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The estuary glittered under the midday, springtime brilliance. Sparkles danced on the water's surface, stirred by the powerful sunbeams. The green canopies on the shore of the island, across from the raft "Sveti Trifun", swayed gently, displaying, as if on a fashion runway, their freshly renewed gowns. The river murmured, and the wind carried the scent of fish, which the fishermen, freshly caught, were storing in coolers and packing up to go home for their well-earned lunch.

The tables in the open section of the raft were almost all occupied. People could hardly wait for the first spring days. Eager for sun and strolls after the long and cold winter, they had swarmed outside, and the promenade was just as full despite it being a workday.

Dragan and his friend Branko sat at a table right by the railing, watching a fish stubbornly trying to break a record in leaping. Branko was the first to propose a bet:

"Listen, Dragan, if this crazy fish keeps jumping here for another five minutes, I'll pelt it with a bottle. Or do you want to bet on how much longer it can keep up this rhythm?"

"Ah, it won't last much longer. I'll wager on five more jumps out of the water, and then it's gone," Dragan replied thoughtfully, as if this were a matter of scientific research rather than the whim of a fish.

"Listen, man, this one's crazy! This one will hold out at least seven more times, maybe more. What's your wager? What are we betting on?"

Branko sounded convincing, but Dragan wouldn't budge because his analytical mind told him he was right.

"At most, it'll jump five more times. I'm betting a round of drinks on it!"

"You're convinced it's a normal fish. I'm telling you it's not! It jumps over seven times, I swear! A round of drinks it is, then. I agree! Let's count, from now!"

Both of them leaned their heads over the railing to get a better view of the subject of their bet. Focused on the spot where the fish appeared, they didn't even blink, awaiting the next jump.

"One, two, three, four, five, six." They stood up straight, staring at the water in wonder. The fish was gone.

"Six. God damn that crazy thing!" they both shouted aloud.

That precise outcome was what they had both overlooked. The bet was at a stalemate. No one was right. Branko proposed a solution:

"This is insane! I think we both lost. Since the fish isn't here to decide, we'll both have to pay for a round of drinks."

Dragan agreed confusedly with that assessment and ordered the first round. The waiter brought one *loza* and one *pelinkovac* and disappeared. Branko was still marveling at the intelligence of the fish that had outsmarted them both.

"This one is unpredictable, like my Nevena. Women are like fish, man. You catch one and think you've got God by the balls. She gives you all the glory and shine you need until she screws you over and drags you into marriage, or rather, hooks you on fishing. After the catch, there's no going back; you stare at the fish for the rest of your life. It's stronger than you, you can't resist the urge to cast the rod."

"Your comparison is terribly illogical," commented Dragan. "A woman and a fish have nothing in common, except both words are feminine. And this might have been a male fish. It seemed experienced in betting. Women rarely bet."

"You have no idea! My wife likes betting more than I do. She always fills out at least one more betting slip than me and gets me to place the bet so she won't be seen in the betting shop. Typical female deception. As if they're delicate and don't have vices like men."

"My wife truly has no vices. She smokes a cigarette sometimes, and that's all that can be attributed to her as a vice. As for Nevena, I don't know! My Lenka isn't that type."

Branko roared with laughter, convinced his friend was a true beached, naive catfish, which he told him without hesitation. At this, the other flared up, feeling insulted:

"I would never call you a naive, beached catfish! That offends me! Do you have any proof for what you're claiming?"

"Don't get angry, Dragan, for God's sake! I just think all women are cunning, that they actually deceive us even when we live convinced they're saints. Not every betrayal has to be adultery; there's so much they lead us astray in. Here, I'll make it up with a double round instead of a single one. Waiter!!!"

Time marched on relentlessly. Round after round, drink after drink, the argument escalated, fueled by their inebriated state. Dragan knew many details from Branko's promiscuous life, driven by his distrust of people, especially women, and he reproached him for it without holding back.

"You, Branko, are like an animal. You instinctively don't trust people, and female infidelity and cunning have become your obsessive stance towards women. You generalize and shove all people into one basket and all women into another. That's a very pessimistic view of human nature. You constantly try to convince me that people are beings without their own conscience and will, and therefore prone to their basest instincts. I think that just serves as an excuse for everything you yourself do and the few incoherent people like you. You've always cheated on Nevena with some floozies, bimbos, hookers who have the same outlook on life as you. I don't understand what a woman raised so patriarchally and a fine homemaker found in you; you're her complete opposite."

