds like something completely different, like — I can see it clearly. It would be even worse if he knew... No, of course, I’m not going as far as that. To tell him when...That won’t happen, of course it won’t


    “We could go together some time,” says Adam. Ah ha, here we are.


    “Wouldn’t you be afraid to come to my part of town?” I say. Adam chuckles.


    “I’d be relying on you to defend me with your handbag.”


    I really don’t know what led me to say something like that. What a strange day. The strangest day I remember.


    And I do feel rather strange. I don’t know, I’ve felt rather tense all day. Nervous, but in a not unpleasant kind of way. A slight burning sensation just below my ribs, at the entrance to my stomach. But now that I’ve come to Adam’s it is strange. Strange. Something isn’t right. Something’s different.


    When Romana told me Adam had married someyoung thing, I wasn’t really in the slightest perturbed. I thought I was at the time, but I actually wasn’t. It only seemed as if I was. But I wasn’t. In fact, the sensation persisted. Perhaps it lay low for a moment or changed into something else. But when I came to Malča Beličeva, among the old houses, it was as if — oh, I don’t know — everything had changed so completely. There’s now an Interspar supermarket there and the Mercator store looks completely different. The blocks of flats are older and somehow less respectable looking. Once, I seem to remember, they were very nice. The grassy area between Tomažič Street and the first row of houses is overgrown, and there’s not a trace of the May Day bonfire that we used to make with all the trimmed branches. But anyway, anyway.


    When Adam opened the door, when he replied to my question about his wife, that she had gone with the children to her mother’s in Žalec, to help her... help her, with whatever she helped her with. Hunting Colorado beetles or whatever. Because of me.


    Adam is telling some story:


    “...and they took them to casualty, she had a great bump on her head and burns on her back, while his dick was half bitten off. You’ll never guess what happened, ha ha...”


    No, I probably won’t, Adam.


    “This woman was giving him a blow job in the kitchen while he was frying eggs. He got a bit too carried away and in his enthusiasm splashed hot oil on his wife’s back. Well, you can imagine — she screamed, clenched her teeth, then the guy howled and, he couldn’t help himself, bashed her on the head with the frying pan...”


    This was a story that Adam would, at one time, have included in his urban myths. What’s happening here, Adam? Is perhaps the function of the story more important than its content? What is its function? A hint? Would you like to go and fry some eggs, Adam?


    A strange feeling. A very strange feeling. No, Adam really has changed. Not because he wouldn’t have told dirty stories. That’s precisely where the problem lies. I always thought such stories were distasteful, slippery, insinuating — always, except when Adam told them. He did used to enjoy telling some risqué story now and again, but it somehow suited him. It was part of his overall image. Because you knew he wasn’t the slippery type — no, he just liked being provocative. He was funny. Why this unusual feeling? As if I was about to indulge in sentimentality. Yes, that’s it. The fundamental change that suddenly came, when I saw him sitting on the sofa with glass in hand telling a story, was this: it looks as if Adam, too, has lost a lot of his advantages. That he could tell dirty stories and still seem honest, innocently amusing. Pleasant. As I sat in front of him, listening to him talk about oral sex and fried eggs his words seemed distasteful. Slippery. Insinuating. I almost shuddered.


    Is it possible he was always like that? No, of course not. Your memory can’t play such tricks on you. Why is there a fence now between Adam’s garden and what used to be ours? And that not a low one, as among all the other gardens in the neighbourhood, but a high barrier? At one time we were each able to sit on our respective patios and now and then exchange a leisurely word or two. Adam was able to tell some dirty story and Goran and I would laugh. Jolanda would also laugh.


    All of a sudden I felt ashamed. In front of whom? Not in front of Adam. He suddenly seemed unworthy of shame. Who then? His wife, whom I’ve never even met? Probably not. Jolanda?


    In front of Jolanda. Whydid I never say anything to Jolanda?


    I really should have trusted her. More than Adam. Why didn’t I? Because it was impossible? Absurd? Well, it was all pretty absurd, but it wasn’t that. And it wasn’t impossible. If I’d really wanted to I would have found a way. Of course, it would have been difficult, as well as complicated — but there are ways and means, even for that sort of thing. They do exist. Of course they do, novels are full of them, and films, and neighbours’ gossip. I could have done a little research as to what they are. But in reality, I placed myself on Adam’s side. Not that I saw that at the time. But in reality that’s what I did. Why?


    Jolanda was a nice woman. We were friends, at least as far as circumstances would allow. She used to give me apple peelings to make vinegar with. I bought her a book of Dane Zajc’s poems for her birthday. She told me when Adam bought a record deck and amplifier for two thousand marks without telling her, even though, when they’d talked about it before, she’d been very much against. I told her when Goran wanted to build a fireplace against the patio wall, because I was afraid the heat would crack it and cause damage on the other side — in spite of Goran’s vehement assertions that no harm could come from such a small fire. I went against my own husband, for heaven’s sake, and could have ruined his plans because it seemed to me that, unwittingly, he was going to do something unfair to them. Of course, I preferred to tell her than Adam — that would have been far too overt. But in any case, in any case.


    Why didn’t I tell her that her husband was chasing around the house naked after some strange woman, while she was away on a business trip?


    Is it possible that in reality I was always an ally of this chap who is sitting on the sofa with a glass of wine recounting tales of oral sex? While his wife is — oh so conveniently — in Žalec?


    Why did I dress like this? I was thinking something about first impressions. After all these years. And so blatant. Why a dress that I’d never even worn before, that I’d ordered months ago at Quelle for a special occasion— was it my fault if there hadn’t been one before? Anyway, it’s only early afternoon and in it I look like — well, a message on two legs. I still look good. I still have slender legs. The odd varicose vein, but nothing too serious. And I still have that slightly protruding lower lip that Goran used to like so much. For this particular moment I look too good. It would be better if I weighed seventy-five kilos. Or eighty.


    “Do you ever see Jolanda?” I ask painfully. At that moment it seems to me the only sensible thing to ask. Sensible sensible


    Adam pulls a face.


    “One year less than when you last saw Goran.”


    For a moment I hesitate about whether to ask him what was really the matter between the two of them. I mean, what specifically, tangibly. But as soon as the idea enters my head it seems completely unfeasible. Totally out of place. It’s not as if I can even imagine what it was. I’ve no idea what led up to it. I sincerely doubt whether Adam would tell me just like that. The situation had suited him all too well. Jolanda had been such a steady, smart and caring wife. But I had a feeling that any possible answer he might give me would allude to something unpleasant, intimate. Slippery.


    Then the interior of the house suddenly started to seem strange. Not just the exterior. Okay, the room was almost completely different from how it had been all those years ago. The furniture had been replaced. Evidently some time ago, because the current lot already looked a little worn. Then the layout. The table in the dining area was no longer rectangular, but round. Of course, different mistress of the house, different taste... But it wasn’t just that. It was strange also in a different way. The neighbour’s fence? The thought that I might have to touch anything was somewhat repugnant to me. Anything at all. The walls, the table, the rug that I in any case had my feet on. A rug that seemed to have come from another planet. The vase of flowers on the table. Obviously Adam’s new wife was a good housekeeper. Of course, would he have chosen any other? Was it possible that Adam seemed so different because of all these changes? Perhaps it wasn’t him who had changed so much, but his surroundings; he had been placed in a different space. And in that space, everything he said sounded completely different. The only pleasant thing for me to touch was the glass, which I was still cradling in my hands. I think the wine had started to go to my head a little, and that was good. It made things slightly more bearable. So holding the glass was nice. Promising.


    I couldn’t believe what Adam then started to tell me. The only thing that would have been worse would have been if he’d talked about Jolanda. He told me how he’d met his young wife. How he knew so well how everyone was condemning him. Of course. An elderly professor and a young Masters student. Although he’d never done anything dishonest, let alone had any dishonourable intentions.


    “Nothing happened between us while I was her supervisor,” he says. “She was simply a gifted student.”


    Adam, enthusiast for clever women.


    “It never entered my head that she might receive any kind of favourable treatment. Over three-and-a-half years I never gave her any indication. Nor she me. Although there was always a slight electricity in the air.”


    So he sensed something in the air. A sixty-year-old with bags under his eyes felt that there was some kind of electricity between him and a twenty-five-year-old.


    “It started when she invited her Masters Committee to dinner,” he says.


    A present. Thirteen years ago. Through the post. No signature. A thin, square book of poetry. there are: different locations and secret hiding places. Without doubt: an existential verbal process. All these things undoubtedly are, exist. Different locations: existent. Secret hiding places: exactly the same. the comet’s path: also existent. It exists. What else can a path do: extend? Wend? Yes, of course, paths wend their way. then the unmeasurable expanse of the sky — another existent. A verbal process that could be material — measure —becomes a safe adjectival form; it had potential to be an active process but did not become so. stretched across — here is some potential, stretch doesn’t seem to be the same as be, but when you look more closely, it’s merely an existential process, nothing more. And every hope of greater variety of existence hidden within it is suppressed by it being a participle, which cancels out the personal form. silent as the parchment’s code, here we are somewhat closer. The sky is silent. That is no longer an existential process: here we’re dealing with a relational process of the attributive kind. The sky does not simply exist: it possesses a certain property, it is the bearer of a property. A fundamental step forward. A bearer of the property of silence. A fundamental step forward in the hierarchy of things.that will never be unravelled.A new leap? Unravel — an active, material process in its purest form. There is some hope. Damn little, though. To begin with, it is in the passive voice, not active. What is a material process without an actor? There is little active in it. A rather feeble material process. And secondly, it is negated. Will never be unravelled. It won’t be, even if you stand on your head. Do not cultivate vain hopes, my dear. Never.


    “You know, it’s not a problem of favouritism,” I tell him.


    “How come? That’s the first thing that enters the heads of those who are jealous.”


    Ha, jealousy. Can’t you think of anything better? There you have it, jealousy.


    “You know what the real problem is? Abuse of position is the problem.”


    “What abuse of position?” He misunderstands me. “Do you think I in any way forced myself on her?”


    “No, of course not,” I reply, taking another sip of wine. It’s good. “I’m talking about reputation. You’re a supervisor, a person who is in command, who has knowledge. Thanks to your position, you have all the attributes of a person who excites admiration. Especially a women who values knowledge and craves a solid base. Which you have. Isn’t that unjustified abuse of position?”


    “You’re talking nonsense,” says Adam, glaring at me.


    “It’s not surprising that women go weak at the knees,” I say maliciously, still sipping my wine.


    “Nonsense.”


    “Abuse of position.”


    Adam is silent for a few seconds and then he suddenly explodes. Literally explodes, so that for a moment I’m quite breathless. Jesus, he has changed. That Adam Zaman should lose control of himself? Jesus, that’s never happened before. I don’t remember that. That Adam Zaman should ever explode like that! Adam Zaman, when he wants to cut someone down to size, always comes out with some sarcastic comment. That’s the way he always works, isn’t it?


    “Weak at the knees? What the hell are you getting at?” he hisses and his eyes even widen a little. Oh ho, even strong language! Then he lowers his voice somewhat, as if he’s realised that his reaction is a little strange, inexplicable, but he still speaks quickly, too quickly. “I was a good sixty years old and you speak to me of wrongdoing? Of misplacedadmiration? With my gut? With my stomach ulcer? Wrong doing? Are you off your head or what? You think I don’t have the right to be admired? Why? Because I’ve been divorced twice?”


    and all that comes a moment before monotony. Ah ha, now we’re definitely getting somewhere. Now there is an active being, an actor. An undoubtedly material process. We are dealing with the One that comes. That comes in a specific time frame. A moment before monotony. Interesting how a noun phrase can represent circumstances. Would it make sense to deal withmoment as a participant in this process? This theory still isn’t quite worked out, is it? Perhaps the formalists have a slight advantage here, as they’re not weighed down by so much baggage. I lean towards the idea that moment is an equal participant. Side by side with the actor, the One that comes. The moment and it. And then, quite out of the blue, the victory of action — a purposive link:to make an impression in the wet cement. The One that comes has a defined purpose in life, a mission you might say. Comes to make an impression in the wet cement. Which in all likelihood then sets hard. And preserves the traces. What a magnificent purpose. Laudable. you. I?


    My cement never wants to set. I see no sign of any traces in it. None worthy of mention. Look at him, Professor Adam Zaman: sitting opposite me, pouring red wine, getting worked up. Because someone supposedly infers that he doesn’t have the right to be admired. But look: he has a wife who will be around for at least, let’s say, fifty years. At least thirty years after he’s long dead and buried. He has fathered two children. If that’s not a mark in the cement I don’t know what is. And he’s objecting to — what exactly? That he’s not receiving the respect he deserves? Why does he need my respect? Why does he expect me to feel anything of the kind? I certainly didn’t come here with anything like that in mind. I came with very specific issues in mind, but did any of them receive the attention they deserved? The Translation Department, for example. Plus a host of other issues in need of some clarification. Why didn’t I go home with Professor Wasik for coffee? To leave a trace in the wet cement. I exist. I exist here, before you. Do I have any other characteristic? Silence, for example. Would you like that more? If I were as quiet as


    Adam is still speaking. Angrily.


    “But Adam, I don’t give a damn about you two,” I tell him. I hear myself say it and I’m horrified. What effrontery. I’m a guest. I look at Adam. He looks into space, indecisively moves his jaw, but without a sound, like some old man, sitting in the corner of a bar talking to himself.Extremely odd. Where is the respect due to grey hair? It really is shameless of me to deny him it. To rub his nose in something like that. You should never say anything like that to another person. And what about due respect? Why do I not feel any? Not even a trace of it. I should, I know I should. But how can I? It’s terrible, terrible.


    I am gripped by the fear that when I leave I shall have to touch Adam’s hand.


     


    * * *


     


    School’s finally over. Thought I’d fuckin’ flake out. Like, there’s me all hung over, and that old cow for Chemo sits there rambling on about flour. Then that other old cow for Lit wittering on about that dreary Incident in the Town of Goga — expects us to sit in groups discussing it. Hello? We, like, just sit there and stare at each other. I mean, is that sick or what? Least the timetable’s shorter on Tuesdays. So that at five, goodbye. And I’m home at six.


    Didn’t see Daša during the break, said we’d meet after. At six we’re both down in front of the block. I can hardly wait to be with someone who really understands what I’m saying, you know? Specially when I’m feeling like this. But what’s the fucking point? I mean, soon as she opens her fucking trap I know she’s going to put me in a bad mood.


    After one minute I’m thinking: why am I wasting my fucking time here with this budala? Instead of doing something worthwhile, she wants to look for Mirsad. I mean. Hasn’t called her like he said he would. Baš čudno, very odd.


    But finding him would be hard work, you know? If he’s not answering the phone that means he’s not at home and if he’s not in front of the flats he could be anywhere. Hasn’t got a steady venue. Don’t go to the Rosso Nero, or the Borsalina, or the Melody Bar so as to avoid his otac— Mirković senior is one fucked up guy. He don’t go to Rusjanov ’cause he don’t know anyone there — says they’re all faggots there anyway, just low lifes. Nothing wrong with that, is there? Usually rounds up his mates and then they go — wherever, play footie, bowling, into town. That’s the most likely, dragging them to some pinball machine, wasting money instead of treating his mates, or his chick. I mean, what’s the world coming to?


    “Come on, let’s go down to the bowling alley,” Daša starts nagging me. Yeh, there’s only kids at the footie. And I mean, who the fuck’s going to play footie after what we knocked back last night,jebemti. Like, Jaro over there in the doorway, could hardly keep upright last night. Okay, let’s go.


    “Saw Eva on the bus the other day,” says Daša. Ah-ha, that silly mare from our class.


    “In the afternoon?”


    “Evening, actually. Going out.”


    Eva is a typical daft cow. Daša’s classmate. Thinks she’s so special, always throwing herself at some fella, but not exactly lucky. I mean, the way she dresses. Drapes herself in every tacky thing she can find. Perfect example of too much money and no taste, you know? Her folks throw money at her so they don’t have to do anything for her, waste of space that she is.


    “She have her warpaint on?” I had to ask.


    “The chick has no fucking style, but she always hits the jackpot with the fellas. Terrible, eh?”


    Strange thing to say, very. I just don’t get it. As I just said, Eva has no luck at all with fellas. Least, not as far as I know. The only jackpot that chick might hit is on a slot machine, and that a half-empty one. Unless Daša knows something I don’t. But then she should tell me, like. Got to keep people informed, not walk around like a total idiot.


    “Last time she went to the Central with her fella,” says Daša, “she kind of got slightly pissed. Just enough to start making eyes at this other guy on the dance floor, real hunk he was. Then the silly bitch starts snogging him right there and then. Her fella went totally crazy.”


    “No shit,” I say and try to picture that mare Eva with some stud.


    “Then her fella comes over and says to this other guy they should step outside. And they went up round the corner towards the Napoli, and this stud gave Eva’s fella such a pasting that he needed five minutes just to pick himself up.”


    “Fucking hell.” Never mind no shit — no piss either. I couldn’t help laughing, you know?


    “But the best thing was, listen to this: when this stud has finished pasting her fella Eva gets totally hysterical, hurls herself on this pathetic heap on the pavement and starts kissing him and crying all over him. You know, fuck that sexy guy who won, how brave the poor thing was to stand up for her, and so on.”


    “She tell you this?” I ask, tickled pink.


    “First I heard it from Jelena, when we went for a smoke during break. Then I couldn’t help asking Eva when I saw her on the bus. She said it was all true, she felt so sorry for her fella, was real upset about him, you know? She took him home and then went to sleep, all emotional like. But then the next day when they get together, her fella gives her the big elbow and kicks up such a fuss about it that now she’s like totally offended and wants to find someone to give him a good pasting on her behalf.”


    Some a fucking exciting life they lead. Not that I miss it that much that I’d want to walk around looking like Eva, you know?


    “So you go out for a smoke and not a word to me,” I say. It’s a bad habit of Daša’s. We’re in parallel classes, we always go out together for a ciggy at break time. Well, not always, you know, sometimes some of our girls drag me off somewhere else for a quick joint.


    “Yeh, with Jelena and Sandra… You know what the best thing was…” Daša starts to laugh. “… Mirsad was there too — we were smoking it straight, no tobacco. Then he goes and does an English test. And you know what he gets? Grade B. The bastard never had a grade like that since the middle of primary school.”


    “Always said the wood technology school was a good one.” Couldn’t help being a bit bitchy. “A couple of acid tabs before the end of the term and he’ll end up with a straight A. And he’ll be making furniture that’ll stand on the walls and ceiling.”


    Daša smiles too, though it seems a bit glupo, bit dumb you know? She believes everything the guy tells her.


    “But you know,” I can’t help saying, “if I was you I’d want to see one of his reports before I started telling a story like that around.”


    “Why’s that?” asks Daša, giving me a dirty look.


    “Well it’s well possible that Mirsad’s just bullshitting you. You can’t write a good test when you’re stoned. I know, I’ve tried it.”


    That was true. Once I had a good few tokes then I went to a maths test. The first question I get to, I just stare at it, you know? It was like, so Zen. Is eight divided by four really three, I mean two, I mean… shit! But Daša don’t take this in the spirit it was intended. She looks kind of offended, you know?


    “You never fucking believe anyone, do you?” she says. “No wonder Mirsad thinks that…”


    “Thinks what?”


    Now she goes all quiet on me. After I’ve looked at her for a while, she eventually says: “Well, you know, that he thinks you’re like you are.”


    “What am I like?”


    Just great. In the end I’m going to find out that half Fužine hates my guts. And that shit-for-brains from Rusjanov and that mangupfrom Preglov. Maybe all of them from Preglov? But then, why should they like me — I’m just a mala zločesta Črnagorka, an evil little Montenegrin bitch.


    Daša don’t say a word, just looks round the bowling alley — we just got there. I don’t give a toss about bowling or about Mirsad, as far as I can see there’s just old fogies here, you know? And if there’s old fogies about, then Mirsad won’t be. Old man Mirković might turn up.


    “So what am I like, then?”


    Daša just shakes her head.


    “Shit, no sign of him. Come on, let’s go to the Malibu.”


    “You can stick the Malibu up your arse, tell me what Mirsad’s saying about me. Look, are we friends are not? You’re not going to defend some guy before me, are you? What am I going to do to him, beat him up one night in the park, or what?”


    Daša keeps going towards Rusjanov. She looks back, so I set off after her, but I’m none to keen, you know?


    “It’s nothing. He just says you’re real smart. But that’s why we’re friends, in the end, innit? Do you think I could be friends with some thick cow like Eva?”


    I’m not sure if that’s supposed to be any consolation or not.


    “Okay, we’re cool. But if Mirsad’s saying something like that, I doubt it’s meant as a compliment.”


    Like, he’s just the one to say someone’s real smart. I mean, he’s as thick as pigshit. Daša’s capacity for forgetting things is just amazing, you know? She can’t even remember how many times he’s fucked her about. Even before they got stuck together. Like a year back, at that party that we had on the common near the nuthouse. It was Mirjana’s birthday again and she organised a do — a crate of wine, a couple of beer, people brought some dope along, nothing special. She invited some of the crowd from Rusjanov, but not Mirsad. Didn’t know him yet. Anyway, then the word got round. Some time round eleven Mirsad shows up, totally ratted, he’d been knocking it back with his mates somewhere. Then he really started to fuck things up. It was all chicks at the party, just a couple of guys and they were pretty feeble types. If Trobevšek’d been there he’d have smashed his face in. But Mirjana let him drink, didn’t want to get into a fight on her birthday. Then he started having a go at Daša. Started insulting her, I dunno, how fat and pathetic she is, you know?


    I remember how I really lost it. Daša just sat there, not saying much, and I thought she was going to cry any minute. She’d said to me before how her dad had beaten the shit out of her ’cause he’d found out about her grades. Her old man is a total cunt, he’s always hitting her. She was so fucking depressed I could hardly bear to look at her. And now this moron Mirsad, that’s all she needs. I tell him to bugger off if he’s going to act like that. He hisses something back and I give him a shove that sends him flying. I want to kick the bastard, but one of the other guys jumps in between, worried that Mirsad’ll go for me. But he just lies on the ground laughing, thinks it’s far out that some woman pushes him like that. He’s totally rat-arsed.


    After half an hour or so we’ve all calmed down a bit and I want to say it’s cool, he can get up now, but he just lies there on the grass, his head on the wheel of my bike, snoring. Da mu jebeš mater, motherfucker. And that’s the guy who says I act smart. And Daša thinks of it as a compliment.


    I don’t fancy the Malibu. Trobevšek and those other loudmouths ’ll be there. The ones who say I’ve got an attitude problem. But it’s a bit late to announce this now, as we’re right outside. Mirsad’s probably not here. What would he be doing here? But Trobevšek probably is. Him and that Željo and Dunja, and that cretin Bobi. Bobi, the brain deadgolazen from Brodarjev. The guy walks from Brodarjev to Rusjanov and stops off at the station at Preglov to cadge change for his bus fare off old ladies. By the time he gets to the Malibu he’s got just enough cash for the first beer. Then he scrounges off his friends.


    “Come on, he’s not here, let’s go back,” I take hold of her elbow, but it’s too late. Trobevšek’s already waving.


    “Hey Daša, Janina, here a sec!” he shouts. Daša gives me a funny look.


    “Okay, then, just for a bit,” she says. And goes towards him. Oh fuck.


    There’s no choice but to follow — what can you do? I park myself between Željo and Dunja, opposite Trobevšek. Daša sits next to Bobi, who immediately starts whispering to her. I try to look away ’cause Trobevšek’s staring straight at me, or at my tits to be more exact. Fuck this low-cut top. It’s about ten seconds before I can’t take no more.


    “No parties worth talking about round here recently,” I say, looking straight at him. He doesn’t respond.


    “There’ll be a real fucking party when we finally give those Yugos a pasting,” says Bobi. Trobevšek just grins at him.


    “Will you fuck,” says Željo. “Want to put some money on it?”


    “Money, what money? Where would I get money from?” For once, he speaks the truth.


    “If you’ve got the balls, go and borrow some from Brković and have a bet. You’re gonna get fucking stuffed today, you’ll see.”


    Brković is a locally bred version of my uncle. Fuck me, if there’s one thing that gets on my tits today it’s this football. I mean, football’s okay. But this Slovenia-Yugoslavia gig really is too much. Everything’s gonna be so fucked up. Okay, the whole of Fužine knows who’ll be rooting for who. They’re all in on it. After coffee they’ll all be voting one way or the other. For Slovenia? To the left, if you please. Yugoslavia? To the right, please. Even the girls. Daša for Slovenia, of course — or perhaps not if Mirsad glares at her. Samira for Slovenia, of course, though her folks are from southern Serbia and there is Miran to think about. Unless he comes to see me instead. I don’t get it. Okay, I do get it why ćale would root for Yugo, but not where Željo gets the same idea. He’s only ever seen Yugoslavia on the telly. And then only when bombs were falling on it. If there’s one of the players who’s our boy it’s Zahovič — he’s a Slovene Yugo just like us. But anyway, who gives a fuck? What do I care what I am or what he is?


    This football debate is just glupa, stupid, so I decide to tell a story instead. I turn to Dunja and start telling her about yesterday. And there you go, after ten secs they all forget about the fucking footie and start listening to me. Specially when I mention the cops and what Jaro said. Hey, crazy, that really is so bad. I mean, it really was. Even I regretted not being there at the pool, that they hadn’t made me take a swim. Though for sure it wouldn’t have been as it as with the Swedish guy. If it’d been me, I’d have been straight in the clink overnight. I don’t have the right kind of surname for those fuckers.


    “The cops should come here instead and sort these junkies out,” says Daša, jerking her head towards a group of lads sitting at the edge of the terrace. She’s still got a strop on ’cause Mirsad’s nowhere to be seen. She hates the whole world when he’s not around. When he’s around, she hates him. Shit, if remember how it was yesterday.


    “Hey,” Bobi spits at her. “What’s your problem?”


    “They’re just sitting there gawping.”


    “Careful, that one you’re pointing at is a friend of mine. I’ll invite him over if you want, tell him what you said and you can sort it out together.”


    “Don’t want anything,” says Daša.


    “It’s not nice to talk about folk behind their backs.”


    I mean, hello! It’s no great surprise Bobi has such friends, he’s wacko himself. Half the time, you’ve no idea what he’s on about. I remember once we ran into him at New Year time near the stalls in town. He had a tin of beer in his hand and started explaining something to me. I hadn’t the slightest what he was trying to tell me ’cause I spent half the time observing him. He looked kind of on edge and the hand he held the beer in was trembling the whole time. Then his face became all flushed, dunno what stuff he was on, and he started to cool himself down with the beer tin. Then he started to bang his face with it and after a while he’d bashed his forehead so much that the beer was running down his face. Then I really didn’t hang about, you know, I said sorry and everything,žuri mi se, I’m in a hurry.


    Trobevšek is looking towards the Malibu. Seems he’s not happy if he’s not the centre of attention. Then he points towards one of the places in the passageway.


    “Hey,” he says, “remember when there was a watchmaker’s there?”


    The waiter comes to the table and starts clearing glasses.


    “Think we can order anything here?” asks Daša.


    “Course, I remember,” I say. “Crazy Ðogić.” I remember how ćale showed me once when we went past. He says: see Ðogić over there? Yes, I say. Then he says: take your watch there if you never want it to work again.


    “What’ll you have?” says the waiter.


    “Coke,” says Daša.


    “Ice tea,” I say.


    “Can I get you anything?” he says to Dunja, who doesn’t have a drink in front of her.


    “I once took this watch to him I got for my birthday,” says Trobevšek “Just to get a new battery…”


    “Man, if I had any cash on me I know what I’d have,” says Dunja. “If I knew where I could get lay my hands on some of the readies I’d order a whisky.”


    “Such a smart watch, it was, just little lines, you know, no numbers. I mean I was in the eighth grade then an’ that was the best watch in the world,” says Trobevšek.


    “I know where you can,” says the waiter, wiping the table. “But only if you’re serious.”


    “Then sort me out a job, man, if you know of one,” says Dunja.


    “And you know what Ðogić did? When I come to collect it, the guy had scratched Roman numbers on the face. I mean, scratched them with a file on my beautiful watch.”


    The waiter goes off. Everyone laughs, even Dunja, who hasn’t even heard the story.


    But one of the druggies is a bit of a looker. Short blond hair, you know, and his eyes look kind of bright. Doesn’t look too healthy, though, very pale. Dunno why I always fall for such pathetic sorts. Maybe ’cause they’re completely different from bigmouths like Mirsad and Trobevšek and Bobi. Harmless. I’d like to give him a bit of TLC. But fuck me, he probably doesn’t have a very glowing future. The most likely future he faces is getting arrested after he breaks into some office to snaffle computers he’s going to sell for small change. And he’ll be so high that he won’t even realise it’s the police, he’ll think he’s hallucinating, you know? And he’s younger than me, probably no more than fifteen for fuck’s sake.


    Daša gets up and goes towards the entrance. Bobi calls after her “Going for a piss or a shit, girl?” When Daša ignores him, he shouts even louder: “Going to drop a load, eh?”


    Fucking moron. Fuck him and his load dropping.


    “Fuck me, look at the arse on that,” says Željo suddenly, staring past me. They all look the same way, so that I have to as well. This chick has just come onto the terrace. She’s really heavily built and I think I can smell her perfume, even though she’s about ten metres away. She’s wearing a mini and enough make-up to make your eyes water.


    “One hell of an arse,” says Trobevšek, “probably rips her pants every morning.”


