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Zvonko sat down on the metal chair padded with stained sponge cushions. Not so long ago, he referred
to Demosthenes as his office. Having a beer or two in that café used to be his daily ritual, a duty so to speak,
and everyone knew they could find him here between noon and one. Then the waiter Matko quit, followed by
his colleague Damir; then the beer offer completely changed, and Zvonko lost the taste for coming. It is tiring
to accustom the make-do waiters to oneself and one's petty preferences. He had not been here foralong time.
He moved to another part of the city, far from the centre, and looked for a neighbourhood café with which he
could connect in a similar way, but none of the three he had tried worked out. He missed Demosthenes; he
even missed its owner Pero and his stuttering jokes, even though they never lasted less than two minutes.
Despite all the business changes he had been forced to adopt and implement, Pero managed to retain at least
some of the old, regular customers, even if they were returnees, like Zvonko.

"Wh-wh-where have you be-be-been, for fu-fu-fuck's sake? Ha-ha-haven't seen you sin-sin-since the
last snow!"” Pero fired away as soon as he saw him, syncopating with his palm on Zvonko's shoulder blade. He
was right; Zvonko had not dropped in since the last winter's two-day snow spell.

"What can | say, | got snowed under... and away,” Zvonko replied as he stood up to shake the owner's hand.

"Wh-wh-what happened to-to-to you?"

"Nothing much. | got divorced. Moved out. Rented a flat. One third of what | earn goes to my wife and
daughter...”

"Fu-fu-fuck those mo-mo-motherfucking judges, | me-me-mean.."

"Oh, it's okay, | was lucky, considering. I'll tell you later, when the crowd clears. For now, just bring me
a small macchiato, mineral water and a small beer, any sort you have.”

Pero hurried off the terrace and into the café to pass the order on to the new bartender, a proudly
full-breasted woman, while Zvonko, hidden behind his sunglasses, glanced sideways to the back terrace table,
where two employees of the bank at the corner of the street sat as usual at that time of the day. Those two
women had become midday café fixtures, they had been taking their breaks here since forever and even found
their way into his short story collection The Seventh Curse, which brought him some fame. Truth be told, his
story depicted them as a lesbian couple, although in reality they had both sat out their pregnancies right here
at Demosthenes, next to their office, and probably lived in one of those traditional, harmonious marriages
described in beautiful, difficult books. That was precisely why Zvonko wrote an easy story (yet beautiful and
profound too, as everyone said and agreed) and gave those two a chance to love each other as they might
have in reality, had it been up to them.
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However, neither seemed to have read the story, let alone the book. For more than five years, the three
of them had been sharing this café, often sitting next to each other on the terrace or inside, and had never
exchanged a single word. If only either woman had read his smashing hit, she would have lent or gifted The
Seventh Curse to the other. And they would have recognised themselves in it, they would have to, because
he described them in so much detail, from their hairdos, earrings, shoes and nylon socks, whose edges would
show beneath the leggings come springtime, to their age and under-breath conversations... But no, these
ladies had not read the book yet! If they had, the one with the short, boyish blond hair would have probably
hated it, and the curly redhaired would have loved it, or the other way around. Whatever. And they would have
found an excuse to approach him. They would have told him that he was a male turd or an absolute genius -
whatever, again - but at least would have said something. Or not, but would have found a way to let him know
how they felt about it. He could populate an entire building block with the strangers who had approached him
over the last few years to tell him something important about his books or their lives ("you could write a novel
about me, man; a novel, let alone a short story!”) or their own, yet unwritten masterpieces. But not those two
women, ever. They must have known who he was, for he had been all over the media for the last few years. For
Pete’s sake, he was the central figure in at least five crossword puzzles... But no, they pretended to be blissfully
ignorant, just like him.

