SI.LAVKO KOILAR — Born at Pales-
nik near Gareinica on December 1,
1891, died in Zagreb on September
15, 1963, A distinguished short-story
writer. Several of his humoristic sa-
tirical short stories describing so-
cial changes in the country were
made into films.

Works: Laughing Stories, 1917;
We Are or We Are Not, shortl sto-
rics, 1933;, We Are for Justice, short
stories, 1936; With the Pen and Har-
row, short stories, 1938; Back to the
Moth-balls, short stories, 1946; The
Patient People, play, 1947; Seven
Men in the Cellar, play, 1949; Short
Stories, 1951; On the Dolphin's Back,
a short story for young people, 1953;
Save Your Skin — That's what
Matters, short stories, 1956; Master
of Iis Body, a play, 1957, A Man of
I1is Word, shorl storics, 1960.

SLAVKO KOLAR

Mad House

IT ALL HAPPENED on a Saturday morning. For my moncy Saturday
is the nicest day in the week. All credit to Sunday of course, I've
nothing against Sunday. The Lord’s Day, the Day of Rest. But afller
Sunday comes Monday, the day of hangovers, of geiling up carly, the
daily grind, daily worries and tedious trivialities, and when on Sunday
you rememiber all that is in store for you in the morning, you curse
your rest and all the other holiday joys. Saturday, on the other hand,
is looking forward to rest, to the next day's freedom and peace of
mind, and in that expectation lic truc rapture and delight. Saturday
is the day, or rather it is not rcally a day, Saturday starts in earncst

' late in the afternoon, Saturday is the evening and the mnight of the
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h‘lsigniﬁicam, the small townsmen {(whom Marke Mati¢ conte
calls the petits bourgeois) from cab drivers, porters, f
proletarians of g kinds (o ¢jvi servants like me.

I like Saturday.

This Saturday began VCry confusedly. Unti] recently the war and
everything to do “with iy had really passed me by, T watched it from
a lordly distance, from my window on the sccond  floor, Tanks
rumbling by, soldiers marching, horrible things happening, and 1 go
on thinking Iny own thoughts evep condemuing it alj in the close
circle of my friends, crilicizing it out loud, but when all is said and
done, what has i 10 do with me. 1t does not threaten me personally . .,
But now, somehow, the wartime storm scems to be Zathering even
over my head,

Say I were to get drunk tonight, and [ shall do, T feel it in my
bones, T have an inkling, or as the Turks say "merak’ IU's just that
alter a whole serics ol experiences in our mad house, T simply feel
the necd (o gel really drunk and give my heart and soul an airing.
I shall not drink myself insensible, T never do, because [ can take
a lot and I have enough self-control, but 1 shall get drupk and then
1 shall come home, properly sozzled, byt Stll able to unlock the
front door and make my way upstairs (o 1y second floor, Qur hall
has  always  heen unattractive, Stufly, unaired, always stinking of
grocer’s trade and dust. The wallg are grey and dirty at night they
resound like tin drums, So, I am in excellent spirits apd 1 forget that
our house is fraught «with danger, this great concrete hole s charged
with the latent danger of high tension, And so 1 80 upstairs, but
instead of stopping at the second, T charge straight up to the third
floor. I try my key in the door of the engineer Radamec’s flat. The

door opens of i Own accord, however, and | am greeted by police-
men with pistols: »Come vight inl« T smile and say, a little confused,
because after all It is not much fun having a revolver aimed gt one's
chest: »Fxcuse me, T made g mistake! T ljve on the flopor below .. «
They Snigger cynically, in trye police style: »Sure, go and tell that
to the marines!” |

And il and \whep I manage (o Cxlricate myself from the snare,
they can pet g warrant to search my place. Because the police suspect
everyone. That would not be nice. No. it would not be 3 good idea at
all. That is the kind of thing that could bappen to me. But still T will
get drunk and T shaj] be careful,

If that enginecr, Radamec, who ig very likely not even ap engineer
(wherever did he drearn up that Vcrdjesquc surname), if he hag npt
managed to warn hjs beople, someone ig £oing to mect with a nasty
accident, they wijly walk straight ine the mousetrap. They must
somehow be warned. But how? .. j can’t very well stick a notice. on
the door: Radamec s away!., .. and even if I did, there are police
agents running up and down all the time, they'll take it down and
then they will start asking who wrote the notjce. No, that’s not the
way. But that little student, the only onc of the ngineer’s visitors
I vaguely know, T should still find some way of contacting him. T shal]
have to telephone his father at the Power Station. Yes, that is what
I shall do. Only, whatever are those people called? T know that his
lather js some kind of technician, some kind of controller at the
Power Station, [ remember him from the time we met at the Bar

mptuously
aclory workers,
And that i why
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kovid's for dinner. I rang Barkovi¢ straight away and he scarcely
remembered: »Segovid was his name, Segovic.e Why did 1 need it?...
I just need it that’s all.«

T am alonc in the room and I telephone the Power Station. After
a lot of trouble [ finally get him. | cdo not tell him who I am, or
what T am, I only say:

»Go straight home, find your son, (he student, or whatever he is,
and - tell him that his engineer friend R. from the third floor has
suddenly gonc away. Your son will know the street and the number
and which cngineer, he must not look for him on any account! .. .«

The man obviously cannot think what it is all about. He probably
has not the remotest idea of what his son gels up to (parents never
know!), and hc is even angry with me, he thinks it 1s a joke.