    “Probably got mussels growing up there,” says Bobi and all three guys start to laugh. Dunja looks at me none too happily.


    “Fucking shellfish?” says Trobevšek.


    “Fucking molluscs, yeh,” says Bobi. Molluscs. Fucking biology. I mean, the guy’s barely passed one year of secondary school and he’s eighteen already.


    Then it’s quiet at the table. For a while we all sit, looking round. That suits me best of all. Then Daša comes back, sits down in a dignified way.


    “Did you drop a big one?” says Željko. Daša just looks at me and says nothing. But she’s got a pained look on her face.


    “I’ve got this schoolmate,” says Dunja out the blue, like she’s just remembered something. “This schoolmate who’s crazy about molluscs. Collects them.”


    “What molluscs?” asks Daša, somewhat confused.


    “Oh, it’s a long story,” says Dunja, starting to smile. “No, I mean really, he’s just crazy about them. This friend said she’d been to his home, and he’s got starfish and shellfish, you know, in jars like, and, what’re they called, sea anemones and such…”


    Now we girls are smiling more than the guys. I’m trying to imagine going to see some guy and being shown sea anemones.


    “Did he show you any sea cucumbers, as well?” asks Trobevšek.


    “But I mean, for fuck’s sake, molluscs of all things,” says Daša. “Is there anything more disgusting than sea cucumbers? And snails, aren’t they just…”


    But if you really think about it


    “But if you really think about it, why are they so disgusting?” I say. Wouldn’t it be boring if we all agreed all the time? What’s so disgusting about them? I mean, we probably don’t look all that beautiful to them, do we, thrashing around in the water like non-aquatic freaks? “I mean, it may seem pretty dumb to us just lying there all day,” I say, “but they probably have a really exciting life by their standards. Like, lying there may seem real cool thing to do if you’re a sea cucumber, we’ve just no idea what other creatures find cool, or not.”


    They all look at me as if I’ve finally lost it completely. Even Daša’s giving me a funny look.


    “You’ve been watching too much Discovery Channel,” says Željo.


    “I fucking well haven’t.”


    “I can get you this guy’s phone number,” says Dunja with a grin. The others smirk. Idiots, you’ve no idea, have you? Okay, okay, it’s all pretty stupid anyway, what a glupaconversation. Or maybe not.


    It’s like, I don’t know, but why, for example, should some guy who studies sea cucumbers be any more stupid than say Eva, who puts on all that idiotic gear and smears herself with warpaint? I like people that are a bit odd sometimes. Not that I’d want to go to his place and look at them or anything — no way José. But at least he’s doing his own thing, doesn’t give a toss what anyone else thinks. There should be more like him. That Eva is the other extreme, creating some image for herself ’cause she thinks that’s what folk want to see. Even worse, ’cause she thinks guys ’ll fall for it.


    Fuck this, my girl, you’re getting too philosophical. It’d be simpler just to remember Krista. That’s good


    The waiter’s back. He’s got a Coca Cola and an ice tea on his tray and, wait for it, a whisky. He puts the Coke in front of Daša and the whisky in front of Dunja, who looks gobsmacked.


    “Hey, I didn’t order that,” she says. “Said I haven’t got any money.”


    The waiter puts the ice tea in front of me.


    “Didn’t you say you wanted to earn some?” he says. “See that gent through the window there? Don’t stare, it’s rude,” he says, as we all turn to look in that direction. Can’t help it. This guy’s sitting right next to the window, so we can see him, the guy opposite and another one. He’s about forty, very smart. Perfectly turned out, you know?


    “This is from him,” says the waiter. “If you want to earn a little cash. You could be back in half an hour.”


    “What?” says Dunja, dopey like, not quite getting it. The guys have already started to grin.


    “He’s very clean and smart,” says the waiter, “really, nothing to it.”


    Trobevšek snorts with laughter and starts to bang the table with his hand. But the waiter’s looking none too happy, seems he doesn’t like being too much the centre of attention.


    “Maestro!” yells Trobevšek. “Come on Dunja, we’ll have enough for a couple more rounds.”


    “Are you completely off your trolley?” Dunja stares at the waiter, who looks totally serious. Doesn’t move an inch. Total fucking pro. I could even like the look of him if he hadn’t started to disgust me with what he said when he brought the drink.


    “You said you wanted to earn something,” he says. “If you’re not happy I can take it back.”


    “Get rid of it!” snaps Dunja, looking at me and Daša, who rolls her eyes. I feel a laugh coming on, but it wouldn’t do to show it. I’m supposed to look shocked. The waiter doesn’t bat an eyelid, just says okay, no problem, takes the glass of whisky and goes back. Out of the corner of my eye I see the guy through the window. Now he’s looking towards our table — would be odd if he weren’t — and when the other guys start laughing and he sees the waiter coming back with the whisky, he just waves his hand lazily towards us, saying oh leave it there. The waiter turns and comes back.


    “The gent says it’s on him,” he says, putting the glass on the table. Dunja just glares at the glass.


    “I’m not drinking that,” says Dunja, understandably, though it’s a real dilemma. In the end, Željo saves the situation and the whisky. He reaches across the table and says:


    “No problem, I’ll drink it.”


    Krista is a good counter-example. A really great chick, you know? A good friend. We’ve really had some wild times together and all. Yeh, that guy’d better watch himself — it’d be real wicked to see him talking to Danila, say, or Biljana, then he’d soon be clear where chicks get their money from. Yeh, Krista and I were together, whether it was a crap time or the best. Once we went to this do, near the river I think. First we got totally tanked up. We almost always drank fruit brandy and bambus. A litre ofbambus — orangeade and red wine — now that’s a drink and a half, should be made compulsory, though no-one seems to drink it these days.


    Anyway, we were so far gone we didn’t realise just how far gone we were, you know? Then, well, I liked riding pillion behind Krista on the motorbike ’cause she really knew how to go for it. Somewhere near Brod we nicked the first machine we could get our hands on and whizzed off on it. Somewhere in Šiška, near the engineering works, we hit a bend at full speed and came off. We rolled over a couple of times then came to a halt and started laughing. Like we thought it was oh-so-funny. But if some fucking car had come zooming round the bend we’d have been dead. We didn’t give a shit.


    Daša has already drunk her Coke. She knocked it back pretty damn fast and looks real nervous.


    “Janina, let’s go back to the supermarket and take a look,” she says. She’s already itching to go. Sad cow.


    “For fuck’s sake, Daša, when did you ever see Mirsad at the supermarket?” I ask, rather tetchily I admit, but I mean, how inconsiderate can you get — I’ve still got half a glass of ice tea left. “He’s probably in town, in any case. Can’t you see I haven’t finished?”


    “Oh fuck the bloody drink,” explodes Daša. “You’re so bloody self-centered! You can come back, it’s only ten minutes there and back.”


    Hello! I have to look away so as not to blow it. She accuses me of putting myself first. What about yesterday, when she hid in the bushes? I mean, really.


    I get up.


    “Okay, let’s go,” I say, waving towards the other four. Daša just says see you.


    When we’re far enough from the table I lay it on the line for her:


    “Right, we’ll go Mercator, but if he’s not there — which I’m sure he isn’t — then I’m not moving another inch. We can go up to mine. My dad’s not there anyway, he went to the bar to watch the footie.


    “What’ll we do at yours?”


    “Dunno, I’ll make some hot chocolate with cream and we can watch the match, or whatever, play some music.”


    Daša’s quiet as we walk along. Then after a bit she says:


    “Bit of a spooky fucking place that.”


    She must mean the Malibu. Is that why she wanted to get away so fast? If I remember the fucking expression on Dunja’s face. That was something new for her as well. I must tell Jaro about it, for a change. So he sees it’s not just him that these things happen to.


    We look in Mercator, but no sign of Mirsad. Nor in the Melody, nor in Borsalino’s. Course not. What else did she expect? No sign of him in the Rosso Nero either. It’s busy in there anyway, older folk slowly getting ready for the evening. Some are standing outside, saying hello to those going in. I don’t want to look in too much in case ćale sees me. Daša goes in, then comes out looking like it’s the end of the world. She hesitates. She stands there in front of the supermarket, at the ice-cream stand, looking around.


    “Okay, it’s settled,” I say. “We’re going to mine.”


    Daša scratches her chest, then she says:


    “Wouldn’t you rather go back to Rusjanov to watch the match?


    I look at her so as to leave her in doubt what I mean.


    “What the fuck you on about? I said we can watch it at mine.”


    “Maybe Mirsad’ll turn up.”


    There’s no helping the silly bitch.


    Daša and Mirsad. Mirsad and Daša. An undreamt of combination. A multi-ethnic pair, a symbol ofbratsvta in jedinstva,brotherhood and unity, made in Fužine. A big career, founders of the first family-run Slovene industrial giant Mirković and Tart, producers of bullshit. Dear viewers, let us get to know them better. How did you meet?


    Oh just like a lot of other ordinary couples. We were both out one evening, each with their own crowd, in this bar. He caught my eye ’cause he was at the next table, pissed as a rat, and shouting and rolling around on the floor. And he had such gorgeous blue eyes.


    No, hang on, that’s not how she talks. Let’s be fair to her.


    He caught my eye ’cause he seemed somehow sad, as if he was alone in the middle of his hooligan friends. As if he really needed a bit of TLC.


    When did you first realise you were made for each other?


    That’s hard to say. There wasn’t any particular moment when I realised. It didn’t come all of a sudden, like a bolt of lightning, as they say in novels. We just kind of slowly opened up to each other, you know?


    Slowly and inevitably, eh? And what would you say was the secret of your success?


    Well, you should never give up. You’ve got to be determined. Even if you’ve got to crawl around all day looking for your guy. I mean, you’ve got to fight for what’s yours, haven’t you? We’ve been in a right fucking mess once or twice, but we’ve got over it somehow, I mean, you know, like that time when Mirsad got kicked out of school for punching the Geog teacher. And I got thrown out for skiving off. I liked hanging around the bars near school too much and smoking dope down near the Roman wall. But sometimes courage pays off. After two weeks Mirsad found a job through one of is mates, sweeping up at this warehouse…


    That papak. When I think how he went around boasting how how his granddad, with his dad still in nappies, had to flee Kosovo ’cause of some blood feud, ’cause one of his family had killed some priest.


    “Let’s go!” I tell her, giving her no choice, and turn towards the road. She needs a firm hand, or we’ll never get nowhere. Daša stands there for a while after I walk off. Then she finally starts to move. Goes after me, what else?


     


    * * *


     


    I’m heading towards the Rosso Nero. End of today’s bloody shift — Zoki and I are meeting up a bit before the start to cheer them on. I wonder if he’s going to be such a wet blanket as he was earlier. This isn’t the kind of day to be such a misery. I’ll have to test the water. First I’ve got to pop to the chemist’s for some aspirin. An order from Mira. Thank god there’s no queue at least.


    When I come out I’m going past the Perla and at the corner I see, oh-ho. Look who I can see. Young Mirković, Mirsad. Holding hands with some floosy. Ah-ha. Another southern strumpet with long hair and tight black trousers. What a wonderful opportunity to send old Mirković a little message. I go towards them.


    “Hey, lad!” I shout, when I see that they’re about to scoot off. The young ’un has already turned away, but when I call he stays still. Turns back towards me. His floosy too. “Hey, lad,” I say again, just in case, “hang on a sec.”


    “What you want?” he says. They both look at me.


    “I’m actually looking for your dad,” I say, standing in front of him. “But it looks as if he’s gone into hiding.”


    “Yeh,” says Mirković junior, looking at me, his eyes slightly narrow. Looks like another stubborn one, he’s not going to shit himself. Like sodding Mira. And I don’t like it any more on him than I do on her. “Yeh, he’s always hiding something.”


    “You’ll probably see him today, won’t you?” I say, looking him in the eye. Nice and slowly, that always helps.


    “Yeh, probably,” he says, looking a bit more edgy. Yes, it does help.


    “Tell him that if he shows his face in the Rosso Nero today he’ll regret it,” I say nice and slowly, enjoying it. To see what he’ll say. The lad blinks a bit. Yes, his arsehole is definitely tightening. “Tell him that Ščinkovec doesn’t forget when someone pokes his nose into his business.” He stands and looks at me. “Will you tell him?”


    “Yeh, course,” says young Mirsad, or whatever his name is. “Word for word. I’m sure he’ll be real interested.”


    “I hope he will,” I say, “so that he can’t claim later he didn’t know.”


    “He’ll be fully informed,” says the lad.


    “That’s right,” I say, “good lad, Mirsad.”


    When I go past the Perla towards the station I can’t help but whistle. I mean, was that a wonderful piece of rhetorical footwork, or wasn’t it? Like they taught us on that course in business communication. Communicating with customers. Confidently, straightforwardly, taking as read what you and the other person already know. A hint that you both know is enough. That increases the sense of alliance. Those two are still standing there behind the library looking after me. Ha ha.


    Woah. When I get to the road, I see Pašković’s lass, Janina, on the other side. I’ve already seen her once today, in the morning, in front of the flats. She’s got that friend from the next block of flats with her. They’re going towards the passageway, probably towards our flats. They’re both right little goers, there’s no denying it. But Pašković’s lass is better turned out. She doesn’t slap tons of make-up on her face, but she knows how to choose T-shirts that show off what she’s got. You can’t get away from that. But I don’t know why girls today wear these trainers with these bleeding thick soles, instead of putting on a nice pair of high heels. Girls in my day knew what they were doing. But what’s the point.


    When I get to the Rosso Nero, Zoki’s sitting at an outside table. Outside — okay, fuck it, we’ll sit outside. There’s still a good hour till the kick off. It’s good sitting outside at the Rosso Nero. There’s an atmosphere, a kind of Mediterranean feel. God knows why. Two tables away is Beno, with a couple of others. He’s already waving. But no, sorry mate, no can do. I’m already booked. I wave back and sit with Zoki.


    “Hi there, Igor,” shouts Beno. “Did you sell anything? Are you good for a drink?”


    So now we’re in that frame of mind, when all he can think about is if I’ll buy them a drink on the strength of my commission.


    “The drinks are on me when Slovenia hammers Yugoslavia three-two,” I call back. Zoki smiles rather sourly.


    “Booo!” someone shouts inside the bar, two guys look at me through the glass, grinning.


    “That’s a risky promise,” says Zoki with a grin.


    “That scrounging bastard,” I say to him quietly.


    Zoki’s still smiling, but you can still tell he’s not in too good a mood. What the hell, he’ll spit it out when the time comes. He can judge best when that is.


    “I saw young Mirković,” I tell him. Let him brighten up a bit more. But he just raises one eyebrow slightly.


    “And?” he asks.


    “I told him to tell his old man not to show his face in the bar today.”


    But Zoki doesn’t look very happy about that. He face even darkens.


    “Not to come in the bar? Do you think he’d be on his own? Are you going to do him over?”


    Now he’s going to shit himself.


    “But we won’t be on our fucking own. Beno’s already here, and Mičo will be coming, and Rade, and Hammer...”


    Zoki just shrugs.


    “Haven’t you given any thought to what I said this morning?” he asks. Oh, him and his Pašković. Bugger all these peasants who fancy themselves as gangsters. Everyone’s got to look out for themselves. Even Pašković. Every kid knows if you let everyone fuck you in the arse you don’t get any respect, do you?


    “Where’s it going to lead if we run scared of every Pašković?” I say.


    Zoki looks away and picks up his beer. He holds it in his hand for quite some time before he lifts it to his lips and has a slurp.


    “I don’t really give a toss,” he says, putting his glass down. “Do what you want.”


    Fuck me, now he’s going to be like that. I’m not listening to that. I lean on the table.


    “Okay, now you tell me what’s wrong with you today, for fuck’s sake,” I say. “You’ve been looking so bleeding miserable all day, like someone’s raped your granny. Spit it out before I drag it out of you. A Ballantine’s,” I say to the waitress, who’s hovering nearby. She just nods and goes.


    Zoki raises his hands and waves them in front of him.


    “What do you mean, what’s wrong? Nothing’s wrong.” Then he turns to me. Jesus, if looks could kill, I’d be dead already.


    “Nothing at all. Do you really want to know what’s wrong? It’s all a load of shit, that’s what’s wrong.”


    I’m a bit confused, I’ve got to admit.


    “What’s a load of...”


    “Every-bloody-thing.” For a second or two his lips are moving, as if he was mumbling something, but there’s no sound. “Sod it,” he comes out with eventually, “Fani’s on my case again”.


    “The wife!” I nearly fucking laugh. What, because of that he’s... “Come on, we’ll...”


    “My wife and fucking money, and... She’s going to finish me off, I’m telling you.”


    Dear oh dear. Better let him get it off his chest a bit. Okay. We all have our difficulties in that area from time to time. Me too. What now? The same old story already?


    “Fucking money. She’s always got something to say about it.” Yep, same old story.


    Zoki’s wife’s an orderly at the hospital. She gets a totally crap wage, about as much as she’d get selling bunches of daffs down by the market. She goes to work mainly so that she doesn’t sit at home dying of boredom. On top of that, they’ve got a car loan. Zoki got himself a nice Cavalier, says it enhances the business’s image. That’s a phrase he heard on a course we went on to learn the business and he always liked it. That’s probably what he liked most from the course. A Cavalier to enhance the business — okay, but then it’s much harder to afford a holiday. I mean, the best you can hope for is a week in Croatia out of season. His wife would much rather be taking a new coat for a walk than riding around in a Cavalier. And Zoki, soft bastard that he is, would like to give her everything she wants. But Fixed Properties, well, what can you say, Fixed Properties hasn’t quite taken off. Notquite. It still sometimes swallows up more cash than it brings in. I mean, it brings in what you might call pocket money, but not real dosh. Two years now and it’s not quite there. But you’ve got to have some faith, got to have some perspective. You can look at it from a different angle: two years already and the firm hasn’t gone under. If you’re a bit more optimistic. But Zoki’s wife isn’t optimistic. It seems she wants it all now.


    “You know what it is now?” asks Zoki. “Fani’s sister.” He raises his finger as if he was giving me a lesson. “Her sister. With that husband of hers, you know, you remember...”


    “Lorry driver.”


    “Yeh, the lorry driver. They’ve bought a plot of land at the coast. They’re going to build some sort of weekend place on it. I don’t know, some cabin or something. So her little boy can enjoy himself there and go fishing with his dad. And she can grow tomatoes and blackcurrants.” He leans back. “That’s what I’ve got to listen to. And we can barely pay the loan off each month.”


    “But what?” I ask, because I know where this discussion is leading. “You want to become a lorry driver?”


    “Oh yeh. I really feel like getting into bootlegging stuff.” Then he’s quiet, staring into his beer mug, from which he’s hardly drunk. Then he starts to mumble. “It’s all such shit, two per cent commission here, two per cent there, then that Erjavec today who only wanted to give us a thousand marks because he and his wife had to rewrite the contract... Then there’s rent and phones and answering machine and power and taxes and, just shit...”


    Yeh, exactly. We don’t need to hear any more.


    “Come on, Zoki, quit moaning.”


    Zoki just looks around quietly. The TV is already on inside, and the news ’ll be on any minute. Not that I give a toss about the news. What are we going to do with Zoki? Fuck sisters-in-law and their wonderful husbands. What about Zoki? If they hadn’t bought his wife’s work flat under Jazbinšek’s law they’d just be renting some dump today. Weekend place? Only if they inherited somewhere. His folks moved here from Bosnia, the part where the Muslims and Croats are now. If they had a bloody house there it probably got blown up long ago. He’s never mentioned anything.


    And with his salary, no way. Three years ago he was working as a doorkeeper. The last six months he got paid in vouchers. He had to go to some guy who ran a second-hand bookshop to get the vouchers cashed — and only because the guy felt sorry for him. Fuck me. Once he said that his biggest regret was that he didn’t take his last lot of cyclostyled vouchers and stick them right up his boss’s tight arse. That shit with the six-hundred thousand salary and the big house in Podutik. He mimicked him: “Gentlemen! Although turnover in the last quarter has recovered somewhat, we must give ourselves some room for manoeuvre...”


    Zoki suddenly shifts in his seat and leans forward. Looks as if he’s got something of his own to tell me.


    “Listen,” he says, “this is a good one. The other day I heard about this agency.”


    “Yeh.”


    “They start building some new flats. Just a small block. Upmarket, three-bedrooms and so on. Know what I mean? They buy the land, get planning permission. Start digging, and raise money by selling the flats as they go.”


    “What’s the connection here?” I ask. “Where do they get the money from for the land and the permit?”


    “Listen further,” says Zoki. “They sell the flats. When the building is nearing completion, they go to the bank and get a loan. For security, they put up the flats they’ve already sold.”


    “How, if they’ve sold them?”


    “Like this: you’ve got the money for the flats you’ve sold, and at the bank you remortgage them.”


    What bullshit is this? Who’d give you money for a flat that isn’t yours? It makes no sense.


    “What then, a one-way ticket to Venezuela?” I ask.


    “What bloody ticket for Venezuela? You use the money to buy a new piece of land and start building again.”


    “But which bank is going to take something that isn’t yours as security?” I ask.


    “Pay attention now — they’ve sold them, but they are still the owners. Until the handover, the others are still only buyers, they’re not owners. The owner can take out a mortgage when he wants.”


    Oh right. Well, I’m not saying the idea’s not an interesting one. But wouldn’t the first buyer who found out file a complaint? No, of course he bleeding well wouldn’t. If the firm goes up the spout, so does your three-hundred-thousand-mark flat. The bank ’ll sell it again. Of course he won’t fucking complain. You’re protected in the best possible way. You and your buyer are in the same boat together.


    “And you’re saying that it’s going well?”


    “So well, they own their own premises — a whole floor in an office block — and they’re opening branch offices in Koper and Maribor...”


    Strange, isn’t it? My first reaction is okay, you provide people with homes, get some cash off them... But as soon as it gets down to specifics — planning permission, building, branch offices for fuck’s sake, I’m turned right off the whole thing. Just as I am with all Zoki’s ideas. I’m just not the fucking type for that sort of business. Don’t get me wrong, I’d like the business to grow, just like anyone else. We set it up to make something of it. But not like that. I can only work with someone I really get on with, who’ll go with me to Kovač’s for a whisky when there’s a gap in the schedule, so we can plan things. Not with some builder and loads of other people. Big business — don’t give me grief.


    “But, Zoki, that’s a bit out of our league,” I tell him. “Where would we get the start-up money? From Brković? From Rottweiler Pašković?”


    “We certainly won’t now, when you’re threatening to do over his mate.”


    “Oh, that’s just great!” I can’t believe that Zoki’s serious. That’s why he was so much against me telling Mirković what’s what. But he can’t be. He’s not that crazy. From some Montengrin? What security will we offer — our flats and cars, and the kids to sell in Kosovo? We’re regular guys, for god’s sake.


    “Hey, man, this isn’t for us,” I tell him.


    “And why not?” says Zoki. “Why not?”


    “Listen, you dumb fuck, nutters like that for a loan — that’s for old hands. Or young pricks straight out of business school,” I say. “They know how to twist things their way and look so professional about it that no-one dares say, excuse me, gentlemen, didn’t you just, if you don’t mind me saying, pull a fucking fast one? If it was us that got caught, we’d be done for straight away.”


    “But I’m telling you, it’s all legal and above board,” says Zoki. Fucking legal. Shit like that. It’s really not my kind of thing. I don’t know, I mean he probably hasn’t really thought things through. If he really thought about it, he’d agree with me. That damn wife of his, messing with his head. Otherwise, he’d see straight off that he’s just not like that.


    “We’re lucky if the client doesn’t notice that the extractor fan’s broken or that you can smell next door’s shit in the bathroom, because he thinks the owner’s just done a dump and is too embarrassed to ask.”


    What the hell, now I’ve said that it doesn’t sound all that good to me either. It’s not the kind of thing, well, not exactly something to get excited about. It’s not really what I meant to say.


    “You’ve hit the nail on the head,” says Zoki.


    The we sit for a while. Zoki sips his beer, me my whisky. Whisky, water of life, say the Scots. Fuck me, why does Zoki have to start moaning about this now? How many times do we have to have this conversation? Like an old married couple. His wife can go fuck herself. I mean, what’s so bad here? Nobody’s going hungry. Things were bad in the old days, as my old man could tell us. Nobody’s got horrendous debts. So why all this crap?


    But that’s not really the problem — Zoki knows damn well we’d never be able to set something like that up on our own. We’d need someone with a business background, a finance person. But you know what these finance people are like — they handle your money so cleverly that, at the end of the day, you can’t see what they’re raking off for themselves. There’s not a single one I’d trust not to pull a fast one on us or get us into jail — and I know quite a few.


    I look in through the window. The news is on but no-one’s watching. Hey, it’s getting busy, crowded in there. Bloody Zoki’s really cheesed me off now. We should be going inside, if we want to get a good seat. Shall we go in?


    “Marketing, my old friend.” Zoki comes out with suddenly. And that after I’ve been staring inside at the TV, trying to relax a bit. Not to think about his bullshit. And it was almost working. “Marketing. Hoardings. Displays.”


    “Yeh,” I say, “and what do I pay for them with? Sell the car?”


    “Image enhancement,” he continues. He’s not going to be interrupted. “Image enhancement, do you remember? Better designed suits, in these we look like two farmers at a wedding.”


    “Farmers at a wedding look different,” I say, “cheaper.”


    “Like two bloody farmers at a friend’s friend’s wedding,” Zoki goes on, wrapped up in his idea. “You’ve got to look like yuppies. Professional. Mura design.”


    “Fuck you.” Now he really is getting on my tits. “I can’t walk around dressed like that. Should I come to Kovač’s in a Mura suit, or what?”


    “Does it have to be Kovač’s?” asks Zoki. “There are other places to go.”


    “Yeh, but they’re full of yuppie faggots.”


    Now Zoki is silent. Good. At last something has gotten through to him. Would you credit it, he’s thinking in the right way. He needed things putting in perspective a bit. Maybe he’ll understand something now. Maybe he’ll see what it’s all about.


    Really, we’re not going to get involved with any throat-cutting yuppies. You’ve got to have vision, how to progress, but with your own kind of people. Me and Zoki. The way forward is clear. First, the business has got to run smoothly. The way it should, with plenty of properties on offer. Next, when it looks like we can’t handle things on our own any more, we take on some student. Through the student agency, straightforward, good from the tax point of view, no obligations. Teach him the tricks of the trade, let him handle viewings, collecting commission. Under us two, of course. When the business starts to grow and more money comes in, we take on some more students. We gradually withdraw into the business side — handling the database, finance, exchange of contracts. Bosses. But not so that we’d feel embarrassed coming into Kovač’s. Okay, you can drive up in your Cavalier or your Mondeo, but when you get out you’re still the same person. It’s clear to everyone the money hasn’t gone to your head. No, not you. You’ll still stand a few drinks. Just that now you are someone.


    We just need a bit of patience.


    “Have you got any ideas?” he says after a while. “Something new. A money earner.”


    He’s still going to hassle me. The best way to earn money.


    “Yeh,” I say. Obviously I’m only going to get through to the guy if I rattle his cage a bit. “One possibility, been thinking about it for a while. Loan-sharking.” Zoki shifts in his seat, so it’s clear he’s not all that happy. I’ve just got to clarify things for him. “Yeh, it pays and there’s no need to re-register the company. You know what a pain it is to register for some new activity, don’t you? Well, you don’t need to do any of that. Or what about, hang on,” I have to raise my hand because he wants to interrupt, “a rock group. Now’s just the right time. We could play in Zoom, now that Dominik Kozarič and Simona Weiss have buggered off out of it. It can’t be that fucking hard to learn guitar. Have you got any ideas what we could call ourselves? So it’s not all my idea...”


    Okay, I can’t help smiling a bit when I say it, because the whole thing is funny. But Zoki doesn’t.


    “No, you listen,” he says, waving his hand. “Now you’re taking the piss, as if I’m getting at you or something. I only asked. No obligations. Just think about it a bit. An idea. Just to pass the time till kick-off.”


    Okay, okay, anything to make him happy.


    “So, have you got any ideas?” I ask him first, just in case. Just so he can’t torment me for ten minutes first, and then at the end tell me his brilliant idea. Zoki wants to argue, but I get in first: “No, no, no, you tell me. Go on.”


    Zoki stares into space for a while.


    Then he says: “Well, for example, a car dealership.” He can see I’m about to break into a grin, so he quickly stops me. “No, hang on. Two possibilities. First. You’ve got theAdvertiser. People sell all kinds of crap through that, from fridges and stereos to cars and flats. Why not have a shop to buy all that stuff? You buy it, do it up, sell it.” I don’t quite get it. “You know, like you can with cars. Dealing. Knock the price down, buy it, do it up, sell it.”


    “But how do you do a fridge up?” Is your brain still working, Zoki? “If it’s buggered, nobody’s going to be selling it. If it’s working, how do you squeeze a profit out of it? Are you going to build a water fountain in?”


    “Well, you give a guarantee, for example.”


    Hm. Crazy idea. I somehow can’t see myself messing about with people’s washing machines. I can fix most things, but you know?..


    “Second idea: a straightforward car dealership. You slowly make progress, put some money aside, specialise. When you’ve got enough, pow, there you are — car showroom.


    No whisky left. Think I’ll definitely need another.


    “Listen,” I say, speaking slowly to make an impression. Zoki is in that kind of state where he needs a more dramatic approach. “Seems to me that we’ve had this discussion before. Do you remember when? When we started this business. No, hang on...” now it’s me who has to raise his hand, “what guarantee have we got that this business will do any better than estate agency? Better than selling flats? Eh? What guarantee is there?”