Or perhaps they didn't pretend, just like him. After all, why would they? This and the other books he
had written were but a drop in a sea of books they hadn't read or intended to read. He too did not need to
pretend, for ignorant he was, or so it seemed. If not ignorant, then witless at best. Shattered by what had
been happening to him over the last couple of years, he was now zigzagging between euphoria and suicidal
thoughts, between the search for a meaningful reason to continue long term and the yearning for a closure
as brief as the end credits of the films screened on commercial TVs. He once read that, according to research,
divorce and relocation were the two most stressful situations in life. And here he was, not at the foot of a vol-
cano, but on the brink of its crater. These two beautiful young women had no clue, nor should they have. He
had used them on the sly, gave them fictional names and destinies, unbeknownst to them - and that was it.

Damn, Zvonko thought, they may have read the story, perhaps even liked it and talked about it, but did
not recognise themselves or the drab character who shared the café with them around noon as its author. And
he could never hear their conversations clearly, because they always spoke under their breath, like conspira-
tors, which was exactly why in his narrative he had made them the two lesbians who could exchange endear-
ments and sweet nothings during their lunch break only in verbal, bridled, whispered way.
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One way or another, the result was the same: whether they had read his story or not, recognised
themselves in it or not, it made no difference to Zvonko. His books, published or not, had not made the world
any better; or worse for that matter. They could not make it any worse because the world needed no writer
in a language few people spoke to help it get worse by the day, and because all his short stories, poems and
novels apparently brought some kind of encouragement and defiant optimism, that gave the reader a brighter
outlook on reality. A far merrier outlook than it deserved.

Zvonko's neck got stiff as he waited for Pero or the new bartender to show up. Preferably the bartender,
so he could take a closer look and hopefully exchange a few pleasantries with her, but Pero would do, as long
as he finally got his coffee, water and beer. He closed his eyes, tilted his head backwards and made a couple of
slow circling movements from shoulder to shoulder, making sure to open his eyes to the street across the café.
Even though nothing changed for the better, he had a sudden feeling that this day could be his turning point,
a new beginning perhaps, a start from which things would get better going forward.

Pleased with himself, he opened his eyes to see a man sitting at his table, all focused on filling a rolling
paper with tobacco from a leather pouch and not dropping the tiny white cigarette filter.

"Ahem!” Zvonko cleared his throat aloud, and then again as he caught breath. The stranger ignored
him.

"So-so-sorry for the wa-wa-wait, but the temp-temp-temperature is just ri-ri-right now. The cof-cof-
coffee isn't too hot, and the be-be-beer not too cold, right?” said Pero.

Zvonko paid no attention to him; focused on the impostor at his table, he was waiting for him to raise
his eyes from the unbearably meticulous cigarette rolling business. The impostor looked as if he had never
smoked in his life, had all the time in the world and not an ounce of scruple for having taken a seat without
asking for a permission first. Things must have really hit the rock bottom, when a guy can take a seat at your
table without asking and roll his damned cigarette, Zvonko thought. He would not be surprised if the guy un-
buttoned his shirt, flashed his Nazi tattoos at him and banged an unpacked spinnerbait, two radishes and the
blood donor card on the table. There are more and more weirdos in this city, this country, abroad and all over
the world.

Zvonko cleared his throat once again, more pointedly than the first two times, but the impostor kept
ignoring him.

"Ask the gentleman what he'll have, since he can't speak for himself,” said Zvonko to Pero.

Pero took a look around the terrace, then at Zvonko, then around the terrace again.
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“What gen-gen-gentleman?” he asked, confused.

"This one!” Zvonko nodded across the table.

"l do-do-don't get it,” said Pero earnestly, looking at the empty chair.

"He can't see me or hear me,” explained the stranger and licked the cigarette paper. “Nor can anyone
else, for that matter. Only you, Dad. Only you."

"Beg your pardon?!”

"l do-do-don't get it! Wh-wh-what man?”

Zvonko looked at Pero, who was looking all over the terrace.

“I do-do-don't get it!” Pero repeated, his voice short of desperate. As someone born and bred in Split,
he knew that a prank, if you don't get it from the third try, could easily metastasise into a ruthless joke that
would follow you for the rest of your life.

“Neither do |," Zvonko replied. "My eyes must have played a trick on me. Probably because of the heat.
| apologise...