»Do what I say, it's a serious matter and hurry up hefore i's 100
latel« T break ofi the conversation abruptly and put the receiver down.

Marko Mati¢ came into the room while 1 was speaking and he
says scornfully:

»Is thal patriotism, or humanity on a small scale?«

»You do things on a big geale if you like. b am a small man, if
you don’t mind.«

»All right, by all mcans, I did not mean to offend«!

1 should have said: »Take a revolver and shoot Minister Dida
Kvaternik, for instance! You will rid {the earth of a monster, a swine,
our national disgracel ... That would be patriotism on i grand
scale! ...« But good answers often occur to you too late. I am not
»schlag fertige. And anyway 1 was not in the mood for arguments
and Tows.

I almost forgot about Tuna Tulipanovié, for God’s sake! 1 would
hot bave dared look the lovely Lidija in the face. Come o1, get back
on the 'phone. T informed the office and the doctor, I have done my
duty and kept my promise.

When [ had done all that, [ sat down at the table, dealt with a
dozen papers, signed some accounts — so that no-one could say 1 was
eating up the State’s moncy for nothing.

1 am angry with mysell: I am extraordinarily restless today.
I pride myself on my strong nerves, but today, they are strangely
jangled. Our house really is a mad house. The lovely Lidija is right.
There are dangers lurking cverywhere from the coflar to the atlic.
There is the Fajdetic woman and her Damir in the basement (I know
we do not see him often, but the lellow could become very awkward
if he wanted to). On the first floor are Jurica Vrabec and his ghosts.
On the second there is that German, it is truc, but he does not look
dangerous for the time being. Not to us any rate. The man is probably
fully occupied with other important business. Finally, up on the third
{floor therc is that strange engincer, or rather now there is a police
ambush, I have the feeling that 1 am being hemmed in, as they say.
Very unplcasant.

I try to talk Malti¢ into joining me in the cvening for a steak
or pork chop at peitler’s. Peitler has good winc. 1 hear that he has
recently got an exceptionally good Burgundy {rom Pozcga. But Matié
is a slrict tcetotaller. He only drinks waler, and that abstemiously,
in small quantities. He says he docs not want to overload his kidneys.
Dreary lellow. He is built entirely of principles and rules.

13




L

v )

i

RO00L03:

i I asked Barkovié but he is going to Samobor with his family.
] I have no decent company, and 1 cannol sit and drink alone, I am }
; not a »solosaufer«, I am not a drunkard at all, and I do not go

boozing cvery Saturday by any mceans, only when I get this inkling,
i when T fecl like a drink and a bit of inn atmospherc and there is
! no stopping me. So 1 have to find decent company.

Only now do I remember Major Radotaj, from the Ministry of

‘ War. I should give him a ring. Ile promised that he would see what
i could be done for my son-in-law. I should have rung him this morning,
I should have gone to sce him, but T forgot, (If my Toncika kaew ;
there would be Iell to pay: you did not forget Tulipanovié of course,
as Lidija would say, you did not forgel some little unknown student,
who probably spends his whole time plotling attempts on people’s
lives instead of studying, but you did lorget your daughter’s hus-
band!... She would be right and I would say: »1 confess, 1 am
guilty,« I would say: »only T don't like EBmil, and it’s easy 1o forget
people you don’t like. But, like him or not, he is the father of your
grandchildren and if he comes to griel in Bosnia his widow and
children will be your responsibility. However stupid Emil may be (and
they say God protects fools and drunkards), he could still gct a bullet
through his head, and then I'll have had it as well. It is no joking
matier, Emil must be saved! 1 must gel onto a [irmer footing with
this Radodaj, and a Saturday supper like this is the best and most
opportunc occasion,

I pick up the telephone directory, dial, the porter or somcone
answers, I am looking for Major Radocaj. They try to find him. I wail.
They tell me he went oul half an hour ago. Naturally, it is gone one
o'clock. It is Saturday, people slip out of the office carly, there is
always some excuse.

So I cannot do anything till Monday, because T do not know
where this major lives. And anyway it would not be a good idea to
try to find him at home. It would be too obirusive. We shall have
to leave Emil’s fate to the good Lord and St. Anthony of Padua to
whom Tonéika and Mira probably pray fervently.