    Is that clear? He’s quiet as the grave. What else could he be?


    I remember how it was then. When we talked about setting up a business together. Going into business. Zoki had just got the bleeding sack. Just got his last fucking coupons. I was still driving. City bus. Number 6. God, how that route got on my tits!


    All day, all bleeding day you sit behind that bloody great steering wheel — like trying to turn a two-hundred litre barrel. And keep gawping at those monthly passes. Most people don’t real realise how many million ways there are of showing your monthly pass to the driver. It’s a whole science. Some grip the bottom and hold it up in the air like a ref showing a yellow card. Some just kind of wave it in front of them, not towards you, you don’t see a thing, but towards the other passengers. As if the old dear on the third seat was checking passes for a living, for Christ’s sake. Then again, some of them pull it out from below, leisurely, like a gun. Very impressive, very casual. Another lot hold it like a mirror, holding it up so steady, as if you’re going to shave in it. A million bloody ways you can look at them, every bleeding hour of every fucking day, every week, every month... Sod it.


    The worst thing are the kids, especially at night. If I just fucking picture it. I’m driving the midnight bus towards Vič. It’s like driving a mobile barn, you know — butting, jumping, bleating, shouting, mooing. Bleeding kids, don’t even know how to drink. There should be some kind of test you take to show you can drink normally, not like these kids who are like cattle. Then they can drink, if they have to. But that sodding night was worse than usual. When we were going past the theatre there were already screeches coming from the back, then when we turned onto Aškerc Road it went too far. Yelling and “you cunt” and “you too” and “aaayy!” Bugger me, what are we going to do? Drive on, that’s what. But no, it’s no go — some fucking woman who’s just got off jumps in front of the bus and starts banging on the windscreen. And people at the back are shouting “hold it” and “open the bloody doors” and “help”. The woman’s banging on the glass like it’s a matter of life and death, her eyes are like saucers. I’m totally screwed up. I start to feel sick to my stomach. What I’d really like to do is open the side door and bugger off somewhere for a beer. Trouble is, there’s nowhere open at that time of night round there.


    The woman is yelling at me that I can’t drive on, am I crazy or what? I’m crazy! That her friend was stabbed on the bus. That I should call the police, what the fuck am I waiting for? That’s all I fucking well need. I thought about it for a while. If I started to drive on she’d have to get out the way, if I just nudged her a bit with the bus, but what the fuck, she was already hanging onto the wipers as if she was ready to rip them off.


    Okay, I raised my hands and called the police on the radio. But before ten seconds was out there were three guys standing next to me, another pair behind them. Punks or some such. Hey, you faggot, they tell me, open the door or we’ll knock your teeth out through your arse. Oh yeh, I said to them, you can try if you like, but you’re not going anywhere. Police are already on their way. Then one of them starts waving a knife at me. I just leaned back a bit towards my door and searched with my hand for something to smash the bugger with. The whole time he was yelling, you cunt, I’m going to slice you up, and I was yelling back, you little shit, lay off me, because if I use this spanner on you there’ll be all hell to pay. Then one of them grabs the red mallet that’s there in case of emergencies from above the window and starts swinging it about as if he’ll smash the windows if I don’t open the doors. If that happens I’m up shit creek. Little bastards, don’t give a toss what damage they cause, and I end up paying the price because I didn’t protect company property. What could I do? In the end I opened the doors and, pfff, the night swallowed them up, in seconds I was on my own. Even half the other passengers buggered off and left me to it.


    So what was going on? The police worked it all out. Some clever drunk decided to sit on the floor of the bus. Nobody could get past this genius. Then these punks get on, and they’re just in need of something like this to round off the evening. Hey, look at him, look — one of them gave him a good kicking from head to toe, then all his friends joined in and started shoving each other. One of them started waving a knife around then the others pushed him so that he landed in the drunk’s lap. Somehow, the knife went into his gut. Nothing serious, just a bit of a cut. The guy got a stitch or two and was then sent home. But that’s not the fucking point. A working guy such as me shouldn’t have to deal with such crap. So I made a definite decision that no way was I staying long in this lousy bleeding profession.


    In any case, the decision wasn’t a hard one. Zoki was helping a friend of his — totally impractical type — to buy a flat at the time. Zoki handled everything for him. If people do this for money, why shouldn’t we? So we put all the money we had saved into setting up the agency.


    “I’ll tell you this,” says Zoki, “no more clocking on for work. Ever.”


    Yeh, you’re right there. I’m with you one hundred per cent on that. No more of that crap about having to answer to some other bastard. I’ve had enough of that. Twenty years. If you’re smart you can manage without that. Okay, I know some jobs are very worthy and all. You’ve got to hand it to those who don’t screw up. If we all screwed up, where would we be? But I mean, really.


    What’s the world coming to, eh?


     


    * * *


     


    We all sit there sippin’ our beer. Late afternoon. That cunt Ščinkovec, neighbour of mine, appears. Fuckin’ wanker. Doesn’t stop, goes right on through the garden. I know where he’s goin’ — to the bookies, they’re all scurryin’ there today. But I don’t give a shite about ’im. Me, I’m more interested in the table at the end where the young ’uns are hangin’ out. I know a couple of ’em. I know that Janina, and young Bobi. He can get you stuff sometimes. Interestin’ table. The Fužine young crowd. The fuck is it interestin’. Let’s drink our beer and bugger the other tables.


    “Know what?” says Vasja, lightin’ a ciggy. “These here kids are a fuckin’ useless lot. They don’t know shit.”


    “My own thoughts precisely,” says Trič. “If you ask me,” he looks around, important like, and we all grin, ’cos we all know what he’s gonna say next, “what I say is, we do the fuckers.”


    Hey, it’s great to hear that — I mean, after a hundred years Trič has a constructive idea again — though it ain’t really on. You can’t really go beatin’ shite out of your neighbours. Where does it lead? Especially if in three days they’re meeting at


    You’ve got to cultivate


    Whoops-a-daisy


    “Leave ’em be,” I say, “tell us what you did at that Green Day concert. ’nother beer, here!” I shout towards the waiter, who’s just passin’. Little prick.


    “He-he,” Trič is grinning, full of ’imself. Fuck it, he really does fancy ’imself, though he’s a good lad otherwise. “Those shirt lifters from Prule were givin’ grief again.”


    “Well, they’ll never get fed up of that,” says Flint, hard-core warrior.


    “We need to get down there once, sort things out,” says Vasja.


    “But we gave ’em a pretty good sortin’ out last time, when you load of losers were awol,” says Trič. “They got a right good pasting.”


    “Who was there?” asks Vasja.


    “The whole crowd, just you three didn’t show. That’s not nice, lads, next time you’ll have to bring a letter from the doctor, no exceptions.”


    Flint looks as if he’d have no trouble gettin’ a letter from the doc’s, he’s got shadows round his eyes, they’re dark and jellyish. Vasja’s the opposite, burstin’ with health. His tailor should write ’im a letter, the cunt’s so bloody smart, it’s no wonder he doesn’t wanna go to punk concerts. Though I don’t know about punk. If Green Day are punks then I’m fuckin’ Barbie. Spoilt American brats hackin’ at guitars. Where are the days of Trash and Third Category and Exploited and Discharge, eh?


    “It was total shite at first, when young Grici got done,” says Trič. He looks, well, like he usually does. He’s still just like me. “I was just on my way to the bog, when I saw five or six guys standin’ round ’im, and one of ’em was arguin’ with ’im and every now and then hittin’ on the head with a stick.”


    “The Croat bastards,” says Vasja.


    “First I wanted to calm things down a bit,” says Trič, “but they just shoved me and told me to piss off. Oh-ho, I says to myself, if that’s how you wanna play it, then I’ll go and get the Ljubljana hardcore-metal power boys. But there was no need, as there was already quite a few standin’ around already. Then those Croats finally got it — they suddenly scattered, you couldn’t tell who was who. Some of our lot were arguin’ with ’em, but they were suddenly all innocent, like, they’d no idea who’d been doin’ the beatin’.”


    “Course not,” says Vasja.


    “But you know,” says Trič, “they all buggered off leavin’ just one behind.”


    “Cool,” I say. Trič ain’t the world’s best storyteller, but the pay-off always comes.


    “I was just goin’ for a slash,” he says, “I’m not sure exactly what happened. But this last one wanted to slink off, poor little sod, when we caught him on the stairs to the bogs. First he went clatterin’ down the stairs, then we kicked him from here to kingdom come. Covered in blood, he was,” says Trič, grinnin’.


    “Fuck him,” says Vasja, philosophically, “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth.”


    “What about the others,” asks Flint, “did you get the others as well?”


    “Not as far as I know,” says Trič, stretchin’. “I was standin’ at the bar with Bertl, didn’t see any of ’em. Then we went with the others to the K4 club, and so on till mornin’. But I did hear they were wanderin’ around lookin’ for us with baseball bats.”


    With Bertl. Hey, Bertl, where the fuck is Bertl? I need to call Bertl.


    “Fuck it,” I say, “I’m gonna call Bertl. Haven’t seen Bertl for ages.”


    “Me neither,” says Flint.


    “I’m gonna call ’im,” I say, gettin’ up. “Anyone need another beer from the fridge? I can get one on the way.”


    “I’ll have one,” says Flint, “it’s so fuckin’ hot in this pad of yours that the beer’s evaporatin’.”


    That’s music to the ears. Thirsty Slovene lads. We’ll quench their thirst. I shove myself away from the table and go across the livin’ room towards the door. But when I open it I stop for a minute. Should I go in the kitchen for a beer first, or make the call? Big decision, that. Big decision.


    Ha, beer — got its advantages. That last one was warm already, stale. A cold beer would liven me up. Not to mention that Flint — hey, cold beer, condensation on the bottle — will be very grateful. Another cold one. My T-shirt’s stuck to my back. It’s fuckin’ hot. My body ’d be eternally grateful, too. But no, there’s no competition, I must call Bertl first. That’s an urgent matter. Top priority. They can fuckin’ well wait a bit, can’t they, they’ll be here for a while. Whole night. Just so Bertl gets here as soon as possible. I go into the corridor. I go


    Fuck me!


    As soon as I get round the corner there’s some kid under my wheels. A little ’un, all frills and bows. Right under the front wheel. I jam on the brake like crazy, but it doesn’t make much difference. She grabs the wheel, then gets thrown back. Me too, to the right. I crash to the ground like a downed Spitfire. The bike flies forward, towards the Albanian ice-cream man, and I hit the pavement right under the cash machine. Ow, fuck, bang, crash, shit, my elbow hurts. Good job I didn’t hit the wall with my head. I press my face to the ground. Fuck it, bloody brat.


    Beer? I’ve had my fuckin’ beer. Now a beer would really come in handy.


    I just lie there. Everythin’ fuckin’ well hurts. The pavement’s rough. It’s hot and dusty. My shoulder’s burnin’, my shoulder and my elbow. I don’t even wanna look. It’s sure to have taken the skin off. It’d make me sick just to look. Shite. What the fuck we gonna do now? I’ve buggered it nicely. That’s all we need. Dare I open my eyes? God knows what’s happened to the kid. Can’t hear anythin’. Can’t hear the kid screamin’ and no-one else’s yellin’ at me. But there’s plenty of people about. By all the rules I should be getting it in the ear. Shall I open my eyes? Dare I? Bertl’d be grinnin’ at me by now. Fuckin’ Vasja’d be grinnin’ and Flint’d be laughin’ till the tears ran. From those slimy eyes of his.


    So I open my eyes.


    They’re standin’ a few metres away. Four of ’em. A guy and three tarts. The guy’s tall and thin, peaked cap, can of beer in his hand. The three tarts around ’im. Street-wise. Sixteen, seventeen years old. Little ravers. They’re just lookin’ at me, silently. There’s nobody else about. Just these young ladies, standin’ there, watchin’ like they’re in the cinema.


    They’ve got bottles in their hands, that pissin’ shandy. A poofta’s drink, a lady’s drink.


    “What the fuck are you gawping at, you prick?” one of the young ladies suddenly shouts. The littlest of the three, the one nearest me. An ugly little bitch with fat thighs in too-tight jeans. Oops, I’m fuckin’ blushin’. I’m wrapped in a strange warmth.


    But I don’t give a toss about these kids.


    Well, in principle I don’t. But what the hell do they think they’re starin’ at? It’s all a bit too much, innit? I mean, what have I done to deserve this? And in this fuckin’ heat and all.


    I slowly start to pick myself up. My arm hurts, really fuckin’ hurts. Just as I thought — above my elbow it’s red raw, and there’s grey dust all round it, all round the edge of the wound, red and wet with a grey border. What the fuck did I do to deserve this? And this little bitch, still wet behind the ears. My fuckin’ blood pressure suddenly shoots up and my head’s poundin’. There’s a stabbin’ pain in my shoulder. And this little prima donna callin’ me a prick. For fuck’s sake, I must be twenty, well, least fifteen years older than you, you stupid brat. When you were still ridin’ round in your push chair shittin’ in your Pampers, I was... I was... in the army, with an eighteen-kilo machine-gun under my arm, running around like crazy in Montenegro. In the evenin’ me and my friends would be over the fence and into town, sneaked slivovec back in and jerked off on watch. Now you cadge a couple of thousand from your folks and you’re out on the street pourin’ beer down you and you think you’re the fuckin’ bee’s knees. And you can scream like a stuck pig... Nah, what’s the point? Where’s my bike? Where the fuck has that bastard bike flown off to?


    I hear a snigger behind me, quiet like, maybe so I won’t hear it — the little cow just won’t leave it alone. She’s kind of whisperin’ somethin’, so I can hardly hear — I can’t get what she’s sayin’, I just hear fuck, fuck every now and then. I can feel my blood pressure risin’ and I’m suddenly taken with a desire to throttle the life out of ’er. Come on, Pero, calm down, there’s no point. Go and get your bike. Concentrate, get your priorities sorted out. Oh, the little cunt, I’d take hold of ’er like this, one hand on her collar, lift ’er a bit and give ’er a shakin’ — shake before use, and all that — then I’d give ’er a few clips round the ear, nice and slow, with style, like spreadin’ butter.


    Then these here fuckin’ gits behind me start sniggerin’ even louder, it seems the little cow has said somethin’ else — I didn’t hear, but I’ll bet it was about me. I dunno what the fuck’s got into me. I’ve got to say somethin’ though it’s obviously not the smartest thing to do.


    “What, you think I’m worth gawpin’ at, do you?” I say, half turnin’. I don’t say it very loud ’cos it’s crystal clear to me at the very same moment that I’ve fucked up big time, but fuck it, it’s already said. I’ve already said it, there’s no turnin’ back now.


    I’ve got no idea really if they even understood what I said. I was very quiet, like. But they definitely saw me turn round. That I came out with somethin’. Whispered somethin’


    “What was that, eh? What was that?” says this guy with the baseball cap, chuckin’ his beer can down. The three tarts start yellin’ like they’re havin’ an orgasm or somethin’ and chuck their cans down too. And then the shite really does hit the fan: some guy suddenly appears round the corner, some friend of theirs by the look of it, wasn’t there before, and he immediately gets the picture. Hey, that’s not fuckin’ fair. If I’d known, another guy — it’s just not fair. I’m immediately surrounded, no way out. Behind me there’s a wall with a Magritte picture on, a picture I bought once in fuckin’ London. Terrorisin’ some poor bloke in his own home, a guy on either side of me, and those three tarts dancin’ around ’em. Then I notice one of ’em ain’t all that bad lookin’ — thick red hair half way down ’er back and a long, narrow skirt with black tights under. Fuckin’ black tights, in this heat! ’er voice is different from the first one’s too, from the one who screams like a sow, this one’s voice is nice somehow. We could’ve a nice chat. We could be friends, you and me. The two guys grin like they’re so happy, as if they’re so friendly.


    “Hey, you got any change, friend?” the one with the baseball cap asks. He’s got a Champion T-shirt on, looks older than the chicks, but he can’t be no more than twenty. His hands are hangin’ by his side, but they’re not completely relaxed, he’s ready to grab me the moment I try to piss off out of it. Fuckin’ hell. Just a minute ago... Now... There doesn’t seem to be any way out. I feel a bit sick.


    “How much do you have in mind?” I ask, pointlessly. Why the fuck did I come here, anyway? I just hope no-one’s got a knife in their pocket, or a screwdriver.


    “How much are you prepared to donate to our charitable organisation?” says the second guy, smiling all friendly, like he’s on some chat show. What can I do? I feel in my back pocket, I’ve got a couple of notes in there, though it ain’t much, not much at all, you’re not goin’ to get much out of me.


    “That enough?” I say, holdin’ the money in front of me. I don’t give a toss who takes it, I fuckin’ don’t. All five of ’em suddenly come out with ooooo and the guy with the beer in his hand reaches out, but before he can grab it the little one who started all this off says:


    “Will be, but only if you kiss this and seal the transaction,” and she turns round and offers me ’er arse. Transaction. Definitely goin’ to middle economic school if she’s usin’ words like that.


    “No, this is quite enough, Janina,” says the tough guy, who’s already got the money in his hand, but at that moment, from the other side, from the one in the baseball cap, comes a blow that’d fell a fuckin’ tree. Good job he was wearing a cap so he couldn’t nut me. Janina! That fuckin’ bastard name rings in my head as I get down, fast as I can, and cover my stomach. Blows and kicks rain in from every direction, can’t tell which are comin’ from the talk show host and which from the beauty in the narrow skirt. Shame I’m not a masochist. Then there’s a flashin’ in my head, the back of my neck’s pressin’ against somethin’ hard, maybe a rubbish bin or somethin’. Leave me the fuck alone, I think, then the light breaks up into blotches and I realise my hands, that were protectin’ my face, are scrabblin’ on the ground. As if it wasn’t enough before. There’s no more blows.


    So, I kneel there and press my face, covered by my hands, to the ground. Ugh.


    It’s so quiet and peaceful now, just the distant sound of cars. Nothin’ else. I can feel somethin’ hurtin’, but it’s kind of far off, as if it was someone else. Not me. It’s as if nothin’ has happened to me. Not yet, anyway. Not to me. It ain’t my face that’s comin’ apart on one side? That salty taste ain’t in my gob, someone else’s, that fuckin’ idiot on the ground. This is the fuckin’ limit, I think. This is my place. I’m at home here. Got to go for some beer. No, got to call Bertl. No.


    When the dentist says to you, that’s it, you can rinse your mouth now, you’re bathed in a wonderful softness, and it’s with real relish that you spit out that sticky stuff with saliva, blood and water. It’s over. It’s alright. It’s all over. It’s good lyin’ like this. The ground’s filthy, but if I lie here a bit I won’t be any dirtier than I am. It’ll be alright as long as I don’t move. Just don’t move.


    It’s just that this pain in my ribs is gettin’ worse, or rather, now it’s startin’ to seem as if it’s me that’s hurtin’, it ain’t just some simulation.


    Oh fuck. It hurts like hell.


    Fuck, fuck, fuck, why this? Why can’t people keep an eye on their kids? If they did everythin’ ’d be different. This wouldn’t have happened.


    Two blokes and three tarts. Janina! One of the cunts was Janina. A lot uglier and smaller and more aggressive Janina, completely different from the neighbours’ girl, she’s much warmer and softer and silky to the touch.


    Who’d have thought it?


    Oh god.


    What was I goin’ to do? Nothin’, but I’ll have to get up. Can’t skive around on the ground here forever.


    First, a phone. Bertl. Second, beer. Is the preferential order any different now? No, it ain’t. I’ll have to move.


    Why does my fuckin’ leg hurt so much? My shinbone. One of the bastards has booted my shinbone. Probably one of the tarts. Maybe that gorgeous one in the long narrow skirt and the black tights. What the fuck did she have on ’er feet? I didn’t get a chance to see.


    Hey, if only circumstances were a little different, the little bitch.


    Whatever she had on ’er feet, I’d pull ’em OFF and then those fuckin’ black tights, then I’d shove ’er on this here table, pull ’er skirt UP and FUCK ’er within an inch of ’er life — the hot sun on ’er bare legs, circlin’ my head like she’s riding a bike and she’s screamin’ fit to burst, and ’er head’s hangin’ down across the metal bar as if I’m goin’ to ram it through and I give ’er a slap so that ’er hair’s flyin’ in the air


    A ciggy. What I really need is a ciggy.


     


    * * *


     


    We all sit there sippin’ our beer. Late afternoon.


    “Hi there, Bertl!” My hand trembles a bit when I take the ciggy from my mouth, the smoke goes in my eyes. That’s all I need, that as well.


    “Pero, dude! Where the fuck are you?”


    Hey, hey. A warm feelin’ runs down across my chest, my stomach, my thighs. Hey, that’s it, that’s old Bertl.


    “I’m here, man, I’m here.”


    “Where, man, where?”


    “Here. In Fužine, man.”


    This is totally crazy, totally cool. Bertl, dude, tell me how things are. Where you’re hangin’ out these days.


    “So you’re in Fužine, man? How are the old Yugos doin’, eh?”


    Hey, who gives a flyin’ fuck about Yugos. Tell me somethin’ about you. Well, okay, I’ll tell you somethin’ about me, start the ball rollin’.


    “I’m rentin’ a pad here. My folks finally chucked me out. Said I’d used ’em enough. Now I’m sellin’ newspapers. The Advertiserand all.


    “The Advertiser? Hey, that’s cool, man.”


    Bertl’s always been a big user of the word ‘man’. I’d kind of forgotten. A bit much, in fact, for my likin’, I seem to remember. But it ain’t a problem. It’s cool. And one other quality old Bertl always had, though I dunno where he got it from. The women always went for ’im totally. A real lover boy.


    I remember this party. Bertl came with Vesna, they’d been goin’ out three weeks. A really excellent party. I came there at ten and it was already heavin’ with people totally out of it. Took me about two hours to catch up. A total bash. Then around two-ish I decide to crash. Trič was already lyin’ on the bed, high as a kite. I shoved ’im off and got on to sleep. Then I wake to a scene where I’m on the floor and someone’s jumpin’ on my hand, which is still on the bed. No more sign of Trič. I look up and see Bertl on the bed, givin’ it to Barbara. My head hurts. What about Vesna? Then I don’t just wanna rush out, I wanna wait till they’re through. But it ain’t that simple. They do stop, and I’m plannin’ to get up when Bertl says: “How about I give it you from behind now?” I mean, I really fuckin’ cursed ’em.


    Anyway, then I was lucky ’cos Vesna comes wanderin’ in by chance and I go scootin’ off to the kitchen, and leave ’em to sort out who’s done what to who. And we carry on boozin’ till mornin’.


    “Hey, Bertl, did you hear about Flint?”


    Bertl’s voice is kind of croaky, it really hit ’im as well.


    “Course I did. A total fuckin’ mess, man.”


    “Bang, and he’s gone.”


    “Makes you think, eh?”


    Yeh, that was Špaco’s party. What the hell happened to Špaco anyway? It’s a bit longer since I last saw ’im than Bertl. He used to hang out at Metelkova too. Then all of a sudden, nothing.


    “Hey, Bertl, heard anythin’ from Špaco? I’ve no idea what’s happened to ’im.”


    Bertl’s quiet for a moment while he works that one out.


    “What, you didn’t hear what happened?” he replies. “Didn’t you read in the papers?”


    Haven’t a clue what he’s on about.


    “Yeh, Špaco raped some lad in the park.”


    Oh fuck. “He must be comin’ out of the nick soon,” says Bertl, “I haven’t heard anythin’ from ’im.”


    Nothin’ but fuckin’ shocks today, nothin’ but shocks.


    “RAPE? He raped some KID?”


    “Yup,” says Bertl. “From what I read in the paper, he said one night he couldn’t sleep and went for a walk round Tivoli.”


    “But Špaco wasn’t a fuckin’ POOFTA.” Course he wasn’t a poofta. He went out with Marta for a year or two, for fuck’s sake. A legendary couple. Fuck me. You totally screwed up or what, Bertl?


    “He doesn’t have to be. It was just that he met this seventeen year old on his way home from a disco, shoved him in the bushes and gave him one up the arse. Pants down, the works.”


    “You don’t fuckin’ say.”


    “Crazy, man.”


    Fuckin’ hell, I’ll have to chew this one over a bit, let it sink in. But then I think, why should I give a toss about Špaco? Never meant to invite ’im anyway. He was always a bit of a vicious bastard. Wasn’t really our type. I wanted to invite Bertl. Main thing is that Bertl comes, then we can go on talkin’ about things. Deal with Špaco. Different stuff. For example, how he thumped that girl in the face ’cos she knocked his ciggy out of his mouth. And that was ’cos he called ’er a fuckin’ ugly bitch or some such. No, Špaco never had much finesse, never had any charm. It’s no wonder he ended up like this. In the nick, for fuck’s sake.


    “Okay, Bertl old chum,” I say. “A beer or two or twenty with old mates. Trič is here. Vasja too. You should see how smart the bastard is, a real smoothie.”


    Bertl doesn’t say anythin’.


    “And hey,” I say, “you should see how I’ve got my pad sorted. Fužine’s the place to be, no kiddin’.”


    Bertl still doesn’t say anythin’. I’m a bit fuckin’ unhappy about this, that he ain’t sayin’ nothin’. Bertl was never quiet like that. Flint was the quiet one, he was the man of few words, the man of action. Bertl usually liked spoutin’ off.


    “You’ll dig my view of Ljubljana,” I say, tryin’ to give the impression that nothin’s botherin’ me, though it is, I’m startin’ to get a bad feelin’. There’s gonna be somethin’ wrong here with Bertl. He’s gonna say somethin’ bad. He ain’t gonna say what he oughta.


    “Hey, man, I can’t” says Bertl.


    I knew he’d say that.


    “Why not?”


    “I’ve got work real early tomorrow, man. I’m workin’ in a bank now.”


    “You’re workin’ in a bank?” I wanna burst out laughin’, but the feelin’ quickly passes ’cos Bertl doesn’t show any signs of joinin’ in. He should start to laugh too, but he doesn’t. “What, you printin’ money for ’em?” I start laughin’ again, but not for long. Bertl still doesn’t join in. And he always had such a good sense of humour.


    “Nah,” he says, “I’m just on the counter. I’m attendin’ this course, like. You’ve got to better yourself, haven’t you, eh? You can’t get by forever on a wage like that.”


    Fuckin’ hell, he’s become a swot in his old age.


    “Okay, okay,” I say, “I’m only invitin’ you for a couple of drinks. What’s wrong with that? It’s the big match this evening. We’re just gonna watch the fuckin’ telly together, with a beer or two. You’ll get home in plenty of time.”


    Bertl’s still not sayin’ anythin’.


    I remember how I was once at a party at Bertl’s place and I go on the balcony at three in the fuckin’ mornin’. And what do I see, but Bertl, leanin’ over the edge and pukin’ his guts up. All well and good. Only next to ’im is Vesna, on ’er fuckin’ knees with his dick in ’er mouth, givin’ ’im a blow job. I mean, for fuck’s sake.


    You must remember this, Vesna, Bertl was explaining.Never mix red and white. Even if it’s classier stuff... Never mix it.


    Then he saw me standin’ there in the doorway. I think my eyes were poppin’ out of my head.


    Well, if that’s not the height of fuckin’ decadence, I said. I just stood there, with my ciggy in my hand and stared. I should have felt a bit embarrassed, really, but I didn’t ’cos Bertl didn’t either. And neither was Vesna. I was just a bit confused, like.


    Yeh, said Bertl, it’s not exactly, he started to stutter a bit, in accordance with the kind of values... he held on to the edge of the balcony a bit harder, that are traditionally held... by the Slovene nation.


    “Sorry, man.”


    Fuckin’ hell, Bertl, for old times’ sake.


    “I can’t.”


    Fuck it, Bertl, that stinks.


    When I put down the paper and get up from the bog I realise, for the umpteenth time today, that there’s no water. The cistern’s silent as the fuckin’ grave. I pull my trousers up and fasten ’em. I’m fed up with this. I go into the kitchen, take a plastic bottle of fizzy water from the fridge. The three at the table don’t even see me. I go back and start to empty the bottle into the bog.


    It starts to fizz like crazy. Like some weird fuckin’ cocktail. The bubbles rattle on the folded, dirty bog paper, and the whole thing turns into this strange, frothy porridge. The bottle glug glug glugs. It’s three-quarters empty when I realise I’m not gonna get anywhere. That shitty mess at the bottom is just gettin’ more and more stirred up, muddy and runny. It’s obvious it ain’t gonna work. Fuckin’ idiot. It needs flushin’. At least a whole litre at once. Not a trickle like this. Idiot.


    What next? Empty all the beer we have into a bucket and pour it in? Oh yeh, of course. Are you mad, or what? We’re never gonna pour the beer out. We need the beer. And women.


     


    * * *


     


    Soon it’ll be time. Time to go in. Even fucking Zoki has calmed down a bit. The match is getting nearer, just half an hour and it’ll be on, and surely even this manic depressive will be affected by it.


    As we go in I’m still thinking about Mirković and what I said to young Mirković. Shit, I just hope he doesn’t show up, because if he does it’ll require serious action, and I don’t know if I’m up to it today. Not a day like today. This talk with Zoki has left me feeling a bit more content — don’t really know how to describe it. Now I have a better idea of how things stand. Basically: you’ve got to have vision. You’ve got to stand on your own two bleeding feet and look things in the face: solid, stable, firm. You haven’t got to let yourself be shaken — by some woman, like Zoki is. Zoki’s okay, but he lets himself get thrown off track too easy. But things are moving on. Things are going in the right direction. I feel kind of alright, you know? And then the match, the moment of truth. No, I don’t fancy any argy-bargy today. Let’s have a nice peaceful one today, and a few whiskies to wash it down. And then — no, I wouldn’t even hurt a fly today.