"Wh-wh-why don't you ta-ta-take a seat inside, wh-wh-where we have the a-a-air conditioning?” sug-
gested the owner tentatively.

"Maybe later, I'm still fine here,” Zvonko mumbled. He looked as though he was still staring at some-
thing across the street. Pero waved his hand and returned to the conditioned interior of the café. Zvonko
shrugged and looked quizzically at the stranger, who was lighting his cigarette.

"We've found a passage,” the stranger said, exhaling his first puff of smoke with pleasure. “In fact, doc-
tor Mandic¢ has found it."

"Who?!" asked Zvonko out loud, making the two cue balls at the adjacent table turn their heads around.

"Ahem! Ahem!!!” Zvonko cleared his throat as he realised that the tandem could not see the impostor
either.

"All right. You are getting there. Mandi¢ thought it would take time, but you're not that slow, which
makes sense, considering that all of us are figments of your imagination.”

Instantly drained, Zvonko had just enough strength to blink nervously.

"Wonderful," continued the invisible man. “Now just keep your mouth shut and listen. Nod if it's okay,
orelse you're going down and take us with you. They will declare you a nutcase, then you'll become one, they'll
feed you pills, and that will be the end of the story.”

Zvonko nodded, not quite sure why. Then he nodded again, just in case.
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"Excellent,” continued the invisible man. “Now listen to me. If | ask you a question, just give me a little
nod for 'yes' or a head shake for 'no’. Do you remember doctor Mandi¢? What the fuck? Don't shrug again. No
shrugging, just 'yes’ or 'no’. No ‘'maybes’.. | don't believe it; you really are fucked up! Doctor Mandi¢ - the shrink
from the Semi-Open Ward! Hello, that is your story. The Semi-Open Ward. You are the one who has invented
him, described him and left him perusing his notes on Vjeko, and now you don't remember him. Do you at least
remember Vjeko, Vjeko Marmont, your protagonist in that short story?”

"For heaven's sake, man, do you know how much time has passed since | wrote that story? Six years,
at least,” Zvonko hissed, keeping the two cue balls in the corner of his eye. Phew, this time they did not turn
their bald heads.

"Shut the fuck up. Didn't we just say to use your head? Only yes or no. Up and down. Left and right...
Otherwise you too will end up in a semi-open ward of sorts. Don't you remember what happened to Vjeko?
Now listen to me. Oops, hold on a sec... Are you telling me you have no clue who I am?”

Reluctantly, Zvonko nodded his head.

"Marvellous! No fucking idea?” shouted the stranger, but no one on the terrace registered his angry
outburst as he flicked the cigarette butt on the pavement.

"Svjetlan Gacina, ring a bell?! The repat from America, thirty-six, spent a few years in the US army, dis-
charged dishonourably for smoking hash with the colonel's young adult daughter in the park just behind the
headquarters. This is how you described me on page two. No prior history that I'm aware of. No follow up after
the Walnut Calendar either. That's where you left me standing by the window, rolling a cigarette and watching
Mirela march down the freshly hosed street towards the coast, the world, towards tomorrow... Your words,
remember?”

Zvonko put his elbows on the table and rubbed his forehead with his fingertips.

"Brain-racking, eh? Now imagine how | feel. I've been rolling this fucking cigarette and watching that
woman go further and further away for four endless years, but she never disappeared in the distance, and |
never finished rolling! | couldn't have a smoke until a few moments ago. Can you imagine what torture that
was? And the same goes for all of us. You and your ‘open endings’ can go to hell!l We don't give a fuck for your
fame and glory; we'd just like to move on with our lives, get it?”

Zvonko wanted to say something in his defence and he opened his mouth to retort. Hell, this guy
sounded like his ex-wife. But Svjetlan Gadina, the protagonist of one of his short stories, raised his index finger

to admonish him:
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“Shut your mouth, man! Haven't we agreed on this already?”