Therc are days like this when nothing goes right, and everything

; upsets you. In fact nothing terrible has happened, no special sei-back,
i but still a dull kind of discontent nags at you.
‘ After lunch I tried to doze for a while, but I could not get to
sleep. Can it be that T am [rightened after all?

In the hall 1T met a character who looked at me as though I had
killed his dad. He must be one of the people manning the ambush
upstairs, so he suspecls me too, Carry on suspecting, lad, you have
good reason! ..,

Otherwise the housc is quict. No-one could have guessed what
was hidden behind that peace and quiet. Miss Zorka and Mileva are
nowhere to be scen and that is very wise. T do not know what is
going on downstairs at Jurica Vrabec's place because Lidija has not
been therc for two days. Rozika told me that some workmen have
come. They are thumping and banging something, I can hear them from
my flat. Perhaps they want (o barricade themselves of from the ghosts,
They still have not got a new maid. I met Mrs Fajdeti¢ as 1 was
going out. T cxpecied her to o say something about the new situation
in the house, but she was wisely silent. She did not even say a word
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aboul the Vrabec's ghost, and she should have done because it has
not appearcd for threc nights now, as though ghosts were afraid of
the police too. Who knows, perhaps, the police have come partly to
solve this mystery as well.

What freshness there was this morning has gone. A south wind
has comc up, blowing the dry dust and dirty papcer off the streets
and bringing stifling beat. The tram bells and horns of cars and lorries
tear at the cars more unpleasanily than usual. I look up, but grey
clouds are dragging and beaking across the sky. There will be rain.

It got dark earlicr than ustial. T am pleased about that becausc

it does pot seem right for a respectable man to walk into a pub in

broad daylight. Not that I would have met a single person I knew.
[ have a thousand f{riends and acquaintances in Zagreb, but it seems
that they have all disappearcd this evening. I wander through llica,
I have walked a dozen times near Ban Jeladi¢'s statute, the walking
place consecrated to Zagreb old-age pensioncrs, I sce two or three
familiar faces, but they are not only spongers of the waorst order, but
worse still dull as ditch water. No, 1 shall not be going to Peitler’s
with them.

»I'lIl go by myself! To hell with company«! I said to myself and
[ set off sulkily. 1 almost lose interest in the whole idea of cating
and drinking. It is no good getting drunk when you are in a bad
mood. And people often do drink precisely to dispel their gloom, to
forget their carcs and SOrrows. But jnstcad of driving away your
troubles, it just stirs up the dregs and makes them boif over and
secthe so that you might ecasily do something terrible.

1 hesitated, I walked up and down in front of Peitler's once or
twice. T am struggling with myself the whole time: whether to go in
or not. Or whether simply to go home, which would have been more
sensible, fry a couple of cggs, cal them with bean salad, drink a glass
of mineral water, then sit down by the radio (covering it with a cloth)
and listen to the sensational news from London and New York. You
cannot force yoursell to have fun!

Just then a young I1nan bumped into me, or rather ran full tilt
into me. He was quite tall, lousled, and wearing glasses. He stopped
abruptly in front of me and took off his hat with a flourish.

»I respect you, Councillor I respect youl«

»Oh, come, comele T say somewhat taken aback, surprised and
startled at this unexpected gush of respect. [ barely remember who
this man is. Lidija introduced me to him last year, At the Svarcs’!
RBut he had scarcely acknowledged me since then, and now all this
sudden rush of enthusiasm.

»I respect you, I admire you profoundly,« he assures me.

»Oh, er, glad to hear it, thank you very much!« I thank him
modestly and simply cannot think what I have done suddenly to
deserve so much respect. In fact the lad is quite squiffy, hc reeks
of wine and his eyes are clouded over with drunken rapture.

»Let's go to Peitler'sl« He suggests, »do come, be my guest, I'm
paying.«

1 know perfectly well that there is no point whatsoever in trying
to put someone sober with somecone who js drunk, it makes com-
munication difficult, I do not feel like going, I makce excuses, but he
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drags me, and T agree, weakling that | am, and console myself with
the thought that it was [ated.

We had (rouble finding somewhere (o sit. People are crushed
shoulder to shoulder, head to head, round the tables in the low-
-ceilinged rooms. The faces are shining with swecat, and their ¢yes
with enjoyement, T hrough the blue clouds of smoke come waitresses
carrying full and emply bottles, dishes of steaming roast meat, plates
and glasses . ..

»Another Iitre! ... A mineral water! A portion of sucking pig!., «
»I'll be with you right away, sirl«

A German voice joins in: »Friaulein, bitt schon! .. .« and the girl
replies dutifully: »Sofort, bittel .. «

A real Zagreb Beisel, but a better class of Beisel, where you care
about the quality of the food and drink, where the plump and well-
-lo-do burghers come, craftsmen, shopkecpers, there are even cngineers,
doctors, teachers, the éljle of our town. The air is heavy, all the smells
collect and float upwards, wrapped in blue Cigarette smoke.