    Beno’s already gone inside. With one of those friends of his — the other one’s buggered off somewhere. When we pass he introduces us: Marjan, from Kodeljevo. A very talkative type — although, what other type would Beno drag here. Or anywhere for that matter? I hope the others ’ll turn up soon. At least Hammer should come. He’s called that because his hands are like hams — one blow from him and not even the grass grows again. I’d feel better if he were here. Just in case Mirković dares to show his face.


    We station ourselves in the corner, directly opposite the TV. It’s the biggest table, in case anyone else comes, and it’s got a view across the whole place. Beno starts droning on right away, something about court. Some magistrate is giving him grief. He’d parked somewhere in Šiška and when he came back someone had slashed all four of his tyres and scratched his paintwork. They’d left a note: LEARN HOW TO PARK MORON. Beno was so bloody annoyed he called the police — doesn’t know what came over him, he saw red. Anyway, the police come and start harassing him about blocking an emergency access. But it was only his fucking front end sticking out about a metre — anyone who knew how to drive could easily get past.


    “They can find an excuse for anything,” says his mate.


    “Yeh, of course,” says Beno.


    “I’ll tell you a good one,” says Marjan. “About what this friend of mine did. They got him on the motorway when he was doing two hundred and twenty.”


    “What? Are the bastards using radar on the motorway now?” asks Zoki.


    “He got fined, so he appealed. Naturally. But listen up to what he wrote.” I wanted to turn and order another whisky, but I decided to hold on. “He wrote that it was like this — he was driving along the motorway, keeping to the limit and so on, when he saw a tanker parked on the hard shoulder…”


    “It’s easier for them to go after people on the motorway, ’cause there’s no way off,” says Beno to Zoki. The guy only pays attention when it’s him talking. And I mean, what bullshit. Who’s going after people on the motorway?


    “Anyway, that’s what he wrote. He saw this tanker parked by the side of the road and was gripped by a sudden fear that it would explode. He’d seen this TV programme the day before about tankers exploding, and now he sees one stuck on the hard shoulder, and it looks as if there must be something wrong…” We all grin. It’s true, isn’t it — the more far-fetched the excuse, the less it sounds as if you’ve made it up. “So, he put his foot down, but he has a very powerful car, and before he knew where he was he was doing two hundred and twenty… And then, whoosh, the radar gets him.”


    Zoki nods a bit.


    “Did the judge believe him, then?” he asks. Who gives a fuck?


    “What could he do? Of course he believed him. I mean, that’s a real car that is, Toyota Civic, you just tickle it with your foot and it takes off…”


    These fucking Jap cars are not the rubbish they once were. And they’re reliable. I think this report said it was Toyotas that had the fewest faults in the long term — far better than any of the bleeding Kraut jobs.


    But I don’t want to get into that, I’d rather hear about something else.


    Then Beno turns to me and asks: “So how’s business? Sold anything recently?”


    Have I sold anything recently? Yeh, he’s after another drink. Sorry mate, it’s not on.


    “Not that great for the time of year,” I say. “Start of the summer. Everyone’s got holidays on their minds now. It’ll pick up again in August…”


    Don’t want to start explaining how it is. I’ve already done it once today.


     


    * * *


     


    Fuck it, pizda im materina, when I unlock the door to the flat I can hear ćale and Mladen talking in the kitchen. Jebo mater, I was hoping the old bastards’d gone. Course, it’s only eight. But they could’ve gone, had a little raki at the bar, just to warm up like. Looks as if they’ve agreed to do that at home. Why else would ćale ’ve bought some raki down at the coast? Just as long as they don’t decide to watch the game here. If they do, I’m off out again — I’m not willing to be in the same space as Mladen more than’s strictly necessary.


    “Don’t worry,” I say to Daša, who’s already rolling her eyes. “They’ll be off soon.”


    Daša takes her shoes off and I open the kitchen door.


    “Ciao, stric Mladen, ciao,ćale,” I say. “Me and Daša ’ve come to listen to a bit of music.”


    “In you come, Janina,uði, uði,” says Mladen. Well, he doesn’t actually say it — yells, more like. Looks as if they’ve already put away half a bottle. Little unusual that. Mladen don’t usually drink all that much, you know, he likes to have his wits about him. Seems as if this footballing evening is even getting to him a bit. “Uði Janina, what’re you hiding for?”


    ]ale’s not looking at me very friendly. I should’ve been here to welcome Mladen when he came. These family things mean a lot to ćale. Even when he don’t care for the family member in question.


    “Tu sam, here I am, stricMladen,” I say, opening the door a little wider, just so as he can see we’ve got company — if he didn’t hear what I said. Daša sticks her head through the door. “Daša’s here.”


    “Hi Daša,” says Mladen, eyeing her up. He likes her, of course. Who wouldn’t like our little Daša, she’s so cute. “How are you Janina?” he asks, turning his attention to me again. “How’s school, kako ti ide?”


    Why’s Mladen always so interested in school? He finished school — well, not finished exactly, more stopped going — somewhere around the sixth or seventh grade. He’s even proud of the fact he’s not some creepy intellectual. Now he’s got thousands of marks to throw around and he dares to ask me how school is.


    “Okay,” I say, “bit hard at the moment ’cause we’re right at the end of the year.”


    “And they’re all piling the work on, je li?” It doesn’t occur to Mladen to speak Slovene when Daša’s around. I mean, hello.


    “Getting ready for the footie?” I say, pointing to the bottle. “We’ll go into my room so we’re not in your way.”


    “Ðe ti se žuri, where you rushing off to, Janina?” shouts Mladen. “Aren’t you going to talk to your stricMladen?”


    “Pa što da ne, course I am” I reply. What else can I do? I feel a bit awkward in front of Daša, but fuck it. I park myself on the edge of the chair and Daša stays standing in the doorway. She looks desperately unhappy, but it can’t be helped. She’ll have to put up with it for a minute. I’ve got to put up with it. Let her look like that. Maybe they’ll take pity on us sooner.


    “Kaži, Janina, tell me something,” says Mladen, looking me in the eye, though I quickly look towards Daša. “Do the young crowd here in Fužine do a lot of drugs?”


    Oops! Now ćale turns his disapproving look on Mladen. Better than on me. The question is — what would you say — complex, to say the least. Daša’s looking at me now, with a smile on her face of course, ’cause she knows I’m in deeper shit than she is.


    “How should I know?” I say. “I think there’s quite a lot, for those dumb enough to do drugs.”


    “Ha, ha.” Mladen laughs and looks at ćale. “Smart girl your daughter. Idiots who poison themselves like that get all they deserve.”


    Oh right, so you’re interested in the drug trade now? You’re not going to smuggle Iranians in from Croatia. That’s the latest fashion, from what I’ve heard, and a very profitable business. Probably too complicated for you, eh?


    Great, I think, at leastćale won’t hold it against me now if I disappear from the kitchen. I mean, he’s got something to say to Mladen, something to clarify.


    “Hey, you know what? I’ve got something I must show Daša. We’ll come back, it’s just that Daša’s in a bit of a rush. Don’t mind, do you?


    No, they don’t mind. And whoosh, we’re out of there. We dash for the bedroom — I’m dying to laugh, Daša too.


    “I mean, fucking hell,” says Daša, “he’s a bit of a strange one, that uncle of yours.”


    “More than you think,” I say, closing the door behind us. Wonderful profession, stric Mladen. Lot of variety, fine if you like dealing with people — I remember from the careers advice at the end of primary school. But you’ve got to start very early. I remember some kids they got at our school — three of them, the oldest fifteen. They blackmailed this other kid by saying they’d tell it was him that nicked this bike that’d gone missing. Don’t even know if it was him. Anyway, he kept bringing them money from home and they bought a sound system and mobile phones and such shit, and no-one noticed. Dunno when this kid’s folks realised a lot of money was disappearing from the house — they’d got some pretty big bills and that all of a sudden, or what?


    No doubt Mladen started like that. I can just picture him walking across the playground with that sinister look on his face.


     


    * * *


     


    The bus is mercifully cooler than in the morning, the sun is already low. The bus is half empty — strangely so. There are usually far more people at this time of day. But at the moment all I’m interested in is getting home as soon as possible, having a shower and changing into something lighter. I have to cool down. I’ve had too much excitement today. Far too much for this time of year. Far too much for my age.


    The stops are short, very few people getting on or off. We’ve already crossed the river and gone past the main hospital building. When we go past the maternity unit I look to the right. Away. Those large red buildings fill me with horror. Not surprising that they put them on the same side of the road as oncology. Children also grow and grow and don’t know when to stop and then cause terrible wounds. Damn it.


    At the next stop I look across the river. They are building a new housing development. New Poljane, though it’s actually in Kodeljevo. Why don’t they call it New Kodeljevo? Kodeljevo is an old Ljubljana suburb. An interesting one. A kind of reservation for the old Ljubljana proletariat. Yes, the most interesting speakers of Ljubljana dialect come from Kodeljevo. The old dialect with all the German borrowings that are already disappearing elsewhere. Somebody should protect it. Like a regional park, or a reserve of some kind. They shouldn’t be building new developments here. This New Poljane is going to ruin it. There will be newcomers from all over Ljubljana, and beyond. What’ll happen to the old proletarian dialect then?


    What nonsense am I spinning? Damn it, if I could only … avoid — avoid what? Why would I want to avoid it? Why do I keep pushing it down — saving it for later? For when? My coffee break?


    I was shamefully rude. Why the hell did Adam seem so awful to me? He’s aged, I suppose. But then we all have, including me. Is he to blame for that? What kind of arrogance am I exhibiting here? The same as saying that newcomers will ruin Kodeljevo. What’s wrong with Adam? He’s put weight on. But otherwise — who am I to say I don’t give a damn about you two.After all, I was a visitor, I was in his home. If he expected anything, he had every right to. If he touched anything, he had every right to. If he hadn’t touched anything and hadn’t expected anything, well… But he did touch, just as much as is allowed, as is decent. How could he do more?


    He’ll never want to see me again, that’s for certain. I didn’t do the Translation Department any favours. Or perhaps I did. At the end of the day, he’s a very objective type, a natural scientist. He knows it wasn’t the Translation Department that offended him, that I have no direct connection with that department. I wasn’t even authorised by them. But I, what got into me? I mean, not only what I said, that I offended him — what was I even thinking of? Am I starting to fall apart in my old age? Am I becoming an old nag?


    Two young girls are sitting in front of me. About sixteen years old, I’d guess. They’re chatting. I catch the odd word. I hear something like “watch the match”. Oh yes. That makes a lot of things clear. Why the bus is so empty. Of course, the football match will be starting soon. Slovenia against Yugoslavia. Like in the good old days. Of course.


    Now I’m staring out the window on the other side, on the left. We pass the market. Not far now. The words of the two in front of reach me as if through a haze. I can’t even think very clearly. Adam’s face. Of course, his cheeks are no longer sunken. His two-level beard has somehow softened, become more attractive actually, as the two levels are not so distinct. That’s a step forward, in a sense.


    “You can stick the fucking Malibu up your arse!” I suddenly hear, as if through water. I come to with a start. As if something has lifted me. Goodness me, what language — and from young girls on the bus!


    Where is all this leading? These two don’t look particularly poor or neglected, they’re well dressed. Even quite tastefully, which is strange for their age. If such nicely turned out youngsters talk like that, then what is a person to think? Has this spiritual impoverishment swept all before it? Do the young have no other words with which to express themselves? Okay, it’s true that all language resources function in the same way and that none is inherently better or worse than any other — but don’t they know anything else? Are they really limited to this? I stare at the back of their necks, wishing increasingly that the words had not come from them, that they’d come from elsewhere. Is that possible? That in truth there’s more to them than that? But if it’s possible that they did say it, then what is not possible? If that’s how it is, then the world can take the corrupt civil servants and the money-obsessed yuppies and the whole lot of them can… I really hope it wasn’t these two. I really do. Terrible.


    I stare ahead. Why is the bus moving so slowly? There’s hardly anybody on it and the roads are pretty empty. How is it we’re still here? We haven’t even got to Kajuh Road yet. Not even to the petrol station. Adam’s face.


    God knows what his “young woman” is like. Not that it’s all that important, but… To go off like that when your husband is expecting a visit. A lady friend from his youth. Did he even tell her? If he didn’t… But no, I’m sure he did. Of course he did, a man who talks like that about his wife doesn’t hide anything from her, he wouldn’t have said what he did if she didn’t have… Although, how could she go off like that and leave him alone with a strange woman? A woman he used to know well? She fell in love with a sixty-year-old man, but sixty-year-old women are no threat, are they? I can’t help it that I don’t care for his “young woman” — even though I’ve never met her, never even set eyes on her, I feel an aversion to her… What does she think about herself? What does she think about him? What does she know about him?


    Ridiculous really. A woman he knew well.Where do I take that from? Did he really know me all that well? That’s a bit rich! As a matter of fact, what do I really know about him? I mean factual information. He was a professor of inorganic chemistry. What did he get his doctorate in? What exactly was his field of research? Okay, he was born in sunny Štajerska, in the Prlekija area to be more exact, if I remember correctly. But who’s even interested? Who? What a stupid attempt to fill space… recalling trivial details. Professionally? I’d put it like this: a chemistry professor, but more of a professor than a chemist. Ha, here I go again. From where do I take these judgements? How well did we really know each other? I repeat: how well… And where does this sense of superiority of mine come from? Or rather, what am I trying to achieve here? A necrologist of old friendships? But yes —


    Here we are. Fužine. My dear home. East, west, home is best. But everywhere is nice if you’ve got one. Ha, it seems that the wine still hasn’t quite left my head. And this stuffy bus. Across Brodar Square and Archinet Street … a sleeping policeman, and we’re there. But yes


     


    * * *


     


    Hm, Daša doesn’t have much to say for herself now. She’s standing there looking out of the window. It looks as if her good mood, the way she laughed earlier, was more likely embarrassment. But then, I know what’s going through her head. She’s thinking about Mirsad. It really fucking gets to me. I know she’s wondering why she came up here with me in the first place. Why didn’t she go down to the Malibu. And I mean, if she’s going to be like that I’ll start wondering why I brought her up here.


    Why are me and Daša friends, anyway? Dunno, seems that she chose me at some point. Sometimes I think we’re quite alike. But only when she’s not dating anyone. When she is, then we’re not all that alike. In fact, it’s like we’re from different fucking planets.


    “Janina,” she says suddenly, plonking herself down on the bed. “Do you think anything’ll come of this business with me and Mirsad?”


    Teško pitanje, difficult question. As ćale would say:Teško pitanje, said Comrade Tito as a joke.


    “What do you want from it?” I say, hoping that my voice shows how sick I am of such questions. “Would you like to marry him and have kids?”


    “Lay off, stop taking the piss!” says Daša angrily.


    “I’m not taking the piss,” I say. “But I mean, what do you really want?”


    Daša doesn’t say anything for a while. It’s the first time she’s given it any fucking thought. Yeh, course. I mean, isn’t it pretty obvious?


    “I’d just like,” she says, “for us to be together.” I see something else has struck her, but I’d rather wait before I say anything. “Least for a while,” she says, thoughtfully.


    “Do you want a straight answer?” I ask. “I mean, you’re not going to throw the fucking chair out the window if I’m straight with you?”


    She gives a slight laugh.


    “No, I won’t.”


    “Course nothing will.”


    “What?”


    “Nothing’ll come of it.”


    “And why not?”


    Poor cow.


    “You still won’t chuck the chair through the window if I’m straight with you?”


    “Stop pissing me about, or I’ll scratch your fucking eyes out!” she shouts. Okay, okay, I was just checking.


    “‘cause Mirsad is a total moron. And I really don’t understand why a girl like you has got tangled up with him. He don’t deserve you.”


    Daša’s quiet again. Seems that wasn’t quite what she was wanting to hear, though on the other hand it wasn’t so bad. Right, Daša? Course, Janina knows what you need. But it seems Daša’s not all that sure, she needs more information. When she’s thought about it a bit, she asks:


    “Why not?”


    Why not indeed? Just ’cause you’re my friend, I suppose.


    No, not just that, that’s stupid. Basically, ’cause Mirsad is so glup that he doesn’t deserve any normal girl. Maybe someone like Eva.


    “He drinks too much,” I say, “he fucks about too much, he doesn’t give a shit about anything, and he wants a girl just to make him feel better about himself.”


    I can just imagine what’s going through her head, you know? It’s okay with me that he’s like he is ’cause there’s other benefits. And you think you’re the only one enjoying those benefits. You know he’s a prick, but at least he’s your prick. But you’re not the only one getting a slice of the action. You just can’t see it.


    Daša’s quiet again. Then she says:


    “If you’re trying to make me feel better it’s not working.”


    Yeh, I know.


    Thank god, I can hearćale and Mladen in the hall, getting ready to go out. Mladen is loud, my dad less so. That’s his problem, he can’t stay angry for long enough to get his way. That’s alright with me as his daughter, but then he can get really fucked over by others. I mean, he can’t even shout at his younger brother — Mladen shouts at him.


    Eventually I hear the door close and it’s quiet in the hall. Alone at last. The whole flat to ourselves. Now we can put a bit of music on. Daša’s still not saying anything. Looks as if she won’t, either, unless I say something. Now’s the best time to go and make a hot chocolate, like I promised. Let her think things over a bit, no need for me to be around bothering her.


    In the kitchen, I put some milk on. I see there’s still some whipped cream in the fridge. Dad puts it in his coffee. Great, we can use that. While I’m waiting for the milk to boil, I look through the window. It’s easy to imagine Daša doing the same in my room. That she’s looking towards the Malibu. Why did she come with me? Why did I even invite her? I’d no desire to watch the match there today. And I could’ve come up on my own. Could’ve done anything — watched the telly, whatever. Watched the match on my own. Daša could’ve gone chasing around after Mirsad with someone else.


    When the chocolate’s ready, I put some whipped cream on top and carry the cups to my room. No, Daša’s not looking out the window, she’s still lying on the bed. That’s okay. I put her chocolate on the bedside cabinet.


    “There,” I say, “try that.”


    Daša doesn’t reply. She takes it without a word. Hello, we’re going to act dumb ’cause we’re offended, or what? It’s going to be a fucking pain. So what do we do now to keep ourselves occupied?


    Music, I said we’d listen to some music. I’ll put some music on.


     


    * * *


     


    We all sit there sippin’ our beer. Late afternoon. Only fuckin’ blokes here, no chicks. No chicks at this do of mine.


    It suddenly hits me. Fuck it! How could I be such a twat? Irena! Didn’t I say I was goin’ to call Irena? Course I did. Irena!


    Irena. When we travelled back from Piran I was hurtin’ all over. And that fuckin’ night at the church. Bertl was grumblin’ the whole fuckin’ time, I slept about two hours. On the train we sat in the corridor, next to the bog. All the compartments were full. I leant against the side. You leant on the door next to me. When you fell asleep the swayin’ of the train moved you towards me. That was great. Your punk hairdo head on my shoulder. Was even better when I felt your fist pokin’ into my hip.


    I had a jacket thrown over me — one hell of a draught in the corridor. And I leant my head on yours. I was knackered. Had a right to be. Then I felt your hand under the jacket. A cold fist under my fingers. Cold. Put my hand over it. Maybe it’ll be better. Yeh, that’s real nice — tadam, tadam — nice, tadam, maybe we’re gettin’ somewhere. The fist warms up a bit, gets softer, soon it ain’t a fist ’cos it slowly opens. Enough to sneak a couple of fingers in, then another. Hey, your hand squeezes a bit, like a baby’s when you offer it a finger. You lightly clasp my hand. Tadam-tadam.


    Then you suddenly shudder and open your eyes and move your head a bit, so your hair brushes my ear. I lift my head as well. Open my eyes. They’re so fuckin’ glued together. You squeeze my fingers and when I turn towards you, you examine me like some doctor.


    “Hey,” you say.


    “Hm.”


    “I found something. Is this yours?” you say and push my hand away, over my lap and let it fall on my balls. My eyes are so glued together I have to blink. Everythin’s hurtin’.


    The plastic receiver is warm, sticks to my ear. My hand’s on my ribs. Everythin’s fuckin’ well hurtin’.


    “Hello?”


    “Hello.”


    Déja vu or what?


    “Hello, there. Peter Sokič here. Is that the Rodošek residence?”


    “Yes?”


    “Hello. Erm, I wonder if Irena’s still living there, or if she’s not if you could give me a number for her?”


    “Irena?” The voice at the other end seems uncertain. Fuck me, it ain’t as if I’m askin’ what fuckin’ condoms they use. Am I invadin’ their privacy, or what? “And who are you?”


    “Sorry,” I say. Yeh, sorry, you cunt. “We were close friends some years back, when she was at secondary school… And I thought we could get together, see what’s happened since we’ve seen each other. Fifteen years…”


    “Fifteen years?”


    The woman is no less suspicious, probably more so. As if she hasn’t got the fondest memories of fifteen years back. But there’s no need to get all offended. Although — you didn’t even tell your folks you were goin’ to Piran for three days. No, they weren’t too fuckin’ pleased.


    “You want to know what’s become of Irena?” Yeh, course I wanna know. I hope ’er tits haven’t sagged too much. “Well, Irena’s in computing,” says the woman. Whoops. “They maintain financial software… She and some colleagues have got their own firm.”


    “Really?” Fuckin’ hell, it’s hard to believe. Fuckin’ computin’? The Irena I fuckin’ know, at some party put a frozen bread loaf in the oven still in its plastic wrapper. And it all melted and stuck to the crust. And we had to eat plastic bread. That’s how technical Irena was.


    “Irena doesn’t live at home any more. Not for seven years now.”


    “Could you give me her number?”


    She doesn’t hear me. She’s on a roll now, tellin’ me things I haven’t even asked.


    “She’s married now,” she says. “Seven years. They’ve got a child… Her name’s Humar now.”


    Irena Humar. Irena Humar.


    It’s so fuckin’ hot today. Hot as a cunt.


    I’ll have to lie down a bit. I can do, I’m at home aren’t I? Anythin’ wrong with that? You’re tired, so you lie down. I’ve got a bed in the bedroom, designed specially for occasions such as this.


    Tadam-tadam. Tadam-tadam.


    I close my eyes.


    It’s a long day today, so fuckin’ long


    Tadam-tadam


    I jump up all sweaty. Heard something in the kitchen. A noise. I’m sure of it, my head’s completely clear. There’s an intruder in the kitchen.


    Tadam-tadam.


    It’s pretty dark in the room. There’s an intruder in the kitchen. There’s no doubt about it, you can smell him. Irena and I are alone in the flat and Irena is dead. She’s lying on the bed in the next room, her hands together on her chest. She’s staring into the dark, totally unseeing. Kaput, nothing could wake her. And now this intruder.


    I sit on the bed listening. Silence. Seems as if there’s nothing moving in the flat. Course, intruders are careful. They know how to find their way in the dark. They know how to walk so they don’t make a sound. But the parquet in the hall will give him away for sure — the parquet will creak when he’s on his way out. Now he’s in the kitchen, real quiet, sliding about like oil, feeling inside the drawers. What can I do? Nothing, nothing at all. There’s no weapon in the bedroom. I don’t know any martial fucking arts. If I’d known before. He’s sure to be armed. I’ve no choice but to wait. Wait and wait.


    The door handle suddenly shakes. The handle. It stops for a moment as I stare at it, hypnotised. There’s someone in the hall. It moves again. It slowly moves downwards. The door slowly opens. This is no intruder. An intruder wouldn’t open the door like that. So cool, like he doesn’t give a shit. And I’d hear him. No, this is someone else. The intruder’s definitely still in the kitchen. This is Irena.


    Yes, it is.


    She stands in the doorway. It’s dark outside, in the hall, but her unseeing eyes are glowing at the back like a cat’s. The intruder. He even woke up Irena. That’s too fucking much. I mean, what one stupid fucking intruder can achieve.


    Irena, I whisper quietly, trying to sound convincing. Irena, there’s an intruder in the kitchen. Keep quiet.


    She looks at me blankly, without expression. I dunno if she’s caught on. She’s dead, she doesn’t usually get anything. Just lies there on the bed quietly, limply, like a heap of spaghetti. I have to make sure nothing happens to her. The world is not too kind to the dead. They’re stuck in wooden coffins and buried under the ground. They’re burned in furnaces and their ashes stuck in an airtight container. Can’t let that happen to Irena. But she doesn’t give a fuck — just stands there in the doorway staring at me, while an intruder barges about the kitchen. Irena, keep quiet.


    Irena opens her mouth wide so that a black hole appears in that white patch of a face of hers.


    Suddenly, a totally wild, heartrending sound emerges. At first, she looks as if she might be going to moan, but then her voice breaks and goes higher and a howl travels across the room, raising all the hairs on my body. Irena stands in the doorway, one hand on the handle, her head slowly tilting back and screaming, screaming into the air as is something was unravelling from inside her body, and spurting out through her mouth. Her eyes are shut and in the dark you can only see the pale shape of a face and the gleam of teeth that are slowly moving further apart as if the corners of her mouth are shifting towards her ears and her face looks more and more like some freak’s. She’s screaming as if inside her thin body something is tormenting her, burning her, eating away at her, as if she needs to howl this terrible pain out of her. I stare at her. Irena, I whisper, but my voice doesn’t get through her yelling, which is disturbing the air in the room like an aeroplane propeller. This is too fucking much, this is crazy, I can’t listen to it no more. Irena! The intruder will HEAR you! Then he’ll COME here!


    But there’s no stopping her. Her eyes are closed, her mouth wide-fucking-open, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’ve been on a first aid course — got the fucking certificate to prove it — but there’s nothing I can do, she’s dead and they didn’t teach us how to deal with the dead. The dead are beyond help, you can’t even protect them from their enemies. It’s just I can’t take this no more, there’s an intruder in the kitchen, he’s standing at the kitchen door listening to this terrible screaming coming down the hall. No, there’s really nothing I can do except sit on the bed and stare at the face in the doorway and wait to hear from somewhere behind it the creaking of the intruder, louder than the screaming. Irena catches her breath for a moment, then starts to howl again. It’s getting louder, beginning to sound like a siren. No, there’s no way we can hide from this intruder. He knows. He’s standing in the kitchen listening. He’ll decide soon. Very soon. He’ll open the door and step out onto that creaky parquet.


     


    * * *


     


    The philosophy and metaphysics of property ownership in Ljubljana, for fuck’s sake.


    “On Rusjanov we had one pay the final instalment,” says Zoki. “And we nearly had the crazy bitch asking for it all back, after that last shooting…”


    Beno’s looking kind of thoughtful. As if he’s got something important on his mind. Not bullets in Fužine.


    “How are flats in Fužine selling these days?” he asks. Zoki and I look at each other. I don’t want to start going into details of how business is recently. If I even think of Mirković I really start to lose my rag.


    “Like usual, really,” I say.


    “Cheap, probably?” says Beno, more a statement than a question.


    “Of course, cheap. For such new blocks.”


    Beno thinks some more. Then he suddenly says: “Have you ever thought that this here Fužine is a total failure?”


    Just listen to him. What’s he going to come out with now? A failure? Let him move to the BS3 flats then! Fuck him. Or to Zupančičeva, fucking concrete jungle. Then he’ll see what a failed project is. What does this genius know about flats?


    “I mean, architecturally,” says Beno. Just listen to him. “Okay, there’s a lot of open space and green areas here — more than elsewhere…”


    “The neatest place in Ljubljana, Fužine!” says Zoki. I only look at him briefly.


    “It’s just that the architect has never noticed that there’s a river here,” says Beno. “Did that ever strike you?”


    “How do you mean?” says Marjan. As if he gives a shit.


    “Well, the Ljubljanica may as well not be there. You know what kind of infrastructure you could have? A real waterside development. Cafés and terraces by the river, renting out rowing boats, swans, fishing… Whatever comes to mind. Just think what sort of image the place would have. The fanciest place in Ljubljana. Like a health spa.”


    In fact, he’s right, if you think about it. If I think of the kind of prices we could ask — prices would go through the bleeding roof. And right here, not in some rotten Zupančičeva — I wouldn’t even dream of living there, really, even if they were giving places away. If I got one for free I’d rent the fucker out. Let someone else hunt cockroaches.


    “Yeh,” I say, Beno does have some okay ideas sometimes. “They really screwed up, here.”


    “They screwed up most when they gave you a flat here,” says Zoki.


    Hello, Zoki’s trying to be witty. Of course. What is it with him today? He’s always snapping at my heels.


    I quietly sip my whisky. It’s already my fourth — or fifth. I’ll have to think about going on to beer, this whisky goes too quickly. Eats into your wallet, too. But one thing’s becoming obvious. Increasingly obvious. You don’t have to be any kind of genius to see it. But anyway. All the signs are there. Zoki’s obviously jealous of me. He’s green with envy.