Gacina’s author paused, rubbed his forehead again and raised his index finger in return. He produced a
pen from the cargo pocket of his trousers, clicked it and wrote down on the back side of his bill: If | can’t speak,
can | at least write at least?. Then he crossed out the second “at least” and pushed the bill across the table.

“It's a bit blurry, but | can read it. | can write. Sorry, you can,” replied Zvonko's neglected character with
a smile. "You have a question for me, don't you?”

Zvonko nodded and called out toward the café:

"Pero, can you spare a notepad, please? Something to write on?”

Svjetlan spread the tobacco on a new cigarette paper and placed the filter, as if nothing unusual was
going on, and Zvonko stared at the apparition sitting across him, hoping that it would eventually dissolve or at
least become more transparent. Bloody hell, this is like a Woody Allen movie, he thought. Then it occurred to
him that this could be an elaborate prank set up by his old gang. Of course it was! Those rascals, with whom he
had lost contact for months, must have devised a scam and found a guy who would show up at the right time
and place to pull a prank that would be recounted for generations of grandchildren to come.

"Wh-wh-what's up? Stru-stru-struck by a muse, eh?” commented Pero handing him a small notepad
with a brewery logo.

"Something like that..."” Zvonko replied and jotted down on the first blank sheet: Let’s go inside, please.
It's too hot here!

Svjetlan nodded, lit the cigarette and stood up. This is what Zvonko was counting on: smoking was al-
lowed only on the terrace. If this guy smoked inside and Pero did not object - and he obviously wouldn't, given
that he was in this prank! - someone else would for sure. So he entered before the pretend Svjetlan Gacina and
sat at the only free table in the middle of the room. There's no way that no one will notice a smoker and not
protest, Zvonko thought. Two geezers were sitting at the slot machine, just as he left them last winter. They are
frozen in time, Zvonko thought. Glued. Suddenly he felt safe, as if he were in a cocoon, surrounded not only by
a flat but a real home. He stared daringly at Svjetlan, but the guy continued to smoke unperturbed, pointedly
flicking the ash on the floor, as if he wanted everyone to notice. Only when he put out the cigarette on the
tattooed forearm of a man sitting at the adjacent table did he open his mouth:

"What did you think would happen, punk? That I'd fall for it? Who is the private investigator here, you
or I? You are the only one here who can see me, hear me, smell me or sense me in any other way, because I'm
the product of your head, not theirs. Your head alone! How long will it take you to understand that? Just when
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| thought you had gotten it, you pull this let's get inside stunt. And here we are. What now? Sure, it's cooler
inside and more comfortable for you, but what else?”

Zvonko did not feel comfortable any longer. On the contrary. It seemed that the apparition of Svjetlan
Gacina was more real than the reality and more unreal than a ghost. Nicely put, thought Zvonko. If only he
could remember it. This is a total malarkey, he thought next.

Maybe he should really see a shrink, like his ex Sandra used to shout at him in almost every fight they
had, more and more often over the last few years... Perhaps he had burnt out in general, and the stress caused
by the divorce and moving out certainly did not help. Plus, as a cherry on top, money stopped coming in from
royalties... Perhaps there was something else besides that, who knew, but he had clearly mixed and lost more
than a few marbles. Oh dear, was he really losing his mind?! In truth, he has always been a kind of nuts, which
is normal. Everyone is crazy in their own way, he said to himself, and we all pretend we aren't and that it doesn't
show, but this... Zvonko took a deep breath, then one more, and wrote down on the next blank notepad page:
Okay, what do you want from me?

"Mandi¢ was right when he said this wouldn't go easy,” replied Gacina once he managed to read the
note after three blinking attempts. "Alright, I'll try to explain it to you slowly... Not only |, but all of us, and you
obviously have no idea how many of us there are - we all want to go on with our lives. You've given us a decent
start, to most of us at least, but what are we supposed to do going forward? For years we've been stuck where
you left us, waiting for something else to happen, for you to write something new about us. Write, man, write.
Give us the chance to live some more! | mean, we'd all prefer better lives, but have made peace with the ones
you've given us, if only something else would happen, do you follow? This is what | want from you, not only
|, but a bunch of interesting people! We all suited your needs; now is the time to return the favour. Respect,
responsibility, do you get it?”