»What a holc! What a revolting holel« my Marko Mati¢ would
say with profound disgust and contempt, and then he would ask with
a grimace: »Doesn’t it make you sick?l«

»No, sir, it docsn't,« I would say, and 1 did indeed say S0 once
last year., »Not in the least. Because there are poctry and beauty to
be found even here. Bars like this arc the birthplace of songs like
that drunken dirge: »Lel's forget our sorrows!.. .« Tt is not only
mountains that are beautiful, there s beauty even in swamps, There
is poetry even in the lowest dives. Ask the poetsi«

»It’s disgusting the way these people gorge themselves!«

»People are animals, you say $0 yourself, pcople eat like animals,
People are carniverous and omniverous. 1f a man cats according to
all the rules of etiquelte, it is stil] ugly to watch. Only little song
birds know how to eat delicately. They peck so daintily that jt is a
joy to sce. They don’t even look s though they're eating, but dabbing
al the grain with their tiny beaks for fun. Rabbits arc very clegant
in this way as well. Just watch them cropping at cabbage leaves, their
little noses twilching prettily and silently (and rather cormically too).
Not a single English princess knows how to eat as clegantly as a
simple country rabbit.«

However, it was not Marko Mati¢, the moralist and purist, who
was with me now, but my unexpccted admirer and patron whose
name I could not for the lifc of me remember (to ask him would
have been very insulting to him, and embarrassing for me as he is
well-known in “cultural circles). There you are, high-brow as you like,
and he fcels marvellous in this Beiscl, this menageric and this stench.

He orders in grand style, stressing for the fifth time that he is
paying. I consent reluctantly. I propose that we split the bill between
us. But he insists: I'm paying! 1 admire you, I'm paying! T do not
like to be treated by anyone with whom I am not on particularly
good ferms. With this young man I am afraid that T shall pay dearly
for it one day. But who would argue with a drunk? The waitress
brings us roast pork and beer. We eal and drink. My benefactor eats
like a pig, as though he has not seen [ood for a week, Although he
is an acsthete T must say he cats most unacsthetically. T am a little
squeamish about thesc things myself, and I lry not to look at him,
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but it is hard to avoid sceing that he has covercd his face and hands
with grease. We clink glasses and drink. A{ such moments it is good
to drink,

Therce arc some German soldicrs at the next table They have
fallen with grea gusto on dishes of roast lamb, and pork chops, the
Bosch are having a whale of a time: you eat meat and plenty of it in
Croatia, there are no ration card here yer, with the walter counting
you out so many grams of fat, so much margarine, so much sugar. ..
Here you eat like the common people, to vour heart's content.

»Have vou scen our Bosch 'liberators’ feasting themselves?« T asked
my well-wisher, and he answered poetically enigmalically:

~ »The old God is dead! Der alte Gott leht nich mehr: der is griindlicl

tot... Do you know who said that?«

»No, T don’t,« 1 said humbly, and he replied with feeling:

»Also sprach Zarathusiral«

»Nielzschie?l« say T with SUrprise, not so much because I really
am surprised, but to let the young fellow know that we are not as
illiterate as he might have thought, that we do know Nietzsche (whom
Hitler himsell admires apparently -— [ reapd somewhere) at least by
name.

I try to stecr the conversation, but withou! success, It runs in that
tamiliar style: along utrerly disconncected tracks.

»I was walching some Boschs today,« i begin, sthey were bringing
suitcases, ordinary imitation leather ones, out of a shop and loading
them on to a German truck. They must have {aken about a hundred
of them. I'm not surprised,« I say, »that they don’t have butter and
have to have ration cards, but I am surprised that they don't have
suitcases either, |, They'll clean us right outl«

But my poct benefactor replies:

»You muost understand the value of the senseless. Let ug look on
life sub specic acternitatis. Long live the Great Absurdle«

We clink glasses and drink »Sub specic acternitatis« the health of
the Great Absurd. can see that although he is drunk the lad is
watching his tongue. He asks me for a cigarette. I give him a Neretva.
It seems that my benefactor is one of (hoge smokers who are perma-
nently rmomentarily« out of cigarettes. Thesc are moreover the most
goodnaturcd smokers! They do not mind: Sava, Drava, Neretva or
Drina. They are not prejudiced!

The meal was good, the wine is drinkable, buy fairly potent.

I drink as though 1 want to catch my patron up, and he tells me
how he is going to write play in verse, a Shakespearean drama,

»You ought to write something to stir 1he conscience of the people,
the conscience of humanity « T say. »Can’t yvou sce what is going on
herc?«

But the poetic hero does not secm (o hear.