    Yeh, he’s just jealous. It’s pretty clear. For some time now. Listen — when he was a doorman, I was a driver. Okay, there’s no great difference in pay, but he had to wear himself out all day sending various useless individuals here and there, had to hang around on Saturdays and Sundays opening doors for various bleeding idiots and picking up the phone. The pits, really. Okay, even I thought I’d crack some days, but at least there were some interesting stories to tell from time to time. I always had some tale to spin, how some moron had screwed up on the road, driven too far out at a junction, how we got stuck on the narrow streets through the centre, how I screwed things up for idiots who were trying to get a free ride. He was even fucking jealous when they stabbed that kid on my bus. The height of adventure. No need for him to be. What’s more, he’s jealous of me because I’ve got a daughter. A lovely daughter. Him and his wife have nothing. Don’t know why. I know they went to see various doctors about it. Zoki would love to have children, but he’s never said what they found out. I don’t even know if it’s him who’s not producing the goods or if there’s something wrong with his wife. He did say to me once his wife said she thought they should adopt. He was horrified. That he’d have to look every day at someone else’s kid. Either from his balls, or nothing.


    And that bleeding wife of his. If he had a daughter that took after the mother there wouldn’t be much benefit. Great big gut, wanders around in an apron. Goes to the shop looking like I don’t know what, showing him up. And that’s another thing he’s jealous about: Mira, who still looks good at forty-five — when she’s done up, you’d say she wasn’t much over thirty.


    He’s even jealous about the dog. The Old English. That’s why he’s always mouthing off about it. Fuck him and his Rottweiler. Wife, daughter, dog — is there anything more family than that? In that respect, Zoki is a right fucking Yugo. They set great store by family. But he’s got none of that — just an empty flat and a wife who breaks his balls about not bringing enough money home. Spends half his dosh on whisky when he’s drinking with me and doesn’t want to look bad. What else?


    Why the hell does he study the Advertiser andCar Weekly and such shit all the time? So he’ll be smarter at something? Okay, but why all the bullshit? He is smarter. I know that, I wouldn’t even try to deny it. Though I’d never tell him that, even if he dragged me by the balls along the river. Why would I say something like that to him — I’m not some faggot, to be giving him compliments. He was the one who came up with the idea of flats, of an agency. Of setting up a company. What do I know about shit like that? I just had to trust him. I learnt from him a bit. In this kind of business we’re in you’ve got to trust people. But what’s this now — the kinds of things he’s saying make me wonder what’s happened to that trust. At least his trust towards me. Does he not trust me, or what? I’d give the shirt off my back for him, I would. That’s comradeship. I’m not going to go back on my word.


    And I’m thinner than him, too. If we’re being frank, Zoki is a bit of a barrel. Him and his wife make a right pair on family photos — like two barrels. I don’t think any amount of aerobics would help.


    “What did the blonde with the tampon behind her ear say?” asks Marjan.


    “What?”


    “Where did I put that fucking pencil?”


    Zoki grins. Beno needs a while before he gets it. Sounds like an old one to me.


    “Now I’ll tell you one,” I say to Marjan. If we’re telling jokes, let’s go for it. “What’s the difference between a broad who gives out, and one who doesn’t?”


    “No, what?” says Marjan, still grinning at his own joke. He pulls his cigs out of his pocket and puts the fuckers on the table. What manners.


    “The one who does is a whore, the one who doesn’t is a fucking whore,” I say, and pull out my lighter. Let someone at least be good mannered, even if he doesn’t know how to be.


    “Ha-haaa-haaa…”


    Yeh, I know it’s a good one.


    “What muck are you spreading around now, Igor?” I hear from behind my back. When I turn round, Rade’s standing there. Hey.


    “Oh-ho,” I greet him. I’m really pleased to see Rade. Won’t do any harm if there’s slightly more of us, if it should come to… Rade’s an ex-cop, though thank god he was no longer in the police when I go to know him. Otherwise it wouldn’t have gone so well. But he wasn’t. He’d been suspended the year before for beating up some druggie. Bleeding socialist times then, when little wankers like that were afraid of the police and they could have the shit beaten out of them and no-one would squeal. Not like today, when every drunken thirteen-year-old thinks he can take on the cops. But Rade was unlucky, ’cause he’d beaten up the son of some lawyer, then driven him in the back of the van at a hundred an hour so that he’d been thrown around like a rag doll, then he’d worked on him more during the night. These kids had smashed up some fruit and veg kiosk, so it wasn’t strange that Rade had lost his rag. Hm, for bringing the people’s militia into disrepute. These things happen.


    So, thank god, when we met he was a security guard. I took the piss out of him sometimes on account of it. Told him stories about the traffic police. But he didn’t mind. He was just allergic to kids racing around. He only drove like that when he really had to. Nice lad, Rade.


    But fuck me. I don’t have long to feel happy. As soon as I open my trap to say something to him I see he’s looking past me, through the window. At the entrance. And I see that Zoki’s looking, too. So that I have to as well. I don’t need to look for long. Rade stretches his arm past me, just a little, not too much to make it obvious. He points at the guys who are coming in.


    “Look at that,” he says. Three guys. Yeh, interesting company.


     


    * * *


     


    When I get off the bus the heat engulfs me once more. It is really is hot today. Summer’s definitely here. I see Ščinkovec crossing the road, going towards the bar. He looks very pleased with himself. He probably sold another pig in a poke today. There are very few people about. Football, football the opium of the urban masses. Thank God for football — without it, what would be left apart from a daily drink in the bar next to the supermarket? I’d better get inside as soon as possible, before the firecrackers start raining down on me.


    When I reach the entrance Pašković’s daughter Janina and one of her friends are standing in the doorway. They’re just opening the door to go in. When Janina sees me, she pauses for a moment and holds the door to let me pass.


    “Thank you,” I say and try to get past as quickly as possible so as not to be in their way. Janina doesn’t say anything. I don’t expect her to.


    Why does that girl always look so miserable? But not only her — why do all young girls always look so miserable? They give such a bad impression, even when they’re being neighbourly — unlocking the entrance door, holding the lift, saying hello — they always do it in such a negligent way, as if it was some unavoidable duty. Is this modern politeness or what? All these youngsters are convinced they are so clever, that they took in all the wisdom of this world with their mother’s milk. And that milk has long gone sour as far as we older ones are concerned. They get nothing from us. We’re here just so they can open the door for us. To maintain the order of things.


    In fact, all these youngsters from southern backgrounds are terribly traditional. No-one is more traditional than they are! Not even country yokels. Forget the cool appearance, the make-up, the earrings, the long hair. When they’re surrounded by boys, they all start to flirt so innocently, laughing at what they say, drinking in what the clever boys say. Absorbing their pearls of wisdom. And they’re happy in the end when they’re shown their place. They’ll all end up eventually with husbands who spend their days hanging around bars and casinos, coming home drunk and beating them up, giving them one child after another. They will dedicatedly boil green beans, roast red peppers and meat, and make beanprebranec. Yes, they’ll know exactly where their place is. No-one has ever shown me mine. They will either be patient victims or harpies who have to constantly try to evoke their husbands’ sense of guilt. Day after day — isn’t that damned exhausting? Janina will probably be the second kind. How patterns repeat themselves in families. In twenty years, they will all be overweight and have perms, and none of them will remember how clever they were years earlier when they wandered about with long dark hair and carelessly looked around and slurped Coca Cola. Oh, no.


    It’s terrible when such cases — still proud and careless — appear in the lecture theatre. They sit there, majestically staring into space, chewing gum. Then when it comes to the exam there’s a complete transformation: they sit and stare, their eyes vacant, complete confusion behind them. It doesn’t work any more. Where is that majestic carelessness now? One such as that appears before me and I ask her something completely straightforward: why was standard Slovene in need of reform at the end of the 18th century? Why? Yes, why. She simply looks at me, her eyes wide, as if I’m pointing a gun at her and insisting she buys a brick. My retired colleague Brezovec comes into the office. He still comes to the department quite often, researching material for a dictionary. A living legend when it comes to Slovene is Brezovec. He can hardly walk, but he’s here early every morning, sitting at his books. Do I want to end up like that? I don’t know. A wicked thought enters my head. I’m going to be a bit cheeky. If this girl doesn’t know… Let’s see what that I-don’t-care attitude can cope with — what lies behind it.


    “Can you at least tell me this, then,” I say. “Do you know where in Ljubljana Brezovec’s monument stands?”


    Brezovec is behind me and I hear how he suddenly stops and slowly turns. Yes, I can feel how he turns and leans on the desk, watching to see what happens. The student stares at the floor. What now, eh? I suddenly feel a little embarrassed. It’s true, what a stupid question. What can I do now before Brezovec — now that I’ve buried him in front of this student? No, it wasn’t a nice thing to do. I’m about to take the question back, to apologise, perhaps give her a few minutes to collect herself before we continue, when she suddenly says:


    “I’m so sorry, professor… I know I went past it only the other day, but now… I’m so nervous that I can’t think straight, I just can’t remember.”


    I turn slightly so that I can look over my shoulder, subtly, so that it doesn’t seem as if I’m trying to say to my colleague, listen to this silly little minx. No, it must look as if I’m merely curious as to what he’s doing. Brezovec is looking straight at me; when he sees me looking at him he pulls the corner of his mouth up, not in a smile, more a grimace, telling me that I’m showing off. I almost blush. I turn back round and offer the student her grade book back.


    “Thank you, you’ll need to come again. Ask the others waiting outside, perhaps one of them will be able to tell you.”


    When she goes out, Brezovec simply nods. I turn to him and shrug.


    “Do you think I went too far?” I ask. He doesn’t respond. “Such ignorance irritates me more than anything,” I say, quietly. “But does it make any difference if I worry about it? None at all.”


    None at all. So why do I bother? In fact, the only stupid actions worth worrying about are those I commit myself. Like today. If it is even worth it. I begin to doubt it. Okay, at least a sense of shame persists within me. But even that may go to hell soon, as well, and I’ll be left as a venomous old harpy, with not an ounce of compassion for those around me, no compassion even for myself. Thank God that my pension will be a decent one, that I’ll be able to afford a coffee in a decent café, solo dinners in restaurants, evenings at the opera, writing outraged letters to the newspaper about how everything is going to the dogs or, since we were on the scene, how worthless everything has become. Perhaps it was better in the poet Prešeren’s time. But even so, it’s probably good that we don’t know exactly how it was.


     


    * * *


     


    The first one I see is my neighbour Pašković. Old English Sheepdog Pašković. A large guy with a moustache and chest rug. Next to him… who else but Mirković? The cunt. My heart starts to pound. And the third one… I don’t even have to guess. I’ve never seen him before, but I don’t have to guess. Why is Rade pointing? Not because of Mirković, that’s for sure. Even less because of my neighbour. The third guy is taller than Pašković, not so big across the shoulders, less hairy. Does he look anything special? No, he doesn’t. If I saw him on his own in the bar I wouldn’t look twice. Maybe he’s a bit meaner looking — if you compare him to Pašković and Mirković, who look like friendly enough family types. But a lot of guys look like that. And he doesn’t look all that sociable — though he’s smiling, he seems to be holding something back. As if he’s smiling only because he thinks that’s what you should do when you walk into some new joint, to create a friendly first impression. Is this little Yugo really such a bastard? Rottweiler Pašković.


    “That guy’s big trouble,” says Rade. “Stay out of his way.”


    Zoki glances at me, then turns to Rade.


    “What’ve you heard about him?”


    “Enough,” says Rade. Shit, I don’t even have any time to think, ’cause they’re already coming in. They’re coming straight in, even though there are empty tables outside. Straight in. Well, fuck them, I’m okay, no sweat. I’ll just need to be alert. I see that Zoki is looking at them on the sly, Rade and Beno and Marjan are all looking through the window as if they’re not the slightest bit interested in Rottweiler Pašković.


    I’ve got them in my sights the whole time, but I move my eyes just for a moment to see that Zoki’s looking at me. That gets on my tits a bit. Especially when Mirković goes past and doesn’t even look at me, just goes straight on. Doesn’t even seem to have registered my presence. Probably hasn’t seen Mirsad yet. Just as well.


    This is bleeding stupid. It’s senseless staring at them like that. They’ll start to get suspicious. And I — well, I’m just not in the mood to tangle with them. After five whiskies I’m full of adrenaline and ready for the match. We’ll deal with them some other time. I turn to the other four.


    “Do you know what happened when Fatima says to Mujo, listen Mujo I’ve been raped by a Montenegrin?” Zoki gives me a look. Fuck him. If it’s for anyone, it’s for him I have to maintain the right image. How can he be jealous of me if I don’t?


    “For fuck’s sake, Igor…” he says.


    “And Mujo says, but Fatima, how do you know it was a Montenegrin?”


    I pause a moment for dramatic effect, all four of them looking at me.


    “How would I not,” says Fatima, “I had to do everything myself.”


    The all start to laugh, even Zoki, although he’s none too happy about it.


    “Hey, Ščinkovec,” I suddenly hear from the back. I turn round and see that the Pašković brothers are turned towards the TV and the ads are on. Mirković has his back to them and is looking towards me. He’s leaning with one hand on the counter. “Hey, Ščinkovec! Here a minute!”


    I look at Zoki. He looks a bit serious. The others don’t give a toss. Why should they? I think for a moment and say to Zoki:


    “No need to look as if you’re going to cry.”


    I get up and go towards Mirković.


    The trouble is no-one knows what’s going on here. Neither Rade nor Marjan nor even Beno. But what the hell, what bleeding difference would it make? If that cunt Rottweiler Pašković is there, nobody’s going to want to get involved anyway. But Pašković doesn’t seem to give as shit. It’s just between me and Mirković.


    “Hi,” says Mirković, when I get there. “Got a message from you today, from Mirsad.”


    Ah-ha. He’s going to start something. Alright. I’m not going to stick my neck out here. What are the options?


    “Oh, I just thought you wouldn’t be able to stand it when we wiped the floor with you at football,” I say. That’s the best, a good tactic. A bit jokey, you know, sporty. Make it all about fair play.


    “In your dreams,” says Mirković, grinning. Fine, he’s in a good mood as well. What football can’t do, eh? Brotherhood and understanding among nations. Then you give them the finger.


    “I just can’t be arsed today, right?” he says. Hm. “But what’s this now, picking on kids? You know where I live if you’ve got anything you want to say to me. We can have a nice cosy chat.”


    Sod him. Now he’s acting the tough guy. Of course, with this Mafiosa behind him. Who wouldn’t? Let him. Yeh, let him, I don’t give a shit. Well actually, I do. I do give a shit. I’ll get him on his own some time. I know where you live. I also know which is your car. And many other things. You’ll see what happens when Igor Ščinkovec has got it in for you. Only not today, not today. It’s football today. Today we’re going to kick your arses so hard you’ll be hanging your heads with tears in your eyes. You’re just banging your head against the wall. I can feel the adrenaline rushing to my head just thinking about it. We’re going to fucking win today. It’ll be a fucking disaster if we don’t shaft them today. Today we’ve got them. If we don’t bleeding win…


    “I never threatened the kid,” I say. “What would I have against your lad? You owe me a drink, to be honest, as you screwed up my deal.”


    “I owe you a drink?” says Mirković, glaring at me. Fucking hell, is he going to get all offended now? Don’t you see I’m trying to be human here, that I’m trying to find a fair way out, for you to keep your manhood. “Go on with you, get back over there,” he says, waving his hand towards the other four, “get back over there, so I don’t have to look at you.”


    Okay. We’ll meet again. If you don’t take the hand I’ve offered. Okay, it’s your own fault. Sod it. I turn and go back. Zoki looks straight at me and the other three more from under their brows. As if they’re trying not to stare. Looks as if Zoki told them. Looks as if they were shitting themselves and were watching to see the fireworks start. Fucking chickens.


     


    * * *


     


    We all sit there sippin’ our beer. Late afternoon. That cunt Ščinkovec, neighbour of mine, appears. Fuckin’ wanker. Three guys with ’im. Look like ’im. They sit at a table in the corner. I don’t give a shit about ’em.


    At our table the cans are really pilin’ up, there won’t be any beer left in the fridge soon. Good that we kept a bit of raki back.


    “Remember when we were in Premantura?” says Bertl. He has a glass of rakiin his hand, seems it reminds ’im of the seaside. “Do you remember Špaco on the beach?”


    Špaco on the beach? Yeh, course I remember ’im. Man, he was some fuckin’ character. We were all on the beach in our cossies, like regular folk, I mean, there must have been about a million people there, packed it was. But not Špaco. Špaco sat there with us, at least he’d taken his jeans off, and he had his trunks on, but he still had his allstar trainers on, and a black leather jacket, and a thick leather belt with three rows of studs round his waist. We took the piss out of ’im for quite a while, but he just grinned, full of himself. And I mean, I’m talking about the fuckin’beach here, not some café next to it — on the beach, in the hot sun. What a crazy fucker.


    “It was a real fuckin’ nightmare when we had to sleep in the cemetery,” says Flint. Now he’s fuckin’ woken up. Needed a few beers, that’s all. Looks tons better than he did earlier. That cemetery! Yeh, so as not to waste money at the fuckin’ camp, we went to sleep in the woods. Then when it started to piss it down in the night, we sheltered in the local cemetery. The chapel was like a buildin’ site — dunno if they were doin’ it up or what — but we slept in there.


    “You have a nightmare, then?”


    “Well, there were about a million mosquitoes,” says Flint “and they were drivin’ me crazy. I just didn’t sleep, I was kind of half crashed-out. Then in the middle of the night it seemed to me or I dreamed that there were loads of others in the chapel and they were all lookin’ out and waitin’ for the rain to stop.”


    “What, ghosts you mean?”


    “How do I know?” says Flint. “Looked ordinary enough. But the whole time in my dream I was wonderin’ whether they were just ordinary folk who’d come in to shelter, or whether they really could be ghosts who didn’t want to get wet. I mean, have you heard ever heard of a wet ghost? I just couldn’t be sure. And they didn’t want to say what they were even when I asked them. They just said, don’t you fuckin’ worry, we’ll be away as soon as the rain stops.”


    “Then they definitely weren’t ghosts,” says Trič. He sees Flint raise his eyebrows when he looks at ’im and quickly adds: “Ghosts don’t talk like that, do they? I mean, fuckand all that.”


    “So you’re sayin’ ghosts never swear?” says Vasja.


    “Course not, the dead speak nicely. Standard Slovene, I’d say.”


    Really interesting discussion, this. But I’ll soon need to go to the bog and empty my tank.


    In the bog it reeks to high heaven. There’s a fuckin’ awful smell of stale piss, sharp enough to slice your nose off. So many guys pissin’ and no water. Just beer. Gallons of piss. Good job no-one’s had a shite, or you’d need a nuclear warhead to get it clear. And no sign of a toilet duck or anything hygienic, like. Sometimes it’s fuckin’ sad people ain’t a bit more hygienic.


    When I come out I go to the bar for another beer. The match starts soon, need to get stocked up. I stand right next to Ščinkovec, who’s standin’ next to some guy, talkin’. The waiter’s washin’ glasses. Has to do it this very instant of course. Hallo, service!


    “I hear you’re going around talking out your arse,” says this guy to Ščinkovec and Ščinkovec just gives ’im a black look. “My lad pissed himself laughing when he told me.”


    “I didn’t say anything out of order,” says Ščinkovec. Seems he’s tryin’ very hard to get himself out of somethin’.


    “Okay, but it seemed funny to him,” says the guy. “If you’d frightened my son, you’d be trying to pull this bottle out your throat now.” Ščinkovec looks and looks, his eyes wide, tryin’ to decide what’s the best thing to say. “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood today, ’cause we’re going to fuck you three-nil, you just wait and see.”


    Right, now he’s really in deep shite, Ščinkovec. You can see what he’d like to say. He’d like to say come on now to the Bosnian, but he daren’t. Poor cunt, what’s he got himself into, eh? But it’s okay, there won’t be any fisticuffs today. Today’s the day for sport and outside activity. And Ščinkovec is too shit scared to say anythin’.


     


    * * *


     


    I flick through my CDs and spend quite a bit of time choosing. Not that there are that many of them, just to give her the time to say something, to tell me what’s eating her, like. Behind me, I hear Daša drinking. That’s alright as well. I take Deep Forest out. Daša probably won’t like it ’cause you can’t jump around to it. But it won’t kill her. If nothing else, she’ll at least have to open her mouth if she wants to make a comment, ask what shit is this. But nothing. Like, even when it starts to play she’s doesn’t say a word. Just stares at the ceiling.


    Well, okay, if we’re gonna be like that. I lie down on the bed next to her. The music’s pretty loud, so it’s easy enough to listen to. Even if there’s silence. Right! I can gawp at the ceiling too. And I do, for quite some time.


    It must be five fucking minutes or more before Daša stirs herself. She leans on one elbow and looks at me. Let her look. Maybe she don’t know how I can stay quiet for so long. But she don’t ask how I can last so long without asking her what’s up. But, you know, it’s easier than you think. Yeh, and can’t you hear what good music this is? I’m listening to the music. Why would it be hard to keep quiet? No, I’m not going to say anything.


    Then Daša sits up. I just see her back. Still not a word. Okay, right, two can play at this game. If she just gets up that doesn’t count as saying something. We’ll hang on a bit longer, right? The music’s still okay. Now I have the advantage that I can see what she’s up to, I can watch her from behind — not lie on my back with her gawping at me. But there’s still something not right. Watching her from the back like this. I think her shoulders are shaking a bit. She’s surely not gonna start fucking crying now, is she?


    At first I try to ignore her. I mean, why the fuck can’t she say what’s up? She can’t just fucking cry like this in front of me. Hello, did I say anything? I didn’t say anything, did I, even though I could, easily, then she really would have something to cry about. Not like this. But no, she’s not crying. More likely she’s laughing. She’s laughing ’cause the pair of us are lying next to each other on the bed sulking, not saying a word. I mean, it really is so stupid you can’t help but laugh.


    But this has already lasted a bit too long.


    What the fuck’s going on here? Is this some new form of blackmail? Like yesterday, when she buggered off into the bushes and waited for someone to come and get her? If it is, then we’ll see how long she can keep it up for. Hello, is she really crying?


    No, she fucking can’t be.


    No, it can’t be that, she can’t be after anything. I mean, if she was, she’d be more up front about it. I mean, probably, you know, she’d come right out with it. But it seems as if she doesn’t want me to know. It’s more like she’s trying to hide something, but she’s not managing too well.


    Fucking hell, I’m going to lose my cool soon. Can’t go on like this. Now I’m starting to get a lump in my throat. I mean, hello! I can’t keep on. It’s no good. How can I enjoy my hot chocolate like this? I’m getting a cramp in my stomach. Is it really possible that I feel sorry for her? What is this shit? I mean, I’ve no time for this kind of thing — none at all.


     


    * * *


     


    “What was that about?” says Zoki, drumming on the table with his fingers.


    “What do you think?” I say, sitting down. “I really can’t be arsed today. Zahovič and the boys will stick it to them right enough, no need for me to as well.”


    “Ah,” says Zoki, his eyes wide as if he’s miming surprise. “So, you couldn’t be arsed?”


    “That’s right, old chum, couldn’t be arsed,” I say. Okay, can we drop it now? “What’s up with you lot?” I say, looking round. “Why the long faces? Are we going to order something or just sit here?”


    “Yeh, right,” says Rade, turning towards the bar. He seems happy to be able to do something now, when he couldn’t before. Go on then. “Miss!” he shouts.


    “I thought you were going to get your head knocked off,” says Beno. I give him a look and he shuts up.


    Things actually turned out alright. I deserve a pat on the back. Fine, Zoki’s going to keep rattling my cage, he won’t be able to resist. But the other three. Mirković was giving me a friendly smile the whole time, and me him. You’ve got to be generous on a day like today, haven’t you? At least I didn’t cut and run. That’s the main thing. No-one’ll be able to accuse me of that.


    It takes quite a while for the waitress to get her arse in gear. Then she comes around the counter and heads for our table. She’s carrying a tray. A fucking tray, with a glass of lemonade on it. Not the kind from a bottle, but a freshly-squeezed lemonade.


    “This,” she says, putting the lemonade in front of me, “is from the gentleman over there.”


    Oh fuck… Mirković really is one mean son of a bitch.


     


    * * *


     


    “Come on, Daša,” I say, still lying down. She’s still sitting there with her shoulders shaking, sobbing. Yeh, she really is sobbing, you can hear it even with the music. She’s not putting it on. I slowly pull myself up, sit just behind her, put my hand on her shoulder. She don’t move. Fine, at least she don’t shake me off. I shuffle forward a bit, till I’m beside her. She’s looking down, her face wet, her mouth kind of twisted. And my stomach is fluttering as I put my arm round her and pull her towards me. “Come on, Daša, what is it?” Still not a word. “Why are you crying for such a budala?”


    She shivers in my arms. Then she finally speaks. After all this time she finally says something.


    “I know he’s an idiot,” she sobs. “I know the whole thing’s stupid. But what can I do, I love him so much.”


    “Come on, come on.” At last. We’re finally going to talk. That’s the main thing. Then we can work it all out. I pull her more towards me and she sobs. She’s pressing her cheek against my neck. I can feel her tears. Why is it that she has to cry like this over some fella? Specially one with no real future. If it was mainly about reproduction, as some professor might say, then he’s not a very promising male of the species, not likely to father very good offspring. Why the fuck are you crying so, Daša?


    I put my arm round the head that’s pressing against my neck and stroke it. Shit, if anything she’s crying more than before — at least before she was trying to hide it, now she’s simply howling. She’s not at all embarrassed. We’re not gonna get nowhere like this. Now I really do feel sorry for her, that feeling in my stomach, but I dunno what to do, how to help. I’d really like to help. I’d do anything to make her feel a bit better, to make her stop, like, ’cause it’s fucking hurting me too, down in my stomach. I squeeze her head even tighter — must be fucking hurting by now.


    Then a surprise.


    Daša suddenly pulls her head from my embrace and looks up at me. Then she starts kissing me. Kissing me on my cheeks, then around my mouth, then right on the mouth. Okay, no problem. No need to panic, it’s no big deal, friends kissing. But not so fucking hard! Not so hard! Okay, stop is now for Christ’s sake!


    “Janina,” she says, “you’re so nice, you’re such a good friend. I really love you, Janina. And I know you love me.”


    Yeh, course I do. But don’t kick up such a fuss about it, please. Course I love you, Daša.


     


    * * *


     


    When I drift back into the room they’ve already switched the telly on. About time. The match is gonna start any minute, they’re already showin’ the ground, the teams are out, warmin’ up. Not long now. I’m sittin’ nicely on the couch, strangely enough next to Irena. She looks great, she’s got tight jeans on and a tight black top. Her hair’s like it always is — bit mousey, short on top and stickin’ up a bit, longer at the sides.


    Irena, I never told you this — not at that party of yours. It was only a small do — you only invited a few blokes, just a handpicked few. Probably ones that wouldn’t get too heavy. I was fuckin’ honoured. No Trič, no Bertl. Flint was sat there in an armchair, suppin’ rum. And Humar. What was he doin’ there, eh? Why was he there? Should’ve got kicked out.


    But tons of chicks, thank god.


    Don’t know how it happened that Mirjana attached herself to me. I certainly didn’t do anythin’ to encourage ’er, I swear. She obviously took a fancy to me or somethin’. Parked herself next to me and hung on my every word.


    I mean, how could I not like it? I’m only fuckin’ flesh and blood, after all. And I was gettin’ more and more stoned. Marta was rollin’ up the whole time, I was smokin’ one after the other, and the chick was sittin’ next to me pissin’ herself at every stupid thing I said. Who wouldn’t like that? Any normal person would.


    Then there’s one part of the do I don’t really remember much about, but I remember wakin’ up in your folks’ bedroom, naked as the day I was born, with Mirjana lying naked next to me. My prick was so red I thought at first I’d done myself an injury — but no, it came off when I rubbed it a bit. It was Mirjana’s blood, she was obviously a virgin. And I thought to myself, what fuckin’ kind of star performance did she get from me for ’er first time? But I didn’t give a shit. What was I doin’ with ’er? I didn’t choose ’er, that’s for certain. It wasn’t all clear to me, but that much was. I vaguely remembered she’d seemed okay, really, even with a few breaks and a bit of dozin’ in between. So all in all, a successful evenin’.


    I hoped she wouldn’t wake up. I crept downstairs, looked in the livin’ room. What a fuckin’ mess — tins and bottles and tab ends and skins everywhere. Flint still asleep in the armchair, some guy I didn’t know on the carpet next to ’im. No chicks anywhere. You were probably in your room. There was still some rum in Flint’s bottle. I had a few slugs, took a couple of ciggies from his packet and skedaddled.


    How did I drag myself to the number eleven bus? The sun was blazin’ down, it was about six in the morning, so it wasn’t too hot, but it was fuckin’ bright. How it flowed all over the fields. I felt kinda flabby from the night before, though the rum was coursin’ through me so I didn’t give a toss. The smoke from the ciggy was hackin’ at my burnt lungs. I had a virgin’s blood on my prick as I walked through that terrible brightness, you’d invited me to your select party, everythin’ was a crazy green, I smoked and thought — hey, cool Irena, I wish I could always leave your place like this.


    “What’s up, love?” I say. She’s moves away a bit. Maybe half an inch more than I care for. But no sweat. It looks as if things haven’t changed too much.


    “I’m really going to enjoy the next two hours,” she says. And I can’t help grinnin’.


    “You know, if it gets too much we can always go back to my place a bit, private party,” I say. She pulls a face.


    “I don’t think it’s going to be that bad.”


    Hey, Irena, Irena. No, not bad. As long as you’re here.


    Anyway, then it starts.