"Wait a sec..." Zvonko whispered and started scribbling a new, longer note in smaller letters. It took
Svjetlan Gacina, or whoever he was, nearly a minute to place the paper in focus moving it back and forth, and
read: And what if | now put you all in a bus and send you down a ravine, will that make you happy?

"Now, look, before you do that, why don't you let us live a little more. | doubt you'll come up with an
explanation, a story about how we all ended up in the same bus, and write it down today, so you'd better start
writing asap, if you really want to get rid of us. Am | right or am | right? Why don't you give us some more life,
some more experiences? Doctor Mandi¢ says you cried like a baby the night you completed your first short
story collection. He's in it, so he should know. He says you cried because you had to say goodbye to the gang



CATALOGUE OF CROATIAN PROSE

you had lived with for months. Besides, we know that from the interviews you gave, the ones to which you
answered in writing, and I'm sorry to say this, but we are kind of fed up with your self pity."

This guy really sounds like Sandra, Zvonko thought. ‘Let us live, we're fed up with your self-pity. How
many times had he heard her say that? Is she, God forbid, a part of this sick joke? She can't be; she could never
stand his friends for more than a half an hour. And why would she be in it? They were divorced, everyone knew
it, and there was no reason for her to be included. And what about this guy on whose forearm Gacina put out
his cigarette!? Who was he, a stuntman? Stuntmen cost, and not a single one of his friends had that much cash
to spare for a crazy prank like this one...

Have you got any idea, a story which would restore you to life? Zvonko scribbled and handed the note
across the table to buy some time.

"We've got nothing, Daddy, that is your job".

Why don't you think of something? | can’t do everything! How many of you are there? | want to know
how big a bus to rent...

"There are only four of us, able bodied, for now, but we're getting in touch with the rest, ninety-seven
in total. For now there is the doctor, myself, nurse Sofija from the hospital, the one from the Monstermind,
if you recall, and Stef from Don't sing, please. But he's totally useless. You've left him drunk as a skunk, but
Mandi¢ somehow managed to get him sober. Now he's drowsy all the time, mumbling something to himself,
but he's with us.”

Why have you come all alone, and not someone else?

"At first Mandi¢ thought to come, but he realised that would be a mistake. Someone has to stay in
charge all the time, at the command bridge, so to speak. Sofija is quite comfy in this head of yours with doctor
Stankovi¢ groping her butt. That is where you left them to fall into oblivion, but | think she wants more than
that. Out of the four of us, who would you prefer to visit you, eh?”

So what now, you'll shadow me all the time, watch me shit, piss, and the rest?

"No, at least for now. You see, that is excactly why Mandi¢ stayed at the bridge. This is a test flight,
so to speak, and I'm a test pilot. Not a real one, obviously, but the only one with some military training. We
found - the doctor did - the only niche in which you still feel at home and the only passage to get there - not
that | understand any of it. What | do understand is that we can contact you only in the places where you feel
at home. So we waited and waited, and finally got you here. Man, you've got a serious problem... But it's okay.
Great, in fact, that this is a public place, so you have to listen more and speak less.”
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Why do | have to write to you? Can't you just read my mind?

"That's in the works, but we're not there yet. Don't you worry, Mandi¢ will get it sorted out, and things
will be easier for all of us. By the way, nice to see you write again, even if it's a simple note.

"Pero, I'd like to pay,” Zvonko called out. "l have to go, | just remembered..”

He was furious, seething over his helpless confusion, and quite horrified too. Svjetlan Gacina started
rolling a new cigarette in a hurry, like a junkie.

"Th-th-this is on the house, no-no-now that you're back,” replied Pero. “Co-co-come by any ti-ti-time
in the evening, too. It's mo-mo-more pleasant wh-wh-when the betting shop clo-clo-closes. And put your no-
no-notes away, you might need them..”