To Dragan's monologue, Branko only responded with a mocking grin and continued in his style:

"You're a pushover, man! You're honest, and I value that in you, but you're also endlessly naive. Women are only delicate in front of the world, consciously and deliberately. They create a false image of their nature. That delicate wife of yours will cheat on you at the first opportunity. Just wait for her chance, you'll see. I don't pay much attention to mine. I don't have time for that. Besides, I'm no saint either, I don't owe her anything, no matter what she does. She tolerates me like this, so she has reasons for doing so. She's already gotten used to it, and it'll be like this forever."

"Just wait until her eyes open and she realizes what a pig you are and how little you respect her. You'll destroy your marriage with that attitude. You haven't even tried to see the purity and honesty in your own wife. It won't go on like this forever. You'll regret it one day because of everything you've created yourself, and it leads to ruin. You're provoking your own fate by predetermining its failure and sordid content. I don't want to live like that. I want to believe in my wife and give her beautiful things and love if I can. What you say and do disgusts me!"

Their argument lasted until midnight and closing time at the raft. Drunk, they headed home. Unable to find a compromise, they decided to bet. Branko claimed that Dragan was naive and that his wife would cheat on him sooner or later, and that he himself would soon wish to do the same. He claimed that one of the female students throwing themselves at him would succeed in luring him onto thin ice, and he would fall for the charms of unrestrained nature and primal instincts. Dragan claimed that Branko would destroy his own family for no reason because he himself produced trouble and provoked a reaction of the same kind. He persistently claimed he was convinced of the power of love and the honesty of his Lenka. They swore an oath that they would inform each other if they lost the bet and failed their life test. Branko claimed his marriage would survive and Dragan's would burst. Dragan claimed the opposite. The loser would pay for a drinking spree until dawn; that was the stake that night.

But cursed are our stakes. Cursed are all our attempts to be smarter than life itself. The more we rush towards our own ideals, the easier we trample them. Sometimes, unaware of what fate places before us, we just spit at the crossroads, without turning to look at what we leave behind, without rising on our toes to discern where we're going. We lightly pack ourselves into constants. But man is of a changeable nature. He grows, thinks, develops, and adapts to everything. Man is a weed that cannot be stopped with poisons. He quickly becomes resistant. He quickly spreads, like a bacteria, onto himself, onto life itself, onto all that surrounds him. The answers are there. He rarely bothers with the questions. He just seeps, seeps, grows, flourishes... He chokes. He chokes everything given to him to guard and nurture, to love, remember, suffer through. Man cannot see beyond his own rear end, his own belly, and his own crotch. He only skillfully convinces himself that he is God or god-given so that God may be.
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Sunlight cast traces of light across the kitchen, which gleamed, freshly cleaned. Lenka wearily looked out the window, noticing in passing that the window curtains had already yellowed and needed washing.

"Oh, God, how long will this go on? I don't even have time to wash my hair!" she grumbled to herself, not expecting nor wanting anyone to hear her.

Besides, no one could really help her. Dragan, her husband, worked all day long. Exams had started at the Law Faculty, and he, as a professor in the Department of International Law, had his hands full. He worked part-time for some humanitarian organization as a translator. They paid him hourly. The professor's salary was small, and they needed extra income to support the children, pay for their schooling, and cover the mortgage on the house. The twin girls, Simona and Senka, were only eight years old and in second grade. Every day they needed something—money for new notebooks, money for sneakers, money for this or that... Dragan was the sole earner. Lenka hadn't worked for eight years. The children and the house had taken over. She had wanted to dedicate herself to the family, and that clearly demanded more time than the day allowed. But it was her choice, and she didn't complain to anyone about it. Sometimes it bothered her that she felt like a cleaner in her own home and a nanny rather than a mother to her children. But life was harsh. She was beginning to lose all interest and felt herself growing dull, spending her days between four walls. But someone had to bear that part of the burden. Somehow her soul remained empty and joyless, even though she fulfilled all other obligations and the children brought her immense joy. And Dragan was spending more and more time at work. He returned home late in the evening, tired and exhausted. He had no energy to devote to her the way a husband should to his wife. Lenka had justifications for both herself and him. Well, the children were the most important! He had to earn money, and she had to take care of them, wash, cook, clean the house. That's how it was in marriage—obligations become something unavoidable and demand that common sense take the lead. The heart and soul must be forgotten for a time. At least that's what Lenka thought. But that worm of doubt about it all had been growing in her lately. Whether spring had stirred unrest in her or she was simply fed up with the daily grind, she didn't know herself. But more and more often she caught herself stopping by the window and gazing down the road in front of the house, yearning to hear the sound of her own heels clicking hurriedly down the cobblestones.