     


    * * *


     


    I don’t even need to look. It’s absolutely clear. This bleeding Mirković just doesn’t know when to stop. And after we’d talked it over so nicely. And now these four are just fucking looking at me. What do I do now?


    “A large beer for me,” says Marjan. He looks as if he’s regretting coming to watch football in Fužine.


    “Oh-oh,” says Zoki.


    Now think. Quickly. You need to do something fast. But what? I’m not going to drink Mirković’s lemonade, that would be too much. And I’m not going to throw it in his face across the bar. That’s no way to behave. I mean, this place is right next to where I live, for fuck’s sake, they’d ban me. Think, Igor, think.


    “I’ll have a beer as well,” says Rade. Zoki’s still looking at me.


    “I’ll have another whisky,” I say, pushing the lemonade away from me. “And take this back, please.” I think it over some more. No, that’s nothing. I’ve got to do something else, so they can see I’ve had my say as well. So it won’t look as if I’m shitting myself. And they’re not going to leave me in peace just like that. “And you know what,” I say, “give the three who sent this a double whisky each, on me.” I turn towards the other four. “If he’s so hard up he has to send lemonade, I’ll help him steady his nerves before the match,” I explain. “So they don’t think I’m some poor sod cadging a drink.”


    Good. I like it. The waitress turns and goes. I’m glad I thought of this, I’m pleased with it. Even if I’m a bit short of cash myself. Later on, when we’re all talking or when the match is on, I’ll have to make a discreet visit to the cash machine. No problem. We’ll sort it out. I think I’ve handled it pretty wisely. Like Solomon himself.


    Good, it seems things have calmed down a bit. Marjan, Beno and Rade are yacking again. Zoki’s a bit quieter, but he’s listening to them, not staring at me. I’m not altogether relaxed, I keep looking over towards those three. They’re talking. They don’t seem too concerned about me. Only when the waitress puts three double whiskies in front of them do they show any interest. Thank god she gave them good measures. Then they start to talk somewhat louder. Mirković and Rottweiler Pašković look at me briefly, but neighbour Pašković has his back towards me and can’t even be bothered to turn round. Probably doesn’t want to offend a neighbour. Good thing, too. Then the other two start to laugh out loud, Rottweiler Pašković looks in my direction again and even neighbour Pašković’s shoulders are shaking. But they don’t do anything. They just carry on talking.


    It’s humming now in the bar. There’s quite a crowd directly below the TV, but we still have a great view from our table. You can see the pitch, the teams standing there ready. This is going to be one hell of an evening. One hell of an evening.


     


    * * *


     


    Hm, bit of a mess to begin with. Not very promisin’. Zahovič is mincin’ around the pitch like some poofta. The ball’s movin’, of course, but it ain’t goin’ nowhere in particular. It’s all very slow somehow. Or that’s how it seems to me. Nobody says anythin’, they’re all just starin’ at the screen. But the stands are cool. It’s great to see ’em. There’s a lot more of our fans than the fuckin’ Yugos, or there seem to be. I know a couple of lads who’ve gone there — not from my crowd, bit younger. They say there’s about three thousand of ’em.


    Then suddenly. Oh fuck!


    “Fuck!” Vasja jumps up. “Go on!”


    We’re in front of their goal. That’s — hey, even Irena, who’s actin’ as if she doesn’t give a toss, is lookin’ excited. Yeh, yeh — fuck it, Milinović… Milinović, the cunt. The fuckin’ cunt.


    “Shite!” says Trič, on his feet, ready to jump in the air, then he flops back down.


    Fuckin’ shite. Gettin’ up our hopes like that. Fuck it. Okay. Let’s have more of that. Here we go!


    I look around a bit. It’s so fuckin’ packed. Wherever you look, eyes fixed, mouths open, chins floppin’ down. The volume level keeps goin’ up and down, from total silence to explosions of cursin’. One moment you can hear a pin drop, even the glasses behind the bar stop clinkin’. There’s just the commentator’s voice.


    I’ve got a strange feelin’. As if I’m a bit removed, watchin’ it all from outside. Weird bloody feelin’, but cool at the same time. I mean, it’s all pretty cool, really — Irena, for fuck’s sake, Bertl — why the fuck couldn’t he come? ’cos of fuckin’ work, for fuck’s sake — that shouldn’t stop you. And some fuckin’course. Oh, come on, Bertl, give me a fuckin’ break. I didn’t believe you for a moment. But on the other hand —


    What other fuckin’ hand? I don’t give a shit about the other hand.


    There’s somethin’ not quite right. I’m not used to watchin’ games in a bar. Fuckin’ football, anyway. I’m only into the championship. And I mean, this bar, in Fužine. I never usually go to places here. I always go into town for a beer. I only ever come in here when I go to the shop, to quench my thirst before I go back up. Maybe that’s it. Yeh, it’s probably just that.


    Flint’s flappin’ his wings.


     


    * * *


     


    When I unlock the door I’m greeted by a wave of heat. It breathes on me. I forgot to put the blinds down before I went — typical. Anyway, it probably makes no great difference. Just let me undress, get some air moving through the flat, have a shower — then it’ll be alright. Then I’ll see if there’s anything worth watching.


    So, the first thing I establish is that I won’t be having a shower — the water’s still off. Oh well, later. There’ll certainly be some, they said by the evening. At least I can take my things off. I put on an old robe, a shabby thing. I feel best in something soft at this point, something that will be gentle with me. No-one knows what I’ve been through today. And when I come from the bathroom, the flat really does seem somewhat cooler.


    At least a little. I close the bedroom window, but leave the spare room and the balcony open. The balcony’s cooling down a little — I’ll probably be able to have a coffee out there. It doesn’t bother me drinking coffee in the evening — never has. I’d have to drink about a litre before it stopped me from sleeping. I go into the kitchen and get the caffetiere ready. I fill it with water from a bottle, put coffee in, turn the electric ring on, stand there for a moment.


    Damn! I don’t know what’s got into me, but at that moment I want nothing more than to hurl the caffetiere at the wall, metal and water and all, so that the coffee flies out all over the kitchen and the living room. Even if I crack the tiles. Even if I stain the wall with coffee grounds. Even if it all runs down behind the cooker and sugar-crazed ants come running out. Even if — oh, I don’t know, if I knock that vase off the table…


    Huh, what a typical way of thinking. I won’t move from word to deed like that. I’m more a woman of words. Deeds are not my strong point.


    Okay, if that’s how it is, it’s better that I sit down and deal with words.


     


    * * *


     


    Kovačević — he can be fuckin’ dangerous. Wasn’t he a national hero, Kovačević? Sava Kovačević. But, HEY, HEY — Dabanović defends, of course, Dabanović, my old chum. What do you mean, Sava Kovačević? — here’s a fuckin’ hero! FUCKIN’ HERO!


    “Kill the bastard! Break his legs!” screams Vasja. He looks at us then grins wide when he sees us grinnin’ at ’im. It’s goin’ good. No shite, no weird feelings, what weird feelings? This is fuckin’ heaven, yeh, we’re in fuckin’ heaven.


    But, you know? I dunno what’s fuckin’ wrong. But I remember when I had the same feelin’. Very similar. When I went in the army. I remember when I first looked out the plane window, down at the Montenegrin mountains — such a weird feelin’. Really weird. I said to myself, if this plane crashes I don’t give a shit, I really don’t give a shit. The next year’s not goin’ to be livin’ anyway, away from Ljubljana, away from my mates, no life at all, let it fuckin’ crash. I don’t give a shit.


    I mean, away from my mates. Pretty hopeless then, anyway. Half my mates were in the army, the other half goin’ in six months. When I had my goin’ away do there were only a few of ’em there. Vasja and Flint ’d got called up six months earlier. Bertl went five days before me. Trič in six months, though at the party he was actin’ more of a tough guy than I was, but what the fuck, I was so fuckin’ down. What the fuck did I have to keep me in Ljubljana? Or anywhere for that matter? It was mainly kids then when we got together, in Lenin Park, on the roundabout. Kids. The young crowd.


    And what about when I came back? No sign of Irena. No-one even knew where she was. All the chicks from Polje had vanished — Irena, Marta, Sandra, Mirjana. Back to Polje, I suppose. I’ve no idea really. Bertl — Bertl came back from the army and signed up for law. Okay, that was no problem. He was still out and about, still goin’ at it hammer and tongs. He was really into Roman law, always had some cool story to tell about some Roman emperor or senators. Caligula. He was Roman emperor. Bertl told us how his horse drowned in some river, so he commanded his soldiers to wade in and whip it as punishment. Bit of a lad, that Caligula. You could have a fuckin’ wild time hangin’ out with ’im.


    Trič wasn’t in the army long before he started to act mad. It ain’t everyone that can do that — you’ve got to be the kind that’s not embarrassed by anythin’. Pretendin’ to be mad ain’t easy. He went there with hair down to his arse and he was carryin’ a furry frog with ’im. When it came to the barbers he tried to get away and he started cryin’ when they shaved his head. Worse came when they wanted to take his things and send ’em to Ljubljana. They tried to take his frog away and he went bananas. He got into a fight with the corporal over that frog and when they finally got it away from ’im he threw himself on the ground and started howlin’. Like some three-year-old in a supermarket. The soldiers just stood there givin’ ’im dirty looks. When he’d finally driven everyone half crazy with his racket they gave ’im his frog back. Then he hugged it and made such a happy face. After three weeks he was back home. Even before he was sworn in. There ain’t half been some lucky bastards.


    But so what, he was only back on the scene a year when he started hangin’ out with a different crowd, those alternative types, oh-so cool. We saw less and less of ’im. Then I saw ’im occasionally at the K4 club, with these others like. But he just nodded from a distance, he only said anythin’ if you ran right into ’im. We were all right fuckin’ offended. Fuckin’ Judas. But what, I can’t really hold it against ’im. They all did the same, just some sooner, some later. Soon Vasja wasn’t around — he was always studyin’a bit, even when Bertl jacked it in. But he kept changin’ track. One year mining, the next at the arts faculty. Then he suddenly started comin’ round less. He was out with the other students or somethin’. Finally, I don’t recall when, he told us somethin’ about this trek from Litija to Čatež, or somewhere. They drank some new wine in Čatež, got right pissed and sang Slovene folk songs. Ethnologists or some such. Idiot. But what the hell. If I see ’im these days okay, he’s better dressed, but he’s still basically the same. He can’t fuckin’ hide that. He’s still the same underneath. He’s still the same Vasja who wore dreadlocks and played the drums at Logatec, stoned out his head.


    What about Flint? It was about the same time Bertl disappeared, if I remember rightly. They’d got in with another crowd as well. Rockers of some kind, from the other side of town. They didn’t go to Figovec, but to the Hunter or somewhere. It really bothered me that they didn’t once invite me. I’d have gone for sure. Rather them than those kids. But they didn’t. And even they were kind of driftin’ apart already. Bertl was always a bit more serious, Flint didn’t give a shit about anythin’. Bertl was more into chasin’ skirt, Flint more into drinkin’ When I met ’im at Metelkova a couple of years back he was totally ratted, no longer a dude — even tried to cadge some change off me. I mean, okay, we all go on the cadge if we’re short of cash, we’ve all done it. But at that fuckin’ age. If you’re askin’ for change at that age you’re a fuckin’ down and out. No wonder he became like he did. That’s not fuckin’ cool, Flint, not fuckin’ cool at all.


    Why all this bullshit, these cretinous feelings? Did I organise a party or didn’t I? ’cause in the end you realise they’re all still basically the same underneath. Still the fuckin’ same. Okay. Just so you know I was right.


    Hey, this looks like a chance — Čeh. Čeh, a free kick. Come on pal! Come on, let’s show ’em what’s what. Cool. Come on.


    Čeh takes it. Come on, come on — Karić — bang! Zahovič! GOOAAAAL!


     


    * * *


     


    How could you have been be so damn stupid, Goran? Didn’t you know me at all? How much did I really know you? Or Adam? How can I be really sure who the stupid one was here? How can I say something like that, when I think about the game that was played with me, when I remember…


    Yes, that’s it, I remember now. To be honest, Adam was sexy that time we sat in our garden. Or when he was cutting the grass. Or when he spoke about how the social sciences were a load of hot air and drove me crazy. Yes, perhaps that was the reason he used to drive me crazy. What would I have done if those views had been expressed by some chap with thick glasses, protruding teeth and a lisp? I wouldn’t have worried too much, I’d have told him what I thought of him. Or I’d simply have shrugged. Although at the time I didn’t see it like that. I really didn’t.


    Perhaps you knew me better than I knew myself? Another fine cliché. No, it was simply like this: he was sexy, there was no more to it than that. There was nothing you could do about it, and I certainly had no intention of doing anything about it. It didn’t matter to me. It was Jolanda’s affair. I thought he had a way with children. I never had. He was so different; too different. And I had you, and that seemed more than enough to me. I’d never dared to hope for so much: a fine husband, a good job and a flat with a garden. No, I was head over heels in love with my daring young man, my lab assistant, who signed up on a course to become a chemical technician and then — God knows, perhaps further, perhaps a degree, perhaps his own small company dealing in chemicals. There was every chance of undreamed-of success. I was convinced that you were accusing me of something I was not capable of: being unfaithful to you.


    Being unfaithful! What a ridiculous idea. I wasn’t even in any state to verbally process such an idea. Processing such an idea was almost impossible for me. Dirty jokes — okay, stupid perhaps, but I can take them. But any kind of hint at such behaviour involving me would be totally ridiculous, a categorically impossible act. If I recall how I felt, how ridiculous I felt, that time when we went on an excursion to Slovene areas in Italy.


    The coffee is still hissing. I get up and go to the kitchen to pour some out. I add a drop of milk. I hope it hasn’t gone off. I bring my cup back into the room — I think I can go on the balcony now.


    We went with the students across the border to Friuli, to Cividale, to San Pietro al Natisone and so on. We ended up back on our side of the border, spent the night in Bovec. Of course, we didn’t go to bed straight away. Some of the teachers went to a café nearby, for an hour or so. And then, when we were getting ready to go, the Dean of the Faculty, Drevenšek, appeared from out of nowhere — evidently he’d been on a sort of pub crawl with the students. He’d managed to consume quite a bit in the process. Just so the students couldn’t accuse the professors of being uncommunicative. Well, one thing led to another. I don’t recall how I managed to steer the conversation round. Perhaps because I’d drunk two glasses of red wine and couldn’t extricate myself from the discussion I was having with professor Horvat about traditional Italian nationalism and the situation in bilingual areas. Anyway, I somehow managed to steer us back onto the same topic while Drevenšek was standing by the table. As a matter of fact, if I remember correctly, I was doing the talking, the others were just listening and Drevenšek was standing there.


    I recall ending my short lecture with the following declaration: “It’s simply a matter of expecting bilingualism. I mean, you don’t go into a shop and ask ‘Do you speak Slovene?’ — you simply start speaking. Only in that way can you create a situation in which equality is something entirely normal. Language will not treat you kindly if you do not treat it kindly.”


    I’ve no idea where that last sentence came from, probably from the two glasses of red wine. Then Drevenšek piped up: “Vera knows what she’s talking about, she’s orally gifted.”


    For a second or two I didn’t get it, then they all started to laugh, the women in the party somewhat shocked, but not too much. They kept looking at me to see how I’d react. I still didn’t get it.


    “What are you trying to say?” I asked.


    Drevenšek just chuckled, although now slightly awkwardly — perhaps he realised he’d been a bit near the knuckle. It was his awkwardness that gave me a hint as to what the joke was. And then I got it. And immediately turned bright red.


     


    * * *


     


    Fuckin’ hell, it’s like an explosion, half the place is jumpin’ up and down, throwin’ ’emselves about, the other half holdin’ their heads and howlin’ like wolves.


    “Awaaaay!” yells Vasja and grabs Trič’s head. Trič is laughin’ like a maniac.


    “Which one’s the whore, the one who does or the one who doesn’t?” I hear someone shoutin’ at the back. I look round. It’s Ščinkovec’s lot, one of the other four is bangin’ in rhythm on the table. There’s a racket outside. Firecrackers are rainin’ down from the blocks of flats. Fuck me, if there weren’t so many of ’em you’d not be able to hear ’em ’cos there’s so much fuckin’ noise in here. It’s a real fusillade. All the birds’ll have to fly up to Golovec hill. No, they’ll have to move from Golovec down to Dolenjsko. What am I talking about, Dolenjsko? — they’ll have to move to the forest round Kočevje for a bit of peace and quiet.


    “Beer! Give me beer!” yells Flint. Here we go, here we go, here we go. It’s gonna be a fuckin’ great match.


    Then it goes on just as you’d want it to.


    Ours are on the ball, they’ve got the wind in their sails now. Čeh, Udovič. The ball’s hardly ever in our fuckin’ half. About ten minutes later, Zahovič again, brilliant stuff, hey! Shite, no go. You haven’t got a hope in hell Yugos. Fuck it, Stojković is tryin’ somethin’ over there. Dunno why he’s botherin’, he hasn’t got a hope. Booo. The other half of the bar are almost in tears. Right before the end another chance. We’re right in front of their goal.


    “Kick it, kick the fucker,” yells Vasja. Flint is staring into space. Irena looks even less involved. The first goal woke ’er up a bit, then she started to lose interest again.


    One-nil to Slovenia. One-fuckin’-nil at half-time. Just don’t let ’em screw up in the second half. Wonder what’s happenin’ in the bettin’ shop?


     


    * * *


     


    I don’t quite get what’s happening here. I’ve always hated this kind of thing — me getting it on with someone like that, forget it. Get away from me. But now I really dunno what’s happening. Maybe because of all that sympathy for Daša crying. I feel a bit tearful myself. And all because of that wanker Mirsad. I dunno, in any normal situation Daša’s tearful snotty kisses would get on my tits. But now they don’t at all. I said I’d do anything to stop her snivelling. Yeh, anything, though I didn’t have this in mind. In fact, I didn’t have anything particular in mind, I just said it. Now I’d really like to do something. I’ve got a lump in my throat. When she gives me another kiss right on the mouth I open my lips and kiss her back. Dunno what’s got into me. Come on, Daša, stop it. I mean, hello, we’re kissing each other here. It’s totally weird. I’ve never kissed another girl on the mouth. Okay, stop it now Daša, that’s enough now.


    Dunno how to describe what I felt when my tongue brushed against hers, it was so strange. I mean, I’ve snogged often enough, it’s part of the game if you’re normal. But I’ve never felt anything like this before. Hey, Daša, stop it now. You’re breaking my heart. Stop crying, Daša, I mean it, stop crying. This is so totally weird. If Mirsad could see this. Hey, that’s a good idea. If Mirsad could see us now. I mean, that would be really wicked.


    All of a sudden my hand reaches out, then stops. What’s got into me? Hang on, you can’t do that. I was going to put my hand on her breast. Hang on a moment, girl. Kissing’s one thing, this is something else entirely. Friends kiss each other, they don’t go grabbing each other’s tits. I mean, I’m not a lezzy. If only Mirsad could see us. I dunno, we’ll see what happens. We’ll see. I put my hand on her breast. Daša moves slightly, but she don’t pull away, she leaves it where it is. I stroke her breasts.


     


    * * *


     


    Fuck me, I look back to Ščinkovec’s table where they’re yellin’ louder than any other Slovenes here. Even Flint looks round to see if anythin’ needs sortin’ out. A chance for a little bit of recreation.


    Ščinkovec gets up from the table. He goes across the room to the bar, under the telly. There’s the guy there that was givin’ ’im grief earlier. Next to ’im is Pašković, another neighbour of mine. He’s cheerin’ for Yugo, naturally. Ha. What the fuck has he got to say to ’im at a time like this? Good job I’m near enough to hear.


    “Hey, Mirković my old mate!” shouts Ščinkovec. “Don’t be offended about before, we’re all friends here — Slovenia, Yugoslavia, it doesn’t fucking matter.”


    Mirković looks round, Pašković as well, and the other guy who’s standin’ next to Pašković — fuck me, he looks a mean customer. If I was Ščinkovec I wouldn’t mess with ’im.


    “Who’s going to get offended, mate, we screwed you, you screwed us, now we all understand each other,” shouts Ščinkovec. “I’m no nationalist. Here, let me get you another.”


    Those three don’t look too well pleased. I fuckin’ would if someone offered me a beer. But fuck it, they’re not one-nil up. Maybe it’s a bit hard to understand how they’re feelin’ now. Ščinkovec makes as if to slap Mirković on the shoulder. Mirković doesn’t move an inch. But the evil-lookin’ one sittin’ opposite ’im is glarin’.


    Then he makes a move. Oops. He plants himself in front of Ščinkovec.


    “Listen, you ape,” he says, “you expect me to give you two thousand fucking marks? Do you?”


    Fuck me, don’t say Ščinkovec is mixed up in Mafia business now, I’d never ’ve expected that.


    “Don’t bother about that, forget about it,” shouts Ščinkovec. “Forget the marks. I’m paying, do you hear?” But the tough guy’s not listening. He points his finger at Ščinkovec’s chest.


    “The fuck you are,” he says. His eyes are wild, narrow, and he glares through the slits at Ščinkovec as if he had shite under his nose. Fuckin’ hell. Now Pašković is tryin’ to calm ’im down, but he ain’t doin’ too good a job. Ščinkovec is lookin’ a bit less enthusiastic than he was a few minutes back. No need to lose your fuckin’ cool, Yugos, if your lot are no longer a match for ours. No sweat, it’s just a little sportin’ encounter. It ain’t Ščinkovec’s fault, little loser that he is.


    But I don’t really give a shit. Let’s go outside for a spot of fresh air. It’s hotter than a cunt in here. If they’re gonna start somethin’ it can be without me. I’d rather get out the way. It’s nothin’ to do with me.


    “Shall we go out a bit?” I say to the others.


    Trič is standin’ on the table, sawin’ at a guitar.


    she swore in Ukrainian, fuck this, threw both ’er hands in the air and sat on the floor


    When we go out, the air’s so fresh I take a nice deep breath. Man, it was so fuckin’ hot in there. And smokey. And sweaty, somethin’ terrible. Good fuckin’ thing there ain’t too many evenings like that. Far too stressful. It’s good out here. Least I’m startin’ to cool down.


    A few others have come out. There’s hardly anyone at the tables out here, they were all inside. I look inside again. Ščinkovec is with his crew, lookin’ like a whipped dog. The other four are talkin’, he’s turned more towards the telly. Fuck knows what’s eatin’ ’im. But it’s his own fault, had to go stickin’ his neck out.


    “Hey,” says Vasja, so I have to look. He’s pointin’ towards the concrete plant holders at the end of the path. I see there’s somethin’ dark lyin’ on the ground. “Look at that. Do you know who it is?”


    Yeh, why do folk have to go pokin’ there noses in?


    Zlato the tramp.


    Zlato the foreign legionnaire. In shorts, with an ammunition belt and a sailor’s top. Crew cut, round head, unshaven, deep tan as if he’s been on a sunbed. Deep lines on his face. Zlato, the tramp. A legend. Leanin’ against the plant holder, snoozin’.


    “Haven’t seen him around for ages,” says Bertl, goin’ up to ’im. We all wander over and stand round Zlato. He’s sound asleep. Doesn’t give a shit. We start to laugh. I mean, look at ’im, the fuckin’ world’s fallin’ apart around ’im, there’s firecrackers rainin’ down and he’s dead to the world. He doesn’t give a monkey’s. Quite right, too. He’s got it all sorted. He’s got a network of sponsors who he tells about his adventures in the foreign legion. The stories are more and more way out. One’s about how they got attacked by these Arabs, when they were defendin’ some oasis in the desert. Another’s about how they came away from some fuckin’ mess with a crate of gold bars. And another about Korea, or one of those fuckin’ oriental places. How he’d taken his belt and knife and chucked ’em in the captain’s face — some Serb Četnik — and said he weren’t willin’ to slaughter women and children no more. The captain said, fine, we’ll shoot you. And Zlato said, go on then. And they’d stared at each other, eye to eye. Then the captain said, okay, back to Seoul with you, a military tribunal. And Zlato said, okay, I’m goin’. And he pissed off. And so on and so on. Who wouldn’t give a beer for a story like that?


    Zlato wakes up. When he sees us he blinks a bit confused, like. Then he drags himself up a bit, so he’s more sittin’ than lyin’. Then he starts to rub that round, brown nut of his. His hands are worn, his fingers fat.


    “Must have dozed off,” he says. He’s still strokin’ his head, then he grins. He’s a bit pissed, you can see that. When he grins like that you know he’s got to be pissed.


    “The guy’s immortal,” I say to Flint. He nods. Zlato looks up at me.


    “Croak, croak!” he croaks pointin’ at me. “What you yellin’ about?”


    I can’t help but grin again. Real classic Zlato that. Next thing, he’ll start tellin’ all the others they’re parrots. That’s Zlato for you. Then he’s suddenly all serious. He bangs his head with his hand.


    “Ain’t it footie today?” he shouts. “What’s the time?”


    “Nearly nine,” says Bertl, takin’ a ciggy out.


    “Bugger it!” shouts Zlato. “It’s already started!” He looks round in panic, as if to say what now, then he suddenly stops. He peers up at us. “Did you see the footie?” he asks, careful like.


    “We did,” I say.


    “What’s the score?”


    “Six-nil to Yugoslavia at half-time,” says Trič. He’s tryin’ not to smile, he looks at us and we all stay dead serious.


    “Ohhh!” groans Zlato, slappin’ his knees and lookin’ at the sky. “I knew it! Ohhh! I knew it! Bloody fuckin’ shit!”


    We all burst out laughin’, we can’t hold it in any longer, it’s just too much. I have to bend over I’m laughin’ so much. This Zlato’s quite a guy. Okay, not exactly someone for youngsters to look up to. I wouldn’t wanna become some sort of role model in my old age. But anyway.


    Where’s Irena?


    Irena’s not standin’ near Zlato. She’s gone!


    Flint is naked, he’s banging his face with the tin and beer’s running down it I need some vision of the future not just any old shite Irena


    Yeh.


    Irena’s not far off. She’s standin’ over there. She just didn’t come over to Zlato. She did come out, but when we came over here she stopped by the shop window and started lookin’ in. Clothes shop. Okay, cool, she’s still with us.


    Trič and Flint and Vasja and Bertl are still pissin’ ’emselves. But that’s not that wonderful. Irena’s fuckin’ bored.


    Shite, it wasn’t meant to be like this. I invited her. This is not good. I’m a fuckin’ bad host.


    Irena’s bored. I’m still grinnin’, but thoughts are shootin’ through my head. Various ones. The four guys are havin’ fun, the chick ain’t.


    I mean, it’s okay if they’re havin’ fun. Won’t do any harm if I leave ’em for a bit. They know how to entertain ’emselves, don’t they?


    Yeh, Zlato’s standin’ behind the concrete plant holders and flappin’ his wings. Trič and Flint and Vasja and Bertl are clappin’. They won’t run out of laughs. Zlato strikes a bodybuilder’s pose and shows the tattoo on his right arm


    I go up to Irena.


    “What you lookin’ at?” She points at the shop window, at a thin jumper hangin’ there. Dark grey.


    “Nice top,” she says. Fuck it, I invite ’er to a party and she’s lookin at jumpers.


    “You bored?” I ask. Irena still stares at the display. Then she slowly shrugs.


    “I am a bit.”


    “Listen,” I say, but I dunno whether to ask her, dunno if it’s a good idea or not — “What if we were to leave all these football freaks and go up to my flat for a bit, eh?”


    She gives me a sideways glance.


    “Ah-ha,” she says. “And what would we do there?”


    Oh Irena, whatever your heart desires, of course.


    “I could put a bit of music on,” I say. She’s looking at me rather strict like, ’er chin slightly raised. “And we could talk a bit.” Women like talkin’. “We could talk about where the last fifteen years ’ve gone, about folk we know, about work…”


    Then I suddenly realise. No, she’s not lookin’ at strict at all. She’s lookin’naughty. She’s givin’ me a naughty look over that raised chin of ’ers. Fuck me. Wey-hey. Irena, that look, enough to drive a guy crazy. You’re lookin’ a bit naughty. Ah-hah. Yeh, well, okay. Whatever you want, Irena.


    “Okay,” she says suddenly. Yesss! This is a turn up for the books. Irena doesn’t pull her hand away, she leaves it there where I put it. For once, she says yes.


    Then things move very fast.


    We walk away from the others, very discretely. They’re still there by the plant holders, with Zlato, watching him perform. We slink back past the cash machine, over the crossing, across the road. No-one sees us. Few more steps and we’ll be there, where we can’t be seen, behind the cars and the trees. There we are, hidden.


    I look back for a moment. I can see Zlato’s head and I know that Trič, Bertl, Vasja and Flint are round the corner, though I can’t see ’em. Bye, Trič. Keep on keeping on, stay off the drugs, just say no.And you, Flint. You’ve been tryin’ hard, you really have. Thanks, Flint. Look after yerself. Vasja, Bertl, see you. Vasja, do well by those kids. I mean, good on you. Bertl, good luck with the course, and with business and everythin’. You’re great guys. I’m proud of you. Zlato? Hey, they don’t make ’em like that no more. Why did he have to freeze like that? God knows. You can’t blame him for it. You couldn’t blame Zlato for anythin’. Don’t worry. We’ve got to go. Not ’cos of you. We’ve gotta be quick.


    Seems it was alright what I did. I’m a bit sorry about the guys, but it seems okay. A good move. We’re hurryin’ towards the entrance, towards the lift. Irena’s completely different from how she was before, sort of playful, skippin’ along.