Zvonko forced a smile, thanked him and gathered the notes scattered all over the table. He took anoth-
er sip of beer and hurried towards the exit. Gacina followed closely behind.

"Hey, wait a sec. What am | supposed to say to Mandi¢? Have we got an understanding?”

Zvonko looked back at Svjetlan, shook his head and marched down the sidewalk, past the betting shop,
towards a fast food stall, whose stench of fried oil and heat wave nearly knocked him over, leaving the private
investigator Gacdina at Demosthenes, as his shouting after him faded away:

"Hey, get back! Get back!!! You must write about us, do you hear me? For Christ sake, are you really..."

Instinctively, for no apparent reason, Zvonko turned and took a step back, but Gac¢ina was nowhere to
be seen. Zvonko scurried back to the café, took a peek inside, but Gac¢ina was gone. He closed his eyes, wiped
the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, opened his eyes and then noticed his phantom charac-
ter sitting on the lawn by the terrace with his arms opened wide, as if to hug an old friend, and the smile on his
face which was saying: “Finally, thank God. You got it!”

But Zvonko did not get anything. Last night he went to bed twice and finally nodded off at about three
after midnight. Then this morning he argued with himself again whether to get up or give up. This was happen-
ing more and more often in the last few months or so, and irritated him immensely, because every single time
he would choose giving up and then get up feeling remorseful for the rest of the day, until, come evening, he
would vow to himself to get up earlier next morning and go to bed sickened by his self-delusion.

This episode with Gacina was quite likely the consequence of his chronic fatigue, saturation and stress.
Dear Lord, how many more stupid and pointless things did he have to endure only to make ends meet, only
to preserve what little respect Sandra still held for him, only to make Jelena aware - dosing it gently as she
grew up - that she did not have to follow in the footsteps of her peers... In truth, nothing of that was stupid or
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pointless. Without his wife and daughter, he would have had to deal with far more stupid and pointless things.
But now they were gone. His wife, thatis. And he had only one seventh of his daughter - one day a week. If she
wasn't occupied with other things.

And that flat... All of a sudden, even before the divorce papers were signed, he found himself in an
unfamiliar neighbourhood of high-rises from the socialist era, in a flat on the fourth floor and no elevator, with
the visibly shabby furniture, a TV set connected to the old antenna sticking out from the facade, a makeshift
study, separated for no reason from the rest of the living room by an empty, sagging plywood bookshelf... He
moved far too many times in his life and saw far too many places as a tenant, not to be dispirited by this one.

And he was pretty sure that this hallucination was the consequence of too much strain; he was simply
too exhausted and scatterbrained to reason normally and avoid nonsense like this. | need a good night's sleep,
he thought; | need to turn in early, forget the worries, get up when the alarm clock goes off, without feeding on
remorse every morning. Or everything will go to hell. He will never find a new steady job, and his head will roll
off his shoulders and into some semi-open psychiatric ward, to be showcased to medical students...

These thoughts were running through his head as he was sitting on the low wall behind the bus stop
in the flickering, warm shade of a weathered pine tree. He decided to take the bus home instead of the usual
walk. The last time he had used public transportation in Split was four years ago, when he had to leave his car
for a full-day repair in the suburbs. But buses, like all other forms of public transportation, had always been a
place where he felt uncomfortable. He liked only subway trains, solely because they were always faultlessly
punctual. Perhaps doctor Mandi¢ and the self-taught private investigator Gac¢ina wouldn't be able to track him
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down through some other “channel”. At least not before he got some proper rest. Until then, for about ten
minutes he would be brushing against the damp, sticky strangers, and avoiding their dull, sweaty faces. He
could manage that. He would gaze out of the window at the streets of the city which was slowly falling apart
at all seams, just like him. And then he'd get off, enter the unassuming Zeko minimarket and buy a cold burek
from this morning, yogurt and beer. He thought about buying a pack of cigarettes, but resisted the tempta-
tion, using the five-second technique he had mastered. He had quit smoking three months ago, because he
had grown tired of his chronic morning cough of a dying man, and also because of the money, or rather the
lack of it.