Her reverie was interrupted by the doorbell. Simona and Senka burst into the house, pushing and shouting over each other.

"Kids, kids, easy! Goodness, can you ever come in without a racket? What's the matter now, and why are you fighting?" Lenka called after them.

"Mom, Simona got a C in school today! She didn't learn the poem well. I got an A, and she's mad at me, so she's chasing me," Senka explained hurriedly while Simona sulked theatrically.

"That's not true! She's teasing me about Darko, and that's why I'm chasing her! I don't care about the C! She got a C in math too, so what!" Simona grumbled in reply.

"Oh, I thought it was something serious, girls! Don't you have anything better to do? You're sisters and shouldn't fight over every silly thing. And who is this Darko, the cause of your fight?" Lenka asked, suppressing a smile. Simona rushed to answer, obviously wanting to prevent her sister from saying more than necessary.

"He's a boy from third grade who carried my bag home from school today, and someone is jealous because of it. That's it, that's all, all, all!"

"Well, that was nice of him, I don't see any reason for a fight. Now, come to the table for lunch, but wash your hands first," Lenka concluded their argument, and they went to the bathroom, grumbling something unintelligible at each other.

Lenka smiled sweetly to herself, remembering her own first school crush. Such things stay in your memory forever as something beautiful; they shouldn't be spoiled.

Simona and Senka ate lunch and then went to their room to finish their homework. Lenka cleared the table after them and occasionally glanced at the clock. Dragan was supposed to come home for lunch and then go to the Red Cross office to translate some newly arrived document. But he wasn't there.

"He must have been held up at the faculty, so he couldn't make it for lunch," Lenka murmured, more to herself.

She then became engrossed in tidying the kitchen and forgot her thoughts. When Simona and Senka came downstairs later that afternoon, she was still washing and cleaning around the house. The two of them went out to play, and Lenka stayed in to prepare dinner, hoping Dragan would come home earlier.

"He'll be hungry; he didn't even have lunch," she thought.

But time passed, and he neither arrived nor called. Twilight peered through the kitchen window. The children had dinner and went to bed without waiting for him to come home from work. Already tired from the long day, Lenka got ready for bed and sat on the couch to watch some TV until he came. That's how she fell asleep. She woke with a start when the front door creaked. It was Dragan. She looked at the clock, which showed one past midnight, and said worriedly:

"Goodness, Dragan, where have you been till now?"

He staggered down the hallway, trying to hang his jacket on the coat rack. Only then did she notice he was tipsy.

"Dragan, are you drunk? Where on earth have you been till this hour?"

"Lllennkka, ssorry, I'm like... How was it... Noah, yeah, like Noah!"

She realized any attempt at conversation would be futile, so she hurried to help him get to bed. He fell asleep like a log the moment his head touched the pillow. She covered him and tried to lie down beside him, but it was useless. Drunk like that, he had sprawled across the whole bed, leaving no room for her. Disappointed by the outcome of the day, she returned crestfallen to the couch. Sleep wouldn't come to her eyes anymore. A certain unrest crept into her weary chest and gave her no peace. In the room, only the ticking of the clock could be heard, and the night lamp cut through the darkness with its faint reddish light. There hadn't been anything interesting on TV for a long time, except for hardcore porn that was easy to be disgusted by. They really did go overboard with the perversions. She gave up on watching TV and went out onto the small terrace in front of the house to get some fresh air. She sat in the rocking chair, wrapped in Dragan's sweater, and watched as raindrops began to streak before her. The starry sky seemed to be switching off its stars one by one, frightened by the bold blue clouds sailing before the flushed moon. The surroundings changed color from shades of dark green to new, blue hues. The rain brought a freshness to the air, which she breathed in eagerly, hoping it would intoxicate and lull
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