»What is man that you raise him up?« e raised his voice theatri-
cally. »Or why do you clasp him to vour bosom? . . That's what Job
said. Patient Job. I shall write an epic about Patient Job.«

The din is getting louder and louder. People are singing. And
the Germans have struck up one of their military pieces: one of their
thousands of marches. My benefactor has already reached the stage
where he cannot sit still at the table, He gots'round the other tablesg

2 THE BRIDGE
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and [ sit sipping slowly on my own. I take a rest from my benclactor’s
ideas and maxims,

»Long live the Great Absurdl« T hear him shout. Then he assures
a fat cobbler that he is going to write a sonnct to a shoe and put it
in his shop window.

»Don’t pester us, mister! ... We've got things io talk abouil«

He goes on wandering abont like this, but docs not manage to
make contact with anyone. People arc either not drunk enough or they
do not like his particular brand of wisden. He did carn himseclf a
few cigarettics, however. He comes back (o me disappointed and morosc,

»Ine gods themsclves cannot conquer stupidityle«

He sits down for a momwent, drains his glass, stands up abruptly
and takes his hat ofl the pep. He wan(s to go. He glanced at me
through the haze, but did not say goodbye. Not a hint of that »l
respect youl« What is more the geatleman has lorgotien to pay the bill,
he has not even asked for it. This will never happen again. I grab him
by the jacket.

»Young mane, I say. »You haven’t scitled {he bill.«

»Bill?« He seems genuinclly surprised. »What bill 2«

»BExcuse me, but you invited me. You kepl insisting: »I'm paying,
I'm paying« and now you'd wriggle out ol it, you think you can jusl
slip away. The bill has to be paidl«

»I'm not usced to paying«

»Then you shouldn’t have invited me. In Croatia the one who does
the inviting pays.«

»I don't respect folk customs, I think folklore is kitch.«

»Then pay your share,« T urged. (»You're not sciiing off that lightly,
I think, furious at having let mysclf be talked into coming. There's
no carthly reason why 1 should pay for youla)

»Waitress, the bill pleascl« 1 eall,

The waitress comes with her pad,

»[ haven’t got any money. I'm not payingl« says my benefactor
conclusively and opens his wallet with absolute calm — il is empty.

Scveral agitated burghers’ heads have {urned lowards us, they arc
gaping, flascinated,

»Then how could you order?'« asks the waitress sternly.

»1 haven’t got any moncy. T despise moneyl« he says Lo complicale
matters and sways on his fecl. »All right thén, would you lend me a
hundred dinars pleasc,« he says to me in the tone a minister would
use to his privale secretary.

What can T do, 1 take out a hundred dinar note, he accepts it
ceremoniously, spits on it with genuine contemp! and — fears il up
into little picces.

The waitress cries out: »Oh, sir! Have you gone madl«

»There, now you sce how much I despisc moncyl«

So saying, he marches pompously away with an air of enthusiasm
and exalted triumph over all the banalitics of this world,

The burghers gasp too: »Good God, did you see him! He's clued
up, that one isl«

I should have slapped his lace, but it is not becoming for me to
brawl in bars. To Hell with him! I've learned a lesson. I sit down
again in my place and order another half litre. To drown my misery,
The waitress brings me the wine, she is utterly bewildered by my bene-
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factor's gesture, and while I pay the whole bill — my head spinning
with drink and anger -— she sighs:

»Just think! Tearing up a hundred dinar note! Why, he could have
just about have pald for the whole meal with that, your meal and his.«

I drink up my winc and a black coftee, get up and leave. It is nearly
closing tirne anyway.

Therce is quite a lot of life in [lica. The war has not really reached
Zagreb yet. The bars close a little carlier, it is irue. But you only have
to have a pass, be a reliable and respectable citizen, and you can cat
well and drink well and have a good time with your friends... I had
not made a greal success of it this time. It was that sort of a day.

I set off home, I can feel the effect of the wine, it has not reached
my legs yet, but I am beginning to feel the desire lo say a word or
two to the people. One should be able o say somecthing to people.
About cverything that is happening to us and around us. Only how do
you come across people? That is why it is best Lo keep quiet.

Whenever I get a little drunk, I am overcome by deep thoughts.
Whether they are particularly deep, would be a matter for late discus-
sion, They arce quite troubled, these thoughts of mine, they come helter-
skelter, chaotically. God knows what kind of pceople they arc whose
thoughts flow methodically, strictly logically as in school textbooks
or military regulations. Thoughts come {i)ing out of that kind of head
like soldiers from a barracks marching onto the parade ground. Those
must be very wise heads!... So I was besct by thoughts, dark deli-
berations (and that is why they seem deep to me.) ...