    This could finally be the big breakthrough. I mean my big breakthrough. Before, Irena always said no. Irena’s goin’ upstairs with me. What’s she got in mind? She always thought things through. A cold-hearted female. The only thing she ever did on impulse was to move away. To remove her hand. Has she changed? Isn’t she the same underneath? Metamorphosis, like. Metamorphosis my arse. We’re all the same underneath.


    But all the same, all the same, she’s goin’ up with me. She’s like she always was. Irena. She’s goin’ up with me. Seems it’ll turn out to have been not a bad idea after all, calling people, askin’ ’em to come. Hm, where’s this leadin’ then? Sex? Sod sex. It ain’t all about sex. Not if she’s goin’ upstairs with you for the first time in fifteen years. There’s other, more important things involved.


    Irena and me are stretched out on the couch, I’ve got my feet up on the armchair. There’s a CD playin’. Björk, Yoga. Don’t really know why I like Björk so much. She’s certainly no rock’n’roller. But there’s somethin’ about her. An energy — you feel somethin’ behind it, somethin’ that —


    I’d really like to talk. Yeh, I really want to. That’s odd. Maybe I’ve changed underneath? Not possible.


    “So, Irena,” I say. I’ve got a lump in my throat. Where’s this gonna lead, where’s it gonna lead? “What’s it like bein’ married for seven years?”


    Irena’s quiet. Doesn’t say a word, just stares into space. Stares into space. Just


    Coincidence makes sense


    Only with you


    I feel emotional landscapes


    They puzzle me


    “I just don’t get it, Irena,” I say. “I just don’t get what’s goin’ on. Do you?”


    You stare into space. Starin’.


    Then you suddenly turn towards me.


    You’re laughin’


    “Stop rabbitin’ on, will you?” you say, and you put your hand on my chest, your hand on my chest. So that I won’t be cold. So I won’t be cold. In this fuckin’ impossibly hot summer — it ain’t even summer officially, but you know — it’s suddenly strangely cold. I dig my fingers into this soft, fucked up couch. This old, filthy couch. Bought from a small ad. Three cheers for the small ads, three cheers for two-seater, ten years old, bargain. Then we’re quiet for a long time. Just the music.


    All that no-one sees you see


    What’s inside of me


     


     

  


  
    



    4.


     


    And if looks could deceive


    Make it hard to believe


    I’m only human on the inside


    The Pretenders, Human


     


    When I walk home my feet are all over the fucking place. All those whiskies. All those beers. A to tally weird evening this, totally weird. How’s it possible? Three-nil. How’s it possible? It can’t be. No, it really can’t. Fucking unbelievable.


    So? You’ve got to have vision. You need vision and that’s all there is to it.


    Mira’s probably in a stinking mood. Probably that dog’s half crazy with the firecrackers and she’ll be a bag of nerves.


    Someone’s going along the path towards the river. He’s not looking too well. But I don’t give a toss. I really don’t care. There’s nothing but drug addicts round here anyway.


    Why does Mira lose her nerves so quickly? These broads are strange. She’s got everything. Not like Zoki’s Fani. What’s missing, eh? She’s got a kid, a husband, a dog, money, she looks damn good, she’s got enough clothes. You think she could be satisfied with that. And her husband has vision. Yeh, damn right, he’s got vision. He’s going to be the boss of an estate agency, and everyone else can go fuck themselves. That Erjavec woman and Rottweiler Pašković and such. Zoki can fuck off too. Look at his Fani. But no. Actually no. I shouldn’t talk about Zoki like that. No. Where would I be without Zoki? Everyone needs someone like Zoki, you know? But why does he have to come out with things like they screwed up most when they gave you a flat here? What have I done to him? Eh? We were always a good team. Yeh, a dream team — he always had his head in the clouds, I always had my feet on the ground. I thought things through soberly, he knew how to get things moving. When I ordered a whisky, he ordered a whisky. Where had he seen that before when he was just a bleeding doorman?


    Why is there any need to be jealous? It’s the likes of us two that make the world go round, it is — not those bleeding yuppies who just deal with money on paper and who are disgusted if anyone grabs them by the tie. We’d shove our hands in shit if needs be — including Mrs Erjavec’s and Iršič’s and any other crazy bastard’s. Whatever you throw at us, no problem. That’s the way to get on. It just takes time. Just a matter of time.


    That guy’s standing down on the path by the river. Seems he doesn’t know what to do. Should I go after him? It’s so late, but in Fužine there are still lights in the flats. Fužine doesn’t go to bed this early. Should I go after him? As long as the bugger doesn’t do anything to himself. Throw himself in or something. But, you know, say I go after him and say something and he sticks one on me. Why should I stick my neck out? He may think I’m stalking him in the dark. He’d have every damn right. Anyway, why should I give a toss if he does anything? Who gives a toss — if he wants to do himself in, why shouldn’t he? Let him. Who cares?


    Which one’s the whore, the one who does or the one who doesn’t?


    We’re going home, going home. See what the girls are doing.


    Manja’s been asleep for ages. Lying there, breathing. She breathes like some animal. Soon she’ll be able to talk. She already says in for chin. Or she says ippas for slippers. That’s so great. Soon she’ll be there. Then she won’t be an animal any more, she’ll be able to tell us things.


    Yeh, she will.


     


    * * *


     


    Take me to the river and drop me in the water


    Dip me in the river, drop me in the water


    Talking Heads, Take Me to the River


     


    “Ivan, I don’t know where you take them from,” I muttered. I then I recall two things: the genuine look of shame on Drevenšek’s face when he realised that he’d gone too far, that he’d forgotten himself in every respect; and the feeling of total absurdity with regard to what he said, the idiocy of which was greater than all the mountains that ring Bovec. Please, dear colleagues, please don’t connect my relationship with Goran in any way with my oral abilities. And any other relationship is in one way or another totally impossible, either in this universe or a parallel one. Please, gentlemen.


    Sexual innuendo? How could I have made any kind of indecent proposal to Adam back then? What could I have done? I couldn’t even have hinted — not then. Nor, when it comes to it, this afternoon. No. Did I really need this analysis to come up with even the slightest move that male thick-headedness was capable of recognising? Perhaps tomorrow? Shall I call Adam again tomorrow? After all, why not?


    Were all his jovial stories back then hints? Today, before I left home, should I have practised some such sort of move in front of the mirror? Oh yes, of course! So what could I have done — what could I have done then? Goran, what did you have in mind when you accused me of all that you accused me of — without saying anything, with your every gesture, every look, the very tone of your voice? What would you have recommended?


    Could I have woven some hint into our chat over a glass of wine as I sat there that afternoon on the living room couch and stared into space, my hands — my hands, without my knowledge, my awareness — I squeezed my hands between my legs, both of them at first, I squeezed both of them between my legs, it was terrible, I had to. You’d been gallivanting about the flat with another woman. I squeezed both my hands between my thighs. Then, after a while, squeezed only one. Then I no longer squeezed.


    I sat on my flat rock and warmed my you-know-what, the hair between my legs trembled in the breeze and from your gaze.


    How could I have made any kind of move like that? It’s absolutely impossible to say, that’s for certain. There is no word for it in Slovene. Perhaps in Polish? In Wasik’s nasal Polish?


    For example, that time when Adam winked at me through the window, could I have simply stepped inside, a smile on my face, and joined him and his mystery woman? Shrugged off my spring skirt and quickly slid into bed — into bed with a strange woman? Or what if I’d found myself in bed with him and Jolanda? Hm. What would the title be? Hot Professors? That would be a good theme for a blue movie. Even Goran could be jealous then. But don’t worry, Goran, it would be intelligent porn, interdisciplinary copulation, everything would follow the strictest logic. No, Goran, you lab technicians don’t understand, go and dig the garden.


    I’m sorry, Goran, I keep making fun of your anxieties. I should be able to take them seriously.


    Basically, you believed in me more than I believed in myself. You believed in my — femininity, is that what it’s called? My capability. The whole time I thought that you were just stupidly jealous of our education, of the level of discussion that unfolded before you overčevapčiči and cucumber salad and Štajersko wine, outside your own house. But in reality you believed in me. But I didn’t do anything. Sitting that afternoon on the couch was nothing, no-one knew about it, even I didn’t know about it — I didn’t even tell myself. I had no word for it, so it was nothing. And you believed in me: you believed that I was capable of something that you could never be a part of. I should be grateful to you for that. Part of a debauched relationship between two professors. Not only to be a professor, but to be alive as well. To do something, something crazy, something daring. You knew. You believed in me. I didn’t. Grateful — but I wasn’t.


    I couldn’t believe it when you hit me — my whole world, the world in which I’d lived, fell apart with one blow, it shook and split from top to bottom — everything I’d built suddenly hung in the air, like in some stupid cartoon, and then, after hanging there for a moment, crashed to the ground. You seemed to me like some helpless, grotesque puppet. Unnamed. Your face was no longer yours. Why had Adam done something like this to you? To you who had believed in me? To my hand between my thighs — unnamed.


    He shouldn’t have done anything like that. It was Adam. It was me. Poor Goran.


    Why didn’t I — why didn’t —


    I take a sip of coffee and suddenly the whole world goes hazy, the sweltering Ljubljana outside, the power station chimney, the mountains in the distance, Mount Triglav, Šmarna gora hill — the haze hovering over Ljubljana spreads and embraces everything. My eyelids are starting to squeeze together. The whole world is turbid, like warm, stagnant water. It’s in my eyes, in my bladder, in the air over Ljubljana. Suddenly, it’s running down my legs — I feel something fall on the material of my robe on my thighs, then I feel how the warmth spreads over my skin. I start to move, painfully — I quickly start to wipe my eyes with my hand, with the other I try to find the saucer so I can put my cup down. When I look down I see on the dirty white material of the robe a brown stain. I’ve spilt my coffee. I have spilt coffee down me.


    I get up from the table. Ljubljana is a little clearer now I’ve wiped my eyes, but not a great deal. I go towards the bathroom. It’s best to wash coffee stains out straight away, while they’re still fresh. Although I have various fluids that make stains miraculously disappear, and then the husband is satisfied and doesn’t kill the wife on the spot. I put the bathroom light on. I take my robe off and sit on the edge of the bath. It is cold and feels unpleasant against my skin. I reach out to the tap.


    At that moment, when I turn it on, I remember that I did this a quarter of an hour earlier, and the tap had merely gurgled. To hell with it. It gurgles again, but the sound is somewhat different. It’s louder.


    I turn the tap full on.


    The gurgling becomes louder still. For a moment it seems as if the tap is coughing like some heavy smoker, before he spits out a thick, slimy gob of phlegm; perhaps something will happen. And something does. There emerges from the tap a thick short gush, then a brief gurgling interlude, then a rusty brown trickle. More gurling, then it settles down.


    The bath begins to fill with the murky, rusty liquid that is gushing from the pipe. I sit on the edge, one hand on my thigh, my gown in the other, and watch it flow: the metal rim cools my bottom, and I know that I only have to wait a little. All things come to he who waits. I only have to wait a few more seconds, and then this brown filth will end and the water will run clear again.


     


    * * *


     


    Will the scaly armadillo


    Find me where I’m hiding


    Pink Floyd, Julia Dream


     


    What this world needs is a bit more mindless violence.


    I stretch my arm across yours as it rests on my chest, pressin’ its full length. Our arms, mine sleeveless and hairy, yours in a thin pullover, entwined like two ropes. What takes hold of me? I don’t wanna frighten you. What takes hold of me? No, I don’t wanna frighten you, it’s just the resistance to that pressure suddenly — can’t understand it — causes a kind of spasm inside me. Yeh, a spasm. With one movement I’m above you, like some android, I swear I dunno how, it all happens of its own accord like, as if one of those entwined arms felt an urgent need to escape, just like that, my arms tense and push me above you. I suddenly press my face against the skin of your neck and take in your scent, deep into my lungs, right down to my diaphragm.


    And then, I dunno, it’s a weird mix of different scenes. I run my nose over your skin, run my tongue over you, let your bitter-sweet taste sink in — it’s so strange. Then my face is in your hair, back-combed, no scent at all, no shampoo, no gel, nothin’. Grows straight out your head like that. Smells only of you. I think to myself that I like nothin’ more on earth than this taste, this smell, and your hair brushin’ against my closed eyes. I think how great it would be to cover you and wrap you up and I’d spread over your black top and the bra underneath like water so that your clothes stuck to you. I’d pour from your hair, run down your skin and over those warm, hairy folds between your legs, I’d drip off your toes, not one part of you would escape me, I’d quench you completely so you wouldn’t burn at all. I wanna say somethin’, really, but I can’t ’cos my mouth is full of your taste. But then it all changes completely.


    Then the riddle gets solved and you push me up to this:


    How do I know what happens? I move from your face to your hair and in the moment when I see just the left side of your face I catch sight of your eye, poisonous and green, starin’ into my left eye above it. It ain’t movin’, it’s starin’, so I get the feelin’ that I’m gonna freeze, turn to stone, like some object, totally different from anythin’ I’ve ever been. What a dumb feelin’, I think, I’d rather come straight down on top of you, carry on, but I suddenly feel it won’t work, I can’t, that it’s all impossible, out of the question, stupid, grotesque. Your face ain’t your face no more, I dunno how to tell you. Around that hard eye it’s no longer your usual pale, slightly freckled skin — it’s rough, as if it’s scaly, feathered, I dunno. Yeh, I suddenly get it, you’re lyin’ beneath me completely covered in feathers, dirty white feathers, with small dots or spots or somethin’ scattered over ’em, and this strange smell gets up my nose, it’s comin’ from this curved, wide-open beak juttin’ from the middle of your face. I’m as stiff as a seventeen year old’s prick when this beak opens even wider and a crowin’ screechin’ shriek comes out of it and the beak jerks right towards my face, so for a moment I’m convinced I’m gonna lose an eye. I squeeze my eyes tight shut and somehow move out the way, then I feel a sharp blow to my temple, as if the beak only just missed, and I’m totally blinded by blood, spurtin’ over my eyes and my whole face, thick and sticky. My arms and legs come alive again so I’m suddenly aware of this extreme pain, such as I’ve never felt before. My bones are fuckin’ heavy, like steel girders, but I still somehow manage to scramble to my feet and cover my face with my hands, still with my eyes squeezed tight shut, coverin’ ’em with my hands, not this, oh no, not this. I’m totally lost, my ears are ringin’, I feel the blood run down my chest, down my forearm and sleeve. I know there’s nothin’ in the world as bad as this, nothin’ more screwed up, nothin’ crazier than what’s just happened to me, that it’s all totally impossible and mad and that this is it, this is definitely it, that nothin’ in the world is ever gonna be the same as it was, never.


    Then I’m wanderin’ in the bushes, the trees somewhere there in front, the river must be there somewhere. The ground must be here somewere, there’s certainly no-one around. They’re all watchin’ the game. Firecrackers. I hear firecrackers. They’re startin’ again. But kind of far off, like. They won’t reach me. There’s no way they’ll reach me.


    And — I hope that it’s crystal clear to everyone that this won’t lead anywhere.


    My back’s against a tree. Pressed against a tree. There’s water runnin’in front of me. I hear the river, the Ljubljanica, I smell it. There might be some ducks of some kind round here. Yeh, wouldn’t be surprised. I just hope none’ll peck me there in But this damn fuckin’ ringin’. And these bastard trees. Lined up by the water as if they’re waitin’ for inspection. Or as if they’re formin’ a defensive line. To stop the water overflowin’. To stop Golovec comin’ over. Why the fuck would Golovec want to come over? What is there on this side for it to like? Just trees standin’ here tryin’ to make some kind of boundary in the middle of fuck all. It’s as if I can feel ’em, feel ’em with my eyes closed, as if they’re starin’ at me. Why am I here? Why aren’t I watchin’ the match like normal folk? Like Trič. Like Bertl. Like Vasja. Who’e ever heard anythin’ like it? Trees lookin’ at you. Trees stand there and they don’t give a shit, birds shiftin’ about on their eggs, they let the wind rustle their leaves and drive me barmy. Fuck it, I can’t cool my head down. My blood’s poundin’. It’s throbbin’. I’ve really had a skinful. If I lean it back it doesn’t help, I just feel this slimy tree, feel how the dampness of it goes through my T-shirt onto my back. I’m wet and I don’t feel any better. No better. As if my eyes are on fire. Fuck it.


    There’s somethin’ in the air, a kind of stifled noise.


    No, I’m not gonna open my eyes. Maybe the trees have moved. Yeh, course, what else? The motherfuckers have moved. But I’m not gonna open my eyes. This bastard ringin’, I can’t hear anythin’ else, nothin’ else. Course, I can feel how they’re walkin’. They’re goin’ so slow. You can feel ’em through the air. Maybe the ground’s movin’ beneath the grass, gentle like, so you can hardly tell. There’s no point openin’ my eyes. The sky’s so fuckin’ low, so low even though it’s summer. And there should be stars. As if it wants to rub itself against the sharp points of the branches. Bugger the sky. It wants to hold me down, between the ground and the trees and the river. There’ll be no way up. But what the fuck. There’s no point.


    I close my ears, too. Motherfuckin’ bastards. But it doesn’t help much. And these fuckin’ trees. Now they’re circlin’ me, ploddin’ round me, I can feel ’em. Their looks go right through my clothes and my skin and my bones. They’re walkin’ slowly, you can feel it in the ground. Shite. What do the motherfuckers want? What do you want, you bastards? Piss off out of it. Don’t you dare come any nearer. You haven’t a clue! You just don’t get it. Why the fuck’re you starin’ at me, as if you want somethin’? Go home, there’s nothin’ to see here. I’m done here, it’s over. Fertig. Finito. That’s it. Yeh, I had quite a story, you wouldn’t credit it, mate. Are trees male or female? It’s over now. The End.


    Don’t you dare come any closer. IRENA! You never fuckin’ told me why you looked at me like that up at the Piran church. What was goin’ through your head? There was so much in mine. Was it really that funny to you that I went for Humar ’cos he was botherin’ you, or what? Irena Humar. And you never told me what you were dreamin’ that time I held your hand on the train. Didn’t you feel anythin’? It ain’t possible. I’ve been dreamin’ about it for fifteen years. You never told me… BUT HOW IS A MAN SUPPOSED TO THINK IF THERE’S THIS FUCKIN’ RINGIN’ IN HIS HEAD THE WHOLE TIME? Getting’ louder all the fuckin’ time. Fuck me, a bloke’s entitled to a little bit of peace. I TOLD YOU NOT TO COME ANY CLOSER! Don’t think I don’t know — they’re getting’ closer and closer. I’m not stupid. I’m not. I don’t want to look at you. I can’t take this bastard slurpin’ noise from the grass. You trees are fuckin’ heavy, I know what, hundred tons, sinkin’ into the soggy ground as you stomp about. If you weren’t so heavy the river would’ve washed you away long ago. Like massive crosses, wanderin’ around. What’s this now? DON’T GAWP AT ME! I should be gawpin’ at you. I’m here — someone out for a walk. When folks go for a walk they stare at trees. Or at crosses, or whatever you are. Not the other way round. That’s just not on. Exactly, yeh. All this shite. Stupid fucker. Fuck it, Irena, you never told me just what a stupid fucker I am. Sorry — you did tell me, but not clear enough, though you knew well enough. It’s your fault, you cunt from Polje, all this shite and nonsense and “Is this yours?” is your fault — did you think that’d open my eyes, rather than givin’ me the clout I deserved so I could feel all this shite and you were spoilin’ me and givin’ me looks and lettin’ me dream it’s your fault you cunt why oh why oh WHY are you comin’ so close to me you pricks! they’re standin’ almost right in front of me on that hill after I said so nicely not to come near don’t fuckin’ imagine I dunno what you’re up to I can read you like a book your intentions are crystal clear like the sky over Prematura Irena for fuck’s sake you could’ve said what a total fuckin’ idiot I was but you never even tried to make me see I never noticed that you even fuckin’ tried WHAT’S THIS NOW I can’t take this that you’re loomin’ over me and now you’d like to act like patronisin’ crosses where the fuck do you think you’re stretchin’ out this hand you must weigh at least two hundred fuckin’ kilos and what do you think you’re playin’ at do you think you’re gonna put it on my shoulder or what I couldn’t stand it my shoulder’d be crushed fuckin’ Jesus as soon as I raise this bastard paw you all fuckin’ take off somewhere so I can’t see you no more can’t open my gob fuck you wouldn’t dream you wouldn’t dream how you try to say somethin’


    “Excuse me


     


    * * *


     


    Don’t say nothin’


    This is for real


    Peter Gabriel, Digging in the Dirt


     


    My fucking heart’s pounding like it’s gonna jump right out. I mean, fuck Mirsad, if Dunja could see us now, or Mirjana, or Samira. If Krista could see us now she’d think we’d totally lost it. She’d think we were completely off our trolleys. It’d be like totally crazy, you know? My head’s ringing. Daša can’t never say nothing. She won’t. She can never tell no-one. This is totally crazy.


    It seems to have lasted an eternity. It seems that at least half an hour’s gone by. How do I know, I don’t have much sense of time. But when I catch sight of my cup of chocolate out the corner of my eye I see there’s a thin skin of cold cream on it. Daša and me are snogging, I never thought you could snog someone for so long without getting pissed off with it. I’m stroking her breasts, her ribs, her stomach, her thighs and she’s doing it to me. Yeh, she’s doing it to me. It feels sooo good. I love you Daša. Come on, stop crying. I love you. I’d do anything for you to stop. Though I dunno if she’s still crying or not. I just know she’s really warm and soft and she smells nice and I really like stroking her. I don’t even want to know if she’s still crying. I hope she is, ’cause I’d like to keep on stroking her to make her stop.


    When she moves her face away from mine for a moment and looks me in the eye, I see she’s not actually crying no more. Her eyes are still wet, her lips are wet, but her eyes are no longer red, she’s giving me a funny look, she’s got a funny look on her face. Dunno what exactly. As if she’s kind of studying me, you know? As if there’s something she can’t quite grasp, but she hopes I’ll give her a clue. She’s stopped crying. Why’s she stopped crying? That means we’ll have to stop.


    My hand’s on her waist. Why’s she stopped crying? Just a bit more, just so we’re sure. My hand’s on her waist. With one finger I feel her skin beneath her T-shirt. She’s soft. Let’s just try. Ever so slowly I move my hand up under her T-shirt, I move my hand up her back. It’s so wide and smooth and warm. My hand slides over it easy, it’s so smooth. When I press my hand against it that weird feeling comes back. Daša, come on, this feeling’s too awful to let it last long. Come on, squeeze up to me, we’ll wait. Maybe it’ll pass. Or maybe not. Or it will. I’m stroking her back, my hand’s going up and down, then I feel hers, suddenly her hand’s at the front, not the back, she slides it up and reaches for my tits. Touches my bra. That’s not good. That’s not a step forward. She won’t dare to open it. I lower my shoulder and reach back with my hand under my T-shirt and undo my bra so it’s hanging off my shoulders. Daša suddenly starts to shake, so that I have to hug her again and squeeze her to me.


    “What are you doing, Janina?” she groans, as if it’s real bad. Ha. She says that to me. When it was her that did it first.


    It goes on and on. Goes on forever, do besvesti.Dunno how it manages to happen so slow, but it goes on and on, traje i traje, like forever, and it’s such a wicked feeling. We’re not in no hurry, we’re just being gentle with each other. But then, after a while, we’ve both taken off most of our clothes, to make more room for being gentle like, more skin. Daša has incredible skin, so smooth, not one spot. It’s great stroking her. I’ve got some, which I’m a bit embarrassed about. But not in front of her. I can trust her not to go blabbing about it. She’s my friend. I’m wet between the legs, like a fucking fountain, jebo mater I’ve never been this fucking wet in my life, everything’s buzzing down there, I really need Daša to do something, but I dunno what, I daren’t touch her between the legs, we’re not like that, we just stroke and comfort each other. How can I show her I want her to touch me? HOW?


    I’ve got to touch her.


    I raise myself a little and say:


    “Lie on the bed, Daša, ne boj se, don’t be afraid. Smiri se. Shhh.”


    My voice is croaky, I didn’t know it was like that, I need to clear my throat.


    She says


    “Janina, why are you talking Serbian?”


    ’cause I’m Janina, you know, not some fucking Angelica. Jebo te, right this moment it’s so fucking important, is it?


    Then the riddle gets solved and you push me up to this:


    my mouth’s full of saliva, like I’ve bitten into some bitter herb or juniper berries. My mouth’s like a broken branch, like a wet stone. It’s suddenly warm and thick, it tastes of spinach. The whole world is dim, like wet smoke, like someone pissing on a fire. Such a weird evening this, so weird. Daša opens her legs wider, so that my head between them and my stretched out body take on an alien form. Like a cross, you know? It’s so crazy. Daša lies there like a corpse. Just a little. Just a little more. You’ll come out for me. There’ll be no limits for us. Fuck limits. Fuck ’em. Fuck Daša. Angelica. That’s not me.


    Altogether it doesn’t last any longer than half an hour, then it’s all over, although it’s not, it’s never really over. I’m stretched out on my back, the skin on my stomach is wet. It’s strange. On the one hand very calm, really nice like we’ve climbed up a very high hill and we’re now on our way down, the hard work behind us and we can go and enjoy ourselves now. The end. We were good. On the other hand I’m speeding, totally high, very clear, a slight burning in my stomach — no idea from what. It was so nice. We calmed ourselves down. Okay, maybe more than that Dunja, Mirjana, Samira…This is crazy. I mean, it was totally crazy. Fucking off the wall. Daša can never tell no-one. Daša won’t tell no-one. That’d be like very heavy shit. Calm down. Just calm down.


    Daša lies next to me on her side, turned away from me, her arse trembling slightly. She’s got a nice arse. Not that I’m all that interested, you know? But Mirsad doesn’t know what he’s missing. She’s whimpering again, I know she is. I know she’s thinking of Mirsad. There’s just no helping some people.


    Anyway, fuck it, the fact is I’ll never be such good friends with Daša as I was with Krista.


    Firecrackers are raining down outside. That’s the sixth fucking time this evening, jebo mater, I somehow managed to register that during all that kissing. Six volleys, each of them pretty long. This one goes on particularly long. Six goals. A lot for one game. I’ve no idea who won. And I don’t really give a toss.


    Be the end of the school year soon. Must improve my grades. I’ve got to, so I don’t fuck up the summer. I’ve got to, so I can go down to the coast with the others. I’ve got a lot of studying to do. Then it’ll be easier. Study and study and study. What’ll I do with my life then?


    Aw, fuck it.

  


  
    A National and Linguistic Patchwork


    Matej Bogataj


     


     


     


    Andrej E. Skubic is one of the rising stars of Slovene fiction. His first novel, Bitter Honey (Grenki med), won two awards: for best first novel at the annual book fair and the “Kresnik” prize for novel of the year. One of the reasons is that his writing has obviously excavated its way into the new social situation marked by globalisation, multi-culturality, mixed nationality and urbanisation. Writing about the latter could in some senses be described as a new phenomenon in Slovene literature, which has in recent years been the subject of much debate and polemics. Of course, one has to talk about something and what is probably involved here is a change of mindset, for in earlier periods there were definitely some urban writers, but their approach to urban life was completely different. We are familiar with portrayals of urban life from the pre- and post-War eras, for example in the writing of Miran Jarc and Mira Mihelič, while the narratives of Peter Božič or Lojze Kovačič also take place in towns, but in the Sixties, so that the small town environment is characterised not by the disco or ‘alternative’ bar, but by socialist cafes and shabby temporary residences or, at best, sleazy bars with bad service, the gathering places of the lumpenproletariat. Skubic is thus one of highest profile writers portraying the new, fast, unpredictable and changing face of the urban environment and the position in it of the individual on the cusp of the new millennium — plus all that goes with it, such as the transition from schnapps to drugs, from jazz to techno and ‘turbofolk’, as well as the diversification of sexual practice and a kind of new romanticism — shown above all through descriptions of the social margins. Let us not forget that the downtrodden and the excluded have long been the privileged vessels of beautiful souls which, the dirtier the mess that surrounds them and in which they are submerged, the brighter they shine.


    In most of his work, Skubic deals with the social and mental margins, so that it is neither surprising nor coincidental that his prose continually addresses the problem of the divide between the local and the foreign. This tension between the familiar, the warmth and security with which we identify, and the danger of the unknown ‘out there’ is also a frequent theme of Drago Jančar’s stories, such as the novelMocking Lust (Posmehljivo poželenje), in which the hero, when finally returning to his homeland, feels his heart flutter at the image of the church on the hill, that typical, clichéd, easily-recognised Slovene motif; or he finds himself in a foreign metropolis, where he is seduced by a lady of the night and dragged into an apartment where he is robbed and then, snivelling, calls his mother for help. Facing the world at large is common enough in Slovene prose: not only the daring and juicy erotic submersions and raids on the genitalia from Andrej Morovič’s collections Divers (Potapljači) and Parachutists (Padalci), but also Polona Glavan’s Night in Europe (Noč v Evropi), a novel about InterRail travellers, a new, unscrupulous and nomadic generation. At the end of the latter prose omnibus, a collection of fragments from a journey showing what happens to various unconnected individuals on a train, all set off optimistically for a bright new future. The last few sentences of the novel indicate that this is a victorious generation before which the whole world will bend its knee. It seems that Skubic’s short story I’m not getting on that train (Nočem s tem vlakom)from the collectionMadhouse (Norišnica, 2004) is a direct response to Glavan’s novel, is in fact locked in an intertextual clinch with it: Vladimir, a retired teacher and, over-portly even in his own estimation, so much so that it must be true, travels by train, but to him only strange things happen, from a dead pigeon that accompanies him from one European capital to another, to the smoked sausage that he whips out in front of the conductor or indeed anybody else every time a painful, hallucinatory encounter happens, or when the whole affair could develop into a more enticing, erotic adventure.