As he suspected, there were no vacant seats in the bus. He stood by the middle door and grabbed
the hanging handrail, paying no attention to his fellow passengers. But after the first turn, when he brushed

against a woman standing next to him, he couldn't resist stealing a glance at her. Noticeably younger, per-
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haps just turning thirty, shorter than him by a head, slender yet curved in all the right places as one could
only desire, she was holding on to the handrail next to his. With the corner of his eye he slowly slid down her
firm upper arm, over the unattractively pointy elbow and along the forearm with sparse, light hairs, until he
reached the wrist... Christ, oh Christ!!! Her hand, clenched around the rail, was almost twice wider than his,
with fingers half thicker than his! In that instant he remembered his short story Our Girl in an SUV, in which
he had described a young woman in a city bus, with a divine figure and beautiful thighs and calves, but strik-
ingly strong and wide hands. He attributed that incongruity between the hands and the rest of the body in
most Dalmatian women to evolution, imagining that it was a genetic mutation caused by the centuries of
hard labour that the great-grandmothers and great-great-grandmothers of today's bombshells had to endure
as they worked in the household and fields, rowed boats and built dry stone walls... Christ, thought Zvonko,
is it possible that his fictional character doctor Mandi¢, the "executive manager of Mentisana, the unjustly
infamous private clinic for mild mental disorders”, had already found a new channel, a passage, or whatever
Gacina called it?!

Throughout the entire ride between two stops, Zvonko was working up the nerve to address the
large-handed beauty. And when the doors closed with a hiss, the bus moved on and their shoulders touched,
he finally said in a low voice:

"Excuse me, Miss..."

"Huh?" The young woman gave him a look as vacant as the one with which she had been gazing out
the bus window.

"This may sound like a stupid question, but do you happen to know Doctor Mandic¢?"

Her eyes widened, then narrowed, as if she were an angry Asian-Caucasian, one of those women you
find all over the porn websites.

“Shame on you! You old pig!” she said and, struggling to maintain balance in her heels, wobbled to the
back of the bus and stood in front of the last door. She got off at the next stop and sat down on a bench of the
bus shelter seething with rage, while Zvonko was still trying to figure out what her answer was supposed to
mean.

"That was the worst pickup line, if I've ever heard one,” said the pimple-faced adolescent in the seat in
front of Zvonko as the bus moved on. “If you had asked her about an eye doctor or a dentist, she'd let it slide,
but a gynaecologist... Wow, dude, that was legendary! You may be an old-timer, but one learns as long as one

lives..”
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Mandi¢! Doctor Mandi¢, Zvonko remembered now, was one of the well-known gynaecologists in Split.
He followed Sandra’'s pregnancy. Zvonko named his Semi-Open Ward shrink after him! And now what?! Was
the girl in the bus the same nameless girl from his story or... Which Mandic¢ is her doctor?

If she too had been a figment of his imagination, she would have surely addressed him one way or
another, Zvonko consoled himself. Besides, this kid had seen her as well; therefore... Then it dawned on him:
in the story, she neither had a name nor a character; she was a nobody, just a pretext for the half-page long
lamentation of the main character. She only had a well-shaped body, a beautiful face and inappropriately large
hands like most women here. And she had every right to hate him for her entire, endless little life, that he so
generously bestowed upon her and then froze it... And if she really were a real, ordinary person, then he had
truly embarrassed himself, just as this kid said. Dear Lord, what if she had recognised him? From some damned
crossword puzzle or who knows from where? If not she, perhaps someone among the passengers in this
shaky, reeking metal box did... Embarrassed, he got off two stops too early and began to walk uphill, feeling
the scorching black asphalt melting the soles of his cheap sandals. He passed by the Zeko store without even
looking at it and climbed up to his apartment, somehow managed to wash himself, struggling to raise his arms
and splash lukewarm water onto his chest, neck, and back, and then collapsed onto the old sunken couch that
probably no longer remembered better days. He considered watching some TV, but he fell asleep before he

could reach for the remote.