»Why is man a wolf to other men? Homo homini lupus? ... Why?«
1T ask mysell and the dear Lord. For two thousand ycars we have
been told to love our ncighbour as ourself. Sorry, il is not quite two
thousand, somewhat less. It doces not matter. But can a man in fact
really love his neighbour as himself? You might find yourself in a
position were you cannot love him as yourself, but either a little more
or a little less. A law must be clear and precise. But this onc makes
for misinterpretation. What am 1 walfling on about! Other people must
have come to the same conclusions ... »Are you so much cleverer?«
I ask myself. »Do you think the way people have thought for a hundred
years, the way thousands of others think, or do you think like no-one
clse! Are you so much cleverer?. .. What kind of ideas are these?
Are they ideas at all? ... Tt is just a lot of nonsense! ... It's a jungle! .. «

»Europe is a jungle« I say. »A junglel« — T even shouted that out
loud. No-one heard me, but I say it again, aloud: »A junglel«... 1 am
appalled by the barbarism that is rife today, and again I think: if only
I had a bomb! ... Shut up, Naéck, bombs are not for people like you!

There is no order in your head!... None!

My God, that poet really had me! ... »I respect you! ... I'mn lreating
you! ...« and then pay up, M. Councillor! ... He despises money and
tears up my hundred dinar nole, mine, not his own!... Ha, ha, hal

What a bloody nerve!

I laughed oul loud, hearlily, and a »gentlcrnane of about my age
glanced at me in amazement: »My God, vou've had a drink or twox
he thinks. But what do I care? I have a pass {from the Comunissioner of
Police, I have onc from the Home Office as well, and even one from
the German Command. Excuse me, but 1 am a respectable citizen, with
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a respectably and trustworthy position in society (and what I think
1s my own allair, if you don’t mind. Long live freedom of thought!).

I have reached home. 1 have stopped on (he opposite side of the
sireet. I am standing (possibly swaying slightly, the fresh air makes
it worse) and looking at this house of ours. 1 look at it critically as
though T intend to buy it or pull it down. A lopg-legged concrete
building, no siyle, no colour, standing in the night with its fifteen dead
eyes, fifteen windows, gaping black holes or covered over with bluc
paper. (Wartime!) There 1s a shred of light [rom the Vrabec bedroom.
They arc not asleep yel. Perhaps they are waiting for Mr, Goldberger.
It is completely dark at Zorka and Mileva’s, but 1 know that in the
corner behind the wardrobe there is a votive candle burning in [ront
of the icon of Si. Nicholas (he Miracle Worker, their patron saint.
(But, my dear, St. Nicholas the Miracle Worker cannot do much in
this day and age, and nor can St. Anthony of Padua — other forces
govern the destinies of mankind!) Right at the top, on the third {loor,
all the windows to the left and right are dark. They say nothing. This
whole mad house of ours says nothing, apart from the new placard
downstairs »Josip Jurinac, dealer in mixed goodse.

There it stands, that house ol ours, two storeys higher than the
ones around it, Jong-legped like a stork among chickens. There it stands
in the night, silent. A sombre, troubled sky above.

I would like 1o chat. I am in a very communicative mood. If only
I had another half litre of wine, some mineral water, a cup or two
of Turkish coffee and a congenial companion, we would have a good
long patter. 1 could ring Zorka and Mileva’s bell for instance. They do
not have any wine, they probably do not even have any coffee, but they
might have some brandy and they would make me some tca. I could
have a little chat with thom. It is good to be a kind of mentor as
T amn to them, a prolector or cven a saviour (it flatters cven a modest
man), I would amuse them as best 1 could, make them laugh, cheer
them up — I am probably not so drunk that I would annoy them.
But God forbid! It would be dreadful to ring their bell now, at this
time of night. The women would die of fright. And even if they were
not frightened, they would be terribly shocked to have a man come at
this time of night. T would offend their delicate principles and ideas of
decency. (What would mother or Aunt Sofija have said, God grant
them rest?)

I could go to the wonderful Lidija and her Tuna for a talk. They
do not have that kind of scrupule and are almost certainly not asleep
vet, Tuna Tulipanovid's nerves and insides musl have settled down.
Lidija would be overjoyed at the surprisc and would greet me with
open arms. But still, T shall not go there, I feel like an open, honest
talk and 1 do not altogether trust the most beautiful girl in our housc
and the whole sireet. She is all woven through with sweet and dange-
rous lies. Besides it would not be a good idea to go up to the third
floor. T might ring the bell on the right instead of the left-hand onc.
Beware the third floor!

I concluded that there was to be no more talk, no more drink or
coffee. You may be plastered, Vatroslav Suskovié, but be sensible!