    On the other hand, Skubic’s prose works away at the local and the domestic, digging into the most characteristic cultural intersections in order to move them away from the most stereotyped and judgemental viewpoint. Thus the novel Bitter Honey(1999) presents a group of foreigners — translators and language revisers — in Ljubljana, plus a heroine who has a cracked, schizophrenic identity, offering us both locals (Slovene readers themselves) and an international group of individuals who are willing to accept that the borders of their world are the borders of their language and thus go as marginals to the edge of their empire, as in Ovid’s Ex Ponto, an unattractive transfer to the edge of Europe. And yet the city that they experience is at the same time the Ljubljana we know from stories that are actually in circulation and accounts of titillating but verifiable events, although not exactly as described here. Bitter Honey is a translation novel not only because it deals with individuals from that profession — a large number of the characters are translators for a firm operating between English and Slovene — but also because much of its linguistic substance is based on misunderstanding, on what is lost or gained in translation, either through simple error, or literal translation, or on different mentalities coming together and bouncing off each other, all of which are perceived through language, and so the circle is complete.


    The very title of the novel Fužine Blues (Fužinski bluz, 2001) plays with both the marginal and the local: Fužine is first of all a large housing estate on the edge of Ljubljana, where in the 1970s workers from the other republics of the then Yugoslavia were given council flats leading, it is said, to certain conflicts, some of them amusing in a way and some of them less so. Thus it came to be said — and widely believed, not without a hint of malice — that at first the inhabitants of the new blocks of flats threw their bathtubs out of the bathrooms to make room for their farm animals; and there is a joke about Fužine, in which this guy, boasting in front of his relatives, says the flat is great but that every time he goes to take a drink from the well he bangs his head on the lid. At the same time, the Slovene word bluz not only refers to the lament-prone music, but is also short for the verb bluziti, which means to act confused, out of it, slightly mad — especially in reference to those who are a little crazy from grief or from narcotic substances; it conjures up a sentiment, a way of feeling the world.


    Fužine Blues takes place in a single day — the day of a historic football match between Slovenia and Yugoslavia — on an estate where the water is turned off; it revolves around four characters who live in the same block of flats, who come into contact with each other, but whose stories never really interconnect, neither on this day nor any other. They encounter each other only in passing, and it is unlikely that they will ever have any closer or more significant contact.


    There are days that are unforgettable: like the day the Berlin Wall fell or, for those of us who grew up under the previous system, that day in May in the early 1980s when, with the death of its long-time President, our common state irrevocably entered its final phase of agony. Such concentrated moments often find their way into literature: one of the selections of Slovene prose in English was entitled The Day Tito Died (Dan, ko je umrl Tito); the writer Vinko Möderndorfer’s narrator, in London, after a few drinks, celebrates the day when the United States recognises his new country’s independence, in a suitably sentimental, even pathos-filled manner. Some such days are the product of literature themselves: for example, Bloomsday, the day described in James Joyce’s Ulysses, is actually celebrated in Dublin, the city where it takes place.


    Here, we should not forget that Skubic is one of the rare translators of parts of Finnegan’s Wake. A fan, one might say.


    Skubic’s ‘historical day’, his D Day, is a day when conflict is transferred from the political and military-propaganda level to that of sport, to the sports field. Football is in this case the pursuit of war by other means, the similarities with a real conflict being underlined by the excessive use of explosive fireworks.


    The novel is written as an omnibus of four interconnected stories and one could trace, on a model of Fužine, at any particular time, where a particular character is, how near to the others, whether they could observe each other, and so on. It seems that, more than the present, they are characterised by what happened to them in the past — what they each have to live with — which they do with varying degrees of success; their personal histories weigh them down like the dead on the shoulders of the living.


    Skubic defines them in a number of ways. There is no objective, external narrator in Fužine Blues —although the protagonists sometimes appear to us through the consciousness of others, there are many brief and incidental encounters, dreams of each other, minds connecting. And in spite of them living in close proximity, there is only minimal face to face contact and that is of a restrained nature. At the same time, the novel contains a myriad congruent facts involving, for example, numbers of condoms or stairs, while the author himself draws attention to the fact that the quotes at the heads of chapters are of a heavy metal character because Pero, an ex-heavy metal fan and would-be singer is, in spite of everything, more of a narrator than the other characters. One might say the first among equals.


    As everything happens in only one day, Skubic defines his characters not by actions and developments, but by what enters their minds: through their personal selection of what attracts their attention, their prioritising of events, their choices, their experiences, their pasts — in short, with everything that represents their personal mythology. All of the characters, including the minor ones, live beneath a vault of their own urban myths, as they are referred to by Adam, the never-to-be lover of one of the main characters; they have constructed a value system, an understanding of the modern urban lines that they may not cross. They cannot fully accept and understand the chaos of reality: some things remain on the margins of their experience, enticing, incomprehensible, strange — that which they avoid at all costs, but which insinuates its way into their thoughts and observations, into their awareness. There it grows, gains weight, raising obsessive questions regarding what might have been. These are not big stories: they have much in common with jokes or anecdotes, triggered by a real event which, with time and telling, takes on different nuances and a new breadth, in which, as a rule, the teller is always more heroic, noble, brave, witty - distanced. It is characteristic of myths that, through stories featuring archetypal situations, the individual maintains his links with the world. The characters in Fužine Bluestry out such stories, which they are convinced are appealing to the listener, as a way of drawing others’ attention, of standing out from the crowd, of creating a specific role for themselves, so as not to melt indistinguishably into the mass.


    Typical of such stories is one involving self-immolation, which is then reflected in the burning of the daughter of a couple selling a flat; or the minor collision of two cyclists in a pedestrian zone; another is Zoki’s description of how his wife, on the stairs, encounters three young people, partly naked, engaged in oral sex, who, to his great surprise, feel not the slightest shame, but on the contrary defend what they are doing as something completely normal. The reason why the storyteller is obsessed by this tale, and why he is always on the lookout for new opportunities to tell it, can be found in his desire that the incident was taking place elsewhere, with him as a participant rather than a spectator. That the erotic is everywhere, even on your doorstep, is the message the story offers him and Zoki, under pressure from his wife to earn more, apparently fails to hear this siren song, which is why the incident occupies him all the more.


    Sixteen-year-old Janina, the daughter of a Montenegrin immigrant, is most exercised by the fact that, in a fast-moving, crude and opaque world, from among the numerous men and boys that make themselves available to her and examine her, she must choose the one that will offer her gentleness and friendship, while exploring with her the paths of sexuality. So engaged, she checks her group membership and searches for her identity, including her nationality, as is apparent from her language which, depending on her interlocutor and the emotional loading of the situation, veers from almost pure Montenegrin to urban Slovene rich in the foreign words loved by teenagers; her use of language is also at times a method of rebellion, of distancing herself from the actions of others. In the end, not too surprisingly, she finds the one who best understands her, at the same time finding a solution to the problem of the most appropriate erotic partner — her best friend. Her experience is that guys, and good-looking ones at that, fall for her neighbour, while no-one likes her.


    Pero, former heavy metal freak, never expected that his group of friends would either die or waste their lives or fall into drug addiction, which within their value system was unacceptable. Or that they would become respectable, living the kind of grown-up, well-ordered life that, from his marginalised viewpoint, seems materialistic, self-serving and a sellout. He remembers the fights between them and other groups, as well as the unrestrained alcoholic parties, and simply cannot get over his unexpressed love for Irena, so he slides into fantasising and boozing, always alone, reduced to monologue, which leads to social isolation, and then madness, delirium and the collapse of any grasp on reality. His repeated refrain that there is too little mindless violence in the world points to the inner conflict that erupts in hallucinations full of blood and violent revenge.


    Igor Ščinkavec is a former bus driver now working as an estate agent, a nervous type who appears self-confident, a pragmatic breadwinner, seemingly unsentimental, excitable, convinced that he is the cleverest one around and that he occupies the middle ground, prone to conflict, aggressive, a member of the lower-middle class who is certain that he is on the way up. He shows a high level of national awareness, primarily at the level of mouthing off, which is what he is best at, although he is also concerned about children and about his family — in a patriarchal, mafioso kind of way, for family is the only thing that can arouse feeling in him. And because of that, his eruptions in this respect are all the more impetuous and thus dangerous, as well as sentimental: for example, his disproportionate rage when his daughter has a minor accident on her bike or his empathy with a client whose daughter’s body was set on fire. Of all the Slovene literary characters he is most similar to Vojko Pujšek from the trilogy of novelsBloody Hell (Porkasvet), To Drive You Crazy (Za znoret)and Rožencvet by Zoran Hočevar, an author who, along with Skubic, has striven to bridge the gap between spoken and written Slovene.


    Vera, a retired university professor of Slovene, is marked above all by the fact that some, such as her former neighbour, relate to her not as a highly educated academic, but rather as a woman, as a body which, through sexual repression, she has not been able to come to terms with in an appropriate way, for she has failed to incorporate the erotic into her view of the world. Any possible ambiguous invitation into a different, unbridled sexual role and the inability to ever express the dilemma with which she feels herself faced have acted upon her as a mental block, have burdened her with an inexpressible and almost incomprehensible secret that has, among other things, caused the collapse of her marriage. Now she goes, after fifteen years, to seek answers to the questions she was then unable to ask. For her, reality is synonymous with language: she retreats into clichés about the threat to Slovene and, with it, the national essence in general, while her subconscious is saturated by the language material that she soaks up in passing, for instance when travelling on the bus. For this reason her reality is the most graphically presented, through the use of different fonts.


    Fužine Blues jumps from one chain of interior monologue to another. The stories are not completely separate, they do not stand entirely alone, but are interlinked, even though the fates of the main characters are not. It is the approach used by Polona Glavan in Night in Europe or by Igor Šterk in the filmLjubljana, and it is obviously suited to capturing the fast-moving, (sometimes only superficially) urban environment and life within it. Above all, we see the lack of contact between people, their isolation and non-communication, while society is shown as fragmented into small, closed groups. In Fužine Blues, reality is filtered through four distinct and hierarchically equal streams of consciousness, in which we have to contend with distortions of reality, with self-censorship and with self-aggrandisement.


    The most characteristic instance is the only scene that is described twice: when Ščinkavec goes up to the Pašković brothers and Mirković during the broadcast of the football match. We see the scene once from Ščinkavec’s point of view and then from Pero’s unbiased viewpoint, although because of his weak grasp of reality this cannot be described as objective. The difference is striking: Ščinkavec sees himself in a more heroic light, coming out of it much better, whereas in Pero’s version he is soiled and humiliated, grovelling and submissive. Probably this scene is a key to the objectivity of all the others, in which the most subjective and distorted are those parts with which we encounter shifts in awareness, marginal states involving hallucination or sexual obsession. As each individual observes the external world it is as if it intrudes into their subconscious, while it seems that the perceived reality has cracks in it and that sensation triggers associations which they are unwilling to pursue or incapable of so doing. Skubic deals with this in a masterful and artful way by using breaks in the stream of consciousness, with unfinished sentences to show us where they have stopped, becoming distracted or obsessed.


    In Skubic’s novels Bitter Honey and Popcorn, which deals with phantasms in post-transitional capitalist times, as well as in his translations, such asTrainspotting, we have been able to admire his feeling for language, for the vernacular that deviates from high, literary linguistic norms and characterises those speaking it. Fužine Blueswidens these possibilities, as we find ourselves in an area where various linguistic variants are intertwined: speakers shift from one sociolect to another, use slang and, above all, foreign words invade the language; there are constant echoes of foreign languages, a complete promiscuity of all possible linguistic variants existing in parallel, overlapping in the speakers themselves. It seems that Skubic has succeeded in both writing literature while setting up a recording session to help the reader recognise urban and suburban linguistic conglomerates and the mixtures thereof. The fact that not long ago a shortened and (probably) popularised version of Skubic’s doctoral thesis in socio-linguistics was published in book form only serves to re-confirm that theory and practice rarely, but sometimes very full-bloodedly and without conflict, cohabit under the same narrative roof.


    In the collection of short stories Madhouse (2004), which all seem to have come from the same source as Fužine Blues, and some of them at about the same time, we notice something similar: again, there are the linguistic margins, the mixing of different cultures, such as for example the meeting of the woman from Ireland with a Slovene guy in Cadiz, where he boasts of all the things he has experienced, while she confesses to him in tears that her parents left the country because of Bloody Sunday and that the whole Slovene war story with its half dozen deaths and a bit of broken glass is just crap, something insignificant, unworthy of comparison. Another similarity is Skubic’s focus on the bilingualism of his characters, the mixing of languages, the influence of one language on another and the places where various mixtures are used in everyday life. The dramatic excerpt from the story An experiment with an apple (Preizkus z jabolkom), fully written in dialogue, is typical here: at school, the Serb Goran is asked, supposedly to raise awareness of and familiarity with other cultures, why his people celebrate Christmas at the beginning of January and whether they eat anything special, as if this was a meeting between civilisation and a member of an anthropologically still unresearched tribe. Another example is the part where the young narrator, the child of immigrants from the former Yugoslav republics, falsely reports his Slovene neighbour for trying to drive him out of the country, and the father, who has been in Slovenia for forty years, totally loses his cool, shouting and insulting the neighbours, who react perfectly normally, as you do with an irate neighbour. We all have our bad days, don’t we?


    Madhouse, too, supports Skubic’s third obsession — with marginal states. Reality is constantly fragmenting, falling apart and it is very difficult to determine its borders and transitions. It seems that Skubic is radically modernist with respect to this: no longer in the sense of deconstruction and analysis of the language, but as a seeker of those transitions where certainty about the world flows into complete incomprehension. One of Skubic’s favourite techniques is a milder version of the internal monologue, but his versions have more to do with Robbe-Grillet’s Le Voyeur: the schizophrenic nature of individuals has since Joyce’s heroic times come a long way, and Skubic remains firmly on this path in his latest novelPopcorn, in which the main character at first tries to market bloody historical chapters — staging torture and murder scenes for visitors thirsty for such tourist attractions — while fantasising about his neighbour and the whole affair comes suspiciously close to pursuit and violence, while in the denouement, in the style ofNatural Born Killers, he and the girl flee from a department store because she has just shot a security guard. The recognisable elements of Skubic’s writing are states of mind or of being, the status of which are difficult to determine and which escape reality although they strangely resemble it, as well as the transitions between these states.


    Let us conclude with the following: Ana Lasić produced a dramatisation of Fužine Blues, which was staged in Ljubljana by Ivana Djilas. Both women are Serbian “gastarbeiters”, who are very familiar with contacts between cultures. At the premiere, after we had all been convinced that Fužine was nothing special, just an ordinary, perfectly normal housing estate, the Mayoress of Ljubljana, who comes from the political left, exclaimed that she, too, was from Fužine, and we did not know whether it was something akin to JFK’s proclamation “Ich bin ein Berliner” or whether she was just telling us where she lived so that somebody could give her a lift home.


    


    Translated by David Limon
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  Authors: Drago Bajt, Ines Cergol Bavčar, Andrej Brvar, Milan Dekleva, Boris A. Novak, Boris Pahor, Jože Pogačnik, Denis Poniž, Marjan Rožanc, Dimitrij Rupel, Tomaž Šalamun, Marjan Tomšič, Aleksander Zorn


  1993, Issue 81 (XXXI/1)


  Cuentos eslovenos contemporáneous (short prose, Spanish)


  Authors: Drago Bajt, Andrej Blatnik, Igor Bratož, Lev Detela, Drago Jančar, Milan Kleč, Mart Lenardič, Lela B. Njatin, Boštjan Seliškar, Jani Virk, Tomo Virk.


  1993, Issue 82 (XXXI/2)


  Contemporary Slovenian Literature in Translation (Bibliographies)


  1994, Issue 83 (XXXII/1)


  La poésie slovène contemporaine (poetry, French)


  Authors: Aleš Debeljak, Alojz Ihan, Brane Mozetič, Boris A. Novak, Jure Potokar, Tomaž Šalamun, Uroš Zupan.


  1994, Issue 84 (XXXII/2)


  Prežihov Voranc: The Self-Sown & Passion above the Principle. Two Short Stories (English)


  1995, Issue 85 (XXXIII/1)


  Vilenica Desetnica 1986-1995 (selection of prose and poetry, English/German/Italian/French/Spanish)


  1995, Issue 86 (XXXIII/2)


  Edvard Kocbek (selected poetry, English)


  1995, Issue 87 (XXXIII/3)


  Poesía eslovena contemporánea (poetry, Spanish)


  Authors: Aleš Debeljak, Milan Dekleva, Alojz Ihan, Milan Jesih, Kajetan Kovič, Svetlana Makarovič, Brane Mozetič, Boris A. Novak, Jure Potokar, Tomaž Šalamun, Dane Zajc, Uroš Zupan


  1996, Issue 88 (XXXIV/1)


  Rudi Šeligo: ABBA. Auswahl aus Novellen (short prose, German)


  1996, Issue 89 (XXXIV/2)


  Nouvelles slovènes (short prose, French)


  Authors: Andrej Blatnik, Berta Bojetu, Andrej Capuder, Drago Jančar, Vladimir Kavčič, Feri Lainšček, Lela B. Njatin, Boris Pahor, Jani Virk


  1997, Issue 90 (XXXV/1)


  Contemporary Slovenian Drama (English)


  Authors: Evald Flisar, Drago Jančar, Dušan Jovanović, Ivo Svetina, Rudi Šeligo, Dane Zajc.


  1997, Issue 91 (XXXV/2)


  Kajetan Kovič: Poems (English/German/Spanish/Italian)


  1998, Issue 92 (XXXVI/1)


  Žarko Petan: Aphorisms (English/French/German/Italian)


  1998, Issue 93 (XXXVI/2)


  Srečko Kosovel: Integrals (poetry, English)


  1999, Issue 94 (XXXVII/1)


  Veno Taufer: Poems (English/French/German/Italian/Spanish/Swedish)


  1999, Issue 95 (XXXVII/2)


  Nove poetas eslovenos contemporáneos (poetry, Portuguese)


  Authors: Aleš Debeljak, Kajetan Kovič, Svetlana Makarovič, Brane Mozetič, Boris A. Novak, Tomaž Šalamun, Veno Taufer, Dane Zajc, Uroš Zupan


  2000, Issue 96 (XXXVIII/1)


  Dane Zajc: Scorpions. Selected poems / Scorpions. Poèmes choisis (poetry, English/French)


  2000, Issue 97 (XXXVIII/2)


  The Slovenian Essay of the Nineties (English)


  Authors: Aleš Berger, Andrej Blatnik, Aleš Debeljak, Milan Dekleva, Niko Grafenauer, Alojz Ihan, Andrej Inkret, Drago Jančar, Dušan Jovanović, Miran Košuta, Marjan Rožanc, Tomo Virk, Uroš Zupan.


  2001, Issue 98 (XXXIX/1)


  Lojze Kovačič: Fragmente der Wirklichkeit / Fragment de la réalité (prose, German/French)


  2001, Issue 99 (XXXIX/2)


  Современная словенская проза, поэзия, драма (prose, poetry and drama, Russian)


  Authors: Andrej Blatnik, Aleš Debeljak, Evald Flisar, Drago Jančar, Dušan Jovanović, Uroš Kalčič, Lojze Kovačič, Kajetan Kovič, Marko Kravos, Tone Kuntner, Svetlana Makarovič, Boris A. Novak, Maja Novak, Tone Pavček, Tomaž Šalamun, Rudi Šeligo, Veno Taufer, Dane Zajc in Uroš Zupan.


  2002, Issue 100 (L/1)


  Ten Slovenian Poets of the Nineties (poetry, English)


  Authors: Primož Čučnik, Jurij Hudolin, Miklavž Komelj, Barbara Korun, Taja Kramberger, Peter Semolič, Brane Senegačnik, Lucija Stupica, Aleš Šteger, Uroš Zupan


  2002, Issue 101 (L/2)


  Feri Lainšček: Instead of Whom Does the Flower Bloom (novel, English)


  2003, Issue 102 (LI/1)


  The Key Witnesses: The Younger Slovene Prose at the Turn of the Millennia (English)


  Authors: Andrej Blatnik, Aleš Čar, Dušan Čater, Polona Glavan, Mohor Hudej, Tomaž Kosmač, Mart Lenardič, Andrej Morovič, Maja Novak, Jani Virk


  2003, Issue 103 (LI/2)


  Boris A. Novak: The Master of Insomnia / Le maître de l’insomnie


  (poetry, English /French)


  2004, Issue 104 (LII/1): Tales Growing up into Secrets. An Anthology of Contemporary Slovene Youth Literature (English)


  Authors: Milan Dekleva, Mate Dolenc, Niko Grafenauer, Miroslav Košuta, Polonca Kovač, Feri Lainšček, Svetlana Makarovič, Marjana Moškrič, Desa Muck, Bogdan Novak, Boris A. Novak, Maja Novak, Slavko Pregl, Andrej Rozman-Roza, Primož Suhodolčan, Peter Svetina, Janja Vidmar, Dane Zajc, Lenart Zajc, Dim Zupan, Vitomil Zupan, Bina Štampe-Žmavc


  2004, Issue 105 (LII/2):


  Dane Zajc: Fuoco e cenere (poetry, Italian)


  2005, Issue 106 (XLIII/1)


  Fragments from Slovene Literature. An Anthology of Slovene Literature (prose, poetry and drama, English)


  2005, Issue 107 (XLIII/2)


  Glas v telesu: tri slovenske pesnice / La voix dans le corps: Trois poétesses slovènes / The Voice in the Body: Three Slovenian Women Poets


  (poetry, Slovene/English /French)


  Authors: Meta Kušar, Maja Vidmar, Erika Vouk


  2006, Issue 108-109 (XLIV/1-2)


  On the Airwaves. An Anthology of Contemporary Slovene Radio Plays (English)


  Authors: Andrei Hieng, Saša Vuga, Pavel Lužan, Vladimir Kocjančič, Frane Puntar, Rudi Šeligo, Franček Rudolf, Igor Likar, Goran Gluvić, Andrej Blatnik, Lojze Kovačič, Milan Jesih, Metod Pevec, Feri Lainšček, Evald Flisar, Ervin Fritz, Matjaž Kmecl, Tanja Viher, Peter Semolič, Vinko Möderndorfer


  2007, Issue 109 (XLIV/1)


  Milan Dekleva: Slepa pegica časa / Blind Spot of Time (poetry, Slovene/English)


  2007, Issue 111 (XLV/2)


  Tales Growing up Into Secrets. An Anthology of Contemporary Slovene Youth Literature (reprint, English)


  2007, Issue 112 (XLV/3)


  A Lazy Sunday Afternoon. A Collection of Short Stories by Slovene Writers Born after 1960 (English)


  Authors: Norma Bale, Matjaž Brzlc, Nejc Gazvoda, Nina Kokelj, Miha Mazzini, Lela B. Njatin, Lili Potpara, Sebastijan Pregelj, Veronika Simoniti, Irena Svetek, Dušan Šarotar, Damijan Šinigoj, Suzana Tratnik, Orlando Uršič, Janja Vidmar, Lenart Zajc


  2007, Issue113 (XLV/4)


  Andrej Skubic: Fužine Blues (novel, English)


  2007, Issue 114 (XLV/5)


  Vlado Žabot: The Succubus (novel, English)


  2007, Issue 115 (XLV/6)


  Slavko Grum: An Event in the Town of Goga (drama, English)


  2008, Issue 116-117 (XLVI/1-2)


  Svetlana Makarovič: Samost / Aloneness / Alleinsein (poetry, Slovene/English/German)


  2008, Issue 118-119 (XLVI/3-4)


  Feri Lainšček: Muriša (novel, English)


  2008, Issue 120-121-122 (XLVI/5-6-7)


  The Dark Side of the Mountain. A Collection of Genre Short Stories (English)


  Authors: Maja Novak, Miha Mazzini, Jani Virk, Gorazd Trušnovec, Vinko Möderndorfer, Andrej Morovič, Milan Kleč, Zlatko Zajc, Marijan Pušavec, Mate Dolenc, Tomaž Kosmač, Aleš Čar, Edo Rodošek, Lenart Zajc, Mojca Kumerdej


  2009, Issue 123 (XLVII/1)


  Decametron. Dieci poeti sloveni contemporanei (poetry, Italian)


  Authors: Cvetka Bevc, Ivan Dobnik, Maja Vidmar, Cvetka Lipuš, Miha Obit, Primož Čučnik, Lucija Stupica. Jurij Hudolin, Miklavž Komelj, Andrej Hočevar


  2009, Issue 124-125 (XLVII/2-3)


  Boris Pahor: A Difficult Spring (novel, English)


  2009, Issue 126 (XLVII)


  Milan Jesih: Стихи / Pesmi (poetry, Russian)


  2009, Issue127 (XLVII)


  Ivo Svetina: Scheherezade. Una opera occidental-oriental, 1988 (drama, Spanish)


  2010, Issue 128 (XLVIII)


  Tomaž Šalamun: Ko vdre senca / When the Shadow Breaks / Lorsque l’ombre force (poetry, Slovene/English/French)


  2011, Issue 129 (XLIX)


  Mate Dolenc: Sea at Eclipse (novel, English)


  2011, Issue 130 (XLIX)


  Lojze Kovačič: Basel. Drittes Fragment (novel, German)


  2011, Issue 131/132 (XLIX)


  Šestnajst slovenskih pesnic / Szesnaście poetek słoweńskich (poetry anthology, Slovene/Polish)


  Authors: Alja Adam, Miriam Drev, Kristina Hočevar, Stanka Hrastelj, Alenka Jensterle Doležal, Barbara Korun, Taja Kramberger, Vida Mokrin-Pauer, Ana Pepelnik, Katja Plut, Barbara Pogačnik, Jana Putrle Srdić, Lucija Stupica, Nataša Velikonja, Maja Vidmar, Lučka Zorko


  2012, Issue 133 (L)


  Evald Flisar: Tres obras de teatro (drama, Spanish)


  2012, Issue 134 (L)


  Marjan Tomšič: Südwind. Geschichten slowenischer Ägypterinnen (short prose, German)


  2013, Issue 135 (LI)


  Maja Novak: Die Katzenpest (novel, German)


  2013, Issue 136 (LI)


  Zorko Simčič: El hombre a ambos lados de la pared (novel, Spanish)


  2014, Issue 137 (LII)


  Katarina Marinčič: Trois (short prose, French)


  2014, Issue 138 (LII)


  Marjan Rožanc: Of Freedom and God (essays, English)


  2015, Issue 139 (LIII)


  Davorin Lenko: Körper im Dunkeln (novel, German)


  2015, Issue 140 (LIII)


  Vinko Möderndorfer: Wie im Film (youth novel, German)


  2016, Issue 141 (LIV)


  Gabriela Babnik: La Saison sèche (novel, French)


  2016, Issue 142 (LIV)


  Josip Murn: Lonesome Poplar Tree: Selected Poems (poetry, English)
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Muriša

    

    Lainšček, Feri

    9789616995108

    388 pages

    Buy now and read

    The novel Muriša continues the story of Feri Lainšček's work “Ločil bom peno od valov” (I Will Divide the Foam from the Waves), published in 2003 and reprinted many times. Muriša, the second part of Lainšček's trilogy about the Mura River, deals with the period immediately before the outbreak of the Second World War. Julian Spransky, the main character, is a young engineer engaged in the construction of a bridge across the Mura River at Petanjci that will later be destroyed by the Yugoslav Army during their retreat from German units. The constant presence in this novel is once again the fateful river that Lainšček depicts this time with a different, fuller, and multilayered face. Thus the Mura, even after being used countless times, remains a rich and crucial symbol of the entire region. At the foreground of the novel is the story of love and longing between Julian and Zinaida Koslov that turns out to be impossible because the lovers are brother and sister. Muriša is a significant literary work that combines watershed historical events with a heartbreaking love story. It ends not with hope, but with a terrible sense of guilt.

Muriša was published in 2006 in the Beletrina Collection of Študenska založba, and won the Kresnik Award for the best Slovenian novel in 2007 (www.litteraeslovenicae.si)

    Buy now and read
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Of Freedom and God

    

    Rožanc, Marjan

    9789616995023

    350 pages

    Buy now and read

    Of Freedom and God, Jeremi Slak and Jason Blake’s translation of essays by Marjan Rožanc, contains a selection of essays from the 1995 collection »O svobodi in bogu" (Of Freedom and God) that Andrej Inkret put together and edited. Left out of the English translation are primarily those essays that are very local in nature; the red thread of the essays included in the English translation show a “European dimension” and an openness to the broader spiritual and literary space which at the same time is always realized in the most intimate and narrow of surroundings. As Andrej Inkret writes in his afterword to the collection: “from the very first texts, [Rožanc’s essays] are based on questioning any apodictic, purely rationalistic answers. Moreover, Rožanc’s essays are even derived from the thought that new-age man, with his unique, inimitable personal individuality as well as his socio-political being, is placed into an open, free, uncertain world in which there are no longer, and no longer can be, any more a priori, self-understood and unambiguous 'transcendent’ values that might, from the outset, afford man a firm point of reference, thought or, for example, a home.”

    Buy now and read
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