Once T had curbed all my lurking desires and wishes so bravely,
I opened the front door decisively, slammed the door and went upstairs
rather noisily. The automatic light was nol working and T had rto light
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a malch on cvery Janding. When T had rcad »Valroslav SuSkovic« three

). times on the door 1 went confidently and fearlessly into my flat.
e It is a horribly lonely feeling [or a married man coming into an
= ’ empty house: there is no-one walling for you, o welcome you. Not
15 event to scold vou (as my Tondéika would now). Al one time you had
te to come in quietly because the children were asleep. But that was nice
d too. They were the people you loved and who loved you and filled
e your home with joy. And mow it is all empty and hollow. Your foot-
. steps ring plainfully with loncliness.
T I took a spoonful of bicarbonate of soda and drank a large glass
w of water. 1 glanced out of the kitchen window. You could scc several
at more lighted windows on the courtvard side of the building. And
1. the lights werve on in the engineer’s flat. So they were stifl in their
in ambush, waiting, watching ... I looked down into the courtyard. A
es square box, bounded by a high wall. The iron frame for bealing carpets
', . looked like a gallows. I there had not been a few chicken runs it
BE could have been a prison vard. The courtyards round about were all
vd like this too, bare and ugly. Down my way, where 1 come from, the
_ [ruit trees are beginning to bend with the weight of their [ruit, cicadas
h“f are slarting to sing in the vineyards, a little brecze 1s stealing through
ds the vines, and the earth is fragrant with life. I put on the light in the
, bedroom. The bulb in the vellowish-blue globe on its »gold« chain
iy glimmers feebly and dismally. T took a key out of my pocket, opened
Vo the wardrobe and from the back of it pulled out — Adolph Goldber-
od ger, the very onc who had caused so much dismay in Jurica Vrabec’s
do new {lat. He was wearing a jacket and striped trousers and was stuffed
ey full of old rags, Jike a bird in a museum. Only he did not have any
tld »halbets«. His pork-pie hat had rolled away. [ picked it up and rammed
as it onto his head, which was made of my old shirts rolled up into a
sl ball. Therc was a mask scwn on to the ball, a terrible mask of an old
er Jew: a long hooked Jewish nose, thick hanging lips, all bloodshot
m. yellowish red. A hideous carnival mask.
. I sat my Adolph Goldberger down in an armchair, and flopped into
I:i another mysell and we sat like that looking at cach other for a while.
(L)f »I must say, Mr. Goldberger vou are a x :al [right, BEven 1, T who
int made you, might almost be alvaid of you. No, don’t be offended,
don’t misunderstand me. You weren't so ugly in real life, nothing like
ey this double of yours. Besides you're all crumpled now. That was the rain,
sep when you werc caught in that heavy shower on the window sill. T can
. see you haven't really dried out yet. But we ought to be pleased with
fith oursclves, vou and 1. Mrs. Vrabee felt positively literally ill with fear.
\est That conceited Ustada ragamuffin Jurica is [urious hecause he cannot
Use get to the bottom of the trick. T am only sorry for their girls, their
1ge- maids. They really are not at all to blame. But it had to be like that.
\ird 1 We had to disturb the crook’s peace. You can be sure that the fright
e, Mrs. Vrabeo endured was not much Tess that that which you and your
wife Tlona had to suffer. You got this hideous mask quite by chance.
or Tt was left over from some carmival or other. My son-in-law Einil, when
he was still only engaged, hit upon the »brilliant ideas of dressing up
ely, as an old Jew and he bought this mask somewhere (possibly cven in
airs a Jewish shop, you Jews are very broad-minded when it comes to »(e-
ight schifle!) This jacket and ithe hat and trousers all come [rom my late

uncle Ferko. Ile was a shopkecper too. That is to say he thought he
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was a shopkeeper, but he had a very vivid imagination, a restless
temperament, and he liked to enjoy himsclf. He liked women too, but
women cost him an awful lot. He went bust three times, and for real.
He died a commercial traveller, without a steady position and he left
me his cntire fortunc: a shabby suitcase of clothes. And this hat is
his as well. Look: the brim has come right away from the crown. All
from frequent hurrjed taking off: Your humble scrvant!... 1 salute
you! ... Kiiss’ dic Hand!... Habe dic Ehre! ... Towards the end, when
all his boats were burned, he was horribly obsequious, my poor old
uncle Ferko.. .,

~ There you sce, Herr Goldberger, that’s how 1 resurrected you —
I said — we ought really to be pleased with oursclves, both of us.
But now we have reached a dead-end. We haven't frigthened anyone
for three nights. .. There arc policcmen in the house.

»Es hat auch gar keinen Sinn, Herr Councillor. It has not point«
he says in his German-Croatian with a Hungarian accent.

»0h yes there is, there is a point! You arc taking your revenge for
your own death, for the ruin ol your family, das ist die Rache,
verstanden?! ... Revenge! ..o And T am taking my revenge for the shame
brought on my people by patriots like that.«

»Ja, ja, verstche schon. Aber, how to say, it not cnough scrious.
It a little kindisch, childish. This not thing for you, Ilcrr Councillor,
you are, sir, senor civil servant.. .«

»Ah, that's what my wife would say! Just that.«

»Real revenge make others better ... who for that more arc ableg
he said getting cmibroiled. »Qthers make this better, mehr grundlich.«

»Perhaps«, T assent, although somewhat hurt. »Listen Herr Gold-
berger, T am not doing this exactly for you personally. To be perfectly
frank, T did not particularly like you. Your lifc was nothing but com-
merce, profit, possession... I'm doing it because of all of this, eve-
rything that's going on offends me. 1t shocks me, it revolts everything
in me, but I can’t throw bombs. I don't know where one gets hold of
them!«, I say. Do you know what conscience is, Herr Goldberger?
Das Gewissen, that’s conscience. You have to shake people up, shake
up their consciences, put anxiety into their minds like (leas in their
shirts .. .«

»I am pitying you, da ist alles schr gefahrlich .. .«

»We'll frighten them until they move. . .«

»Then come others. Selten kommt was bessceres nach! Seldom come
Better.«

»I know, T know,« I say, somewhat disappointed, »but still .. «

»Ich werde Thrnen was sagen, Herr Councillor, leave the dead in
peace .. .«

1 do not know how long this conversation of ours lasted. Only
T was terribly muddled. Jurica Vrabee took part in it as well, arrogantly
and very patriotically clever, my Ton¢ika got caught up in it too and
Emil in some strange uniform ... Mrs. Fajdetié just added an occasional
word and Lidija planted a kiss on my forehead, as fairies do. Someone
called out »Long live the Great Absurdl« ... and I woke up with a
start. I cannot have slept long. It was still dark.

The house and street were absolutely quict. A cock was crowing
desperately and vainly somewhere in one of the concreie courtyards.
There was not a single cock anyvwhere in this complex to answer him.
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T had sobered up. My Adolph Goldberger was sitting in the arm-
chair facing me, looking pretty hideous and terrible, but pathetic as
well crumpled, pitiful ... The cord on which he usually hung outside
the window was stretched out along the floor. ITis emply eyes were
staring at me deathly hollow and accusing. T could not Jook at him
any longer.

»The joke’s gone on long enough'!« T said.

I ripped off his mask, threw it into the [ire and set light to it
The sad lace burned up in a {lash, — cheerfully, it scemed. Then 1 took
Uncle Ferko's torn, greasy pork-pie hat, opencd the window and sent
it spinning out. It landed in the middle of the street. 1 pulled the rags
out of his jacket and trousers and shoved them all into the wardrobe.
And so Adolph Goldberger was definitively liquidated at his own request
and may he rest in divine peace. The joke had gone on long enough.

T undressed and got into bed.

Early in the morning the door bell woke me, unrested, heavy-
headed, tired. Whal the Devil?! The police? ... Where are my slippers?
God knows where I threw them last night. T go bareloot. 1 do nor
supposce I shall start sneczing right away. Now the police can come.

They can secarch the whole flat if they like, 1 have nothing to be
afraid of.

It was Mrs. Pajdetié. Her cyes were shining triumphantly, with
jovial malice:

»They're going, they're moving oul! A furniture van came and there,
they're going. The late Mr. Goldberger pave them something to think
about. T told you so, didn't I«

»I'm not inlerested,« 1 said pon-commitally. »You didn’t have to
wake me up to tell me that.«

T closed the door and went back to my room. ! glanced through
the window. Sure cnough a huge furniture van was standing outside.
Jurica Vrabee is moving. e is leaving his flat, but not his things.
People are dragging heavy wardrobes, cupboards, boxes. The concrete
stairwav rang with the din and t(heir heavy shoes. Lidija's black tousled
hair poked out of the third floor window, while Zorka and Mileva were
bound to be peeping anxiously aut from behind the curtain. (I sneczed
once, twice, three times. T shall get a cold now, to cap it all.)

My Uncle Ferko's pork-pie hat was Wing upside down in the road.
I am amazed that no cars have run over it and 1 wonder: God knows,
maybe Renata has gseen it. Just then a dog, not much more than a
puppv, came along, grabbed it and ran off with it carrying il in his
mouth like a trophy.

T am satistied. It worked! ... It worked better than 1 c¢ver hoped.
You could say it was a victory. But still somchow T did not feel
completely happy. It was all pathetic and pitiful and petty.

I was angry with myscll (it is a bitl cold, summer is nearly over):

»What exactly do vou want, councillor? What do you want, Suéko-
vié ... Don't be so ambitious. Anvway, you are tired and vou've gol a
hangover, it's a grey morning and vou can't tell what sort of a day
it’s going to be yet. Tt's Sunday today, the day of rest, go back to bed
and sleep! .| «

Translated by Celia Williams

23




