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... raging fire continues to swallow the island of Mrtvić. 
Joint forces of firefighters, army and volunteers are in their second day of a round-the-clock battle against the fire that is spreading throughout our most densely populated island, which is known as the Ant Hill on Roids during the peak season of the summer months. 
pop, pop, bzzzzz, hisssssss, pop, pop...  
... According to the statements from the eyewitnesses the fire has been caused by a nasty thunder strike that hit a metal flagpole, which is not only astonishingly tall with its height exceeding twenty metres, but also massive, weighing tons because it was bearing the weight of equally gigantic flag of the Republic that was fluttering in the gentle breeze to mark the great Liberation Day.
The small black box repeatedly kept making crackling sound, doing the pop, pop, bzzzzz, hisssssss, pop, pop like it was a delusional, senile old man, a poor bastard depraved of any musical talent just casually holding his brass instrument upside down, blowing out what is left of his destroyed lungs and trying to emulate the rapid chord changes of be bop sound, convinced he was the great Charlie Parker. 

- “Damned old thang”, she said whispering, smacking the old radio with the left palm of her hand, holding a half-melted vanilla ice cream in the other. 

The signal is back. 

Just like everything else on the island of Mrtvić, the flagpole was located in the immediate vicinity of a pine forest, in the yard of the family house of the mayor, who came back home from the mighty US, a gentleman mostly known for various controversies, the most infamous of which was the one from thirteen years ago when, in the early afternoon hours, he and his son threw a homemade dynamite from the shore into the sea, killing not only fish but also a famous Viennese gynecologist and his wife, who were just casually enjoying some scuba diving that afternoon, recklessly and without putting a safety buoy on the sea surface.

... The evacuation of terrified tourists continues with the help of the military, civilian vessels, fishing boats, and yachtsmen from neighbouring islands. Fortunately, there is still no news of new victims.

-Yes, Edita, fortunately, a man whose voice sounded as if he were speaking through a cardboard tube took over the morning news from his colleague.
- just when a man thinks it could not get any worse, cruel destiny simply pulls an ace up its sleeve. 
bzzzz, pop, bzzzzz, hisssssss, bzzzz, pop....
-“Well, just go to hell, you stinking skunk”, the woman with beautiful calves muttered as she nervously changed her position on the mat, moving the antenna left and right.
... in a horrific traffic accident, continued the man in a voice that sounded like it was coming through a cardboard tube, which occurred early this morning on State Road D64, according to initial reports, twelve people have died. Among the deceased are two minors, aged seven and nine. The circumstances that led to this tragic event are still unknown. According to the initial information that we have at our disposal, the driver of the bus carrying foreign license plates did not have the legally required co-driver. Reportedly, the vehicle belonged to a travel agency that organized three-day trips to the seaside in collaboration with a chain of homes for the elderly and disabled. The investigation is ongoing.

... the day of the parliamentary elections is upon us, the news was taken over by a squeaky female voice that sounded like it got stuck in puberty and hadn't fully developed, which caused the announcer sounding at times like a fully grown up woman and at times like a little girl.
- Ivan, what do you think, is there a light at the end of the tunnel after these elections?
- I think the box has been emptied a long time ago, the colleague replied.
-The real question is whether the people will actually get to the poll stations and cross their voting tickets on this dog days afternoon. I think these early elections could just as well have been held in the fall. Three months won't make much of a difference after the long thirty years of devastation. But, one has to admit, it's a good chess move by those currently in power. The young people will be far from the polling stations; beaches, cold beer, beautiful women, handsome young men. They're counting on the members of the older population again, who get a small pension increase before every election and then start yawning like hungry chicks at campaign rallies, swallowing every word like worms. But, Edita, something tells me that this time the only ones who might save them are the votes of the cicadas.  
- Live and le..... bzzzzz, hisssssss, bzzzz.
- “Turn that damn thing off already, please”, a man said, suddenly snapping back from deep thoughts.
His left hand gripped the metal pipe with all its might, as if trying to break the spine of that grotesque snake, while his thumb and middle finger pressed firmly against his temples, attempting to squeeze out the unbearable pulsation that had intensified in recent days, pounding against his frontal bone like giant waves crashing against the Portuguese coast. He knew it would soon stop, so he secretly pulled a rubber dog bone from his pocket, bit down on it with all his strength, and waited.

Behind his back, the woman sat up and silently turned off the radio with its bent antenna, in places covered in duct tape to keep it from falling apart. She knew that tone all too well, and his body language betrayed him no matter how hard he tried to hide his agony from her. He spared her of his pain as much as he could because it was simply too much for both of them. He couldn't allow them both to sink into darkness. Someone had to stay rational and sane to keep them afloat. 

“Two drowning people have no chance of reaching the shore together” was his mantra, his morning and evening prayer, and that's why he had to keep his pain to himself at all costs. For once in his life he wanted to be a real man and take a stand for both of them by being silent. 
All of Marin's pain that had been gathering in Mira's heart would pour down from her chestnut-colour eyes every time she was alone or when she lay beside him, wide awake, staring at the concrete ceiling covered with a transparent veil of darkness on sleepless nights that she had long since stopped counting on her fingers.
She had learned to watch him as he, like a lone steppe wolf, dealt all by himself with the agony that tore through his head and mind like planes through the sky, paralyzing him like the sting of an Australian spider for a few helpless minutes during which he would try with his best to pretend that nothing was wrong, just a slight drop in blood sugar, a passing dizziness caused by the heat, stale air, a poor night's sleep, or he would simply say he was just thinking.
She learned, but she never got used to it. She didn't want to get used to it. Even if there had been a magic pill that could have made it possible, she wouldn't have taken it, because that would have meant betraying the only valuable thing she had left in her life.

She hit rock bottom.  She crashed with all her might against the very foundations of life, and only then did she realize the utter worthlessness of designer chairs, seats, nightstands, mirrors, lamps, shoes, dresses, towels, coffee cups, paintings, and sheets with which she had been surrounded, cocooned like a butterfly that never had the chance to show the world the splendor of its wings. Now, she had awakened that butterfly within herself, and she was ready to fight for Love till her last breath, her last exhale. Because of the Love she had never believed in before, nor paid any attention to, she now trembled like a freezing puppy.

Sometimes she would plunge her head into a basin of cold water and scream at the top of her lungs until the water almost boiled, but she never wanted to show him, through actions, words, or gestures, that her body, like the Earth's magnetic field, attracted all of his pain and despair.

He spared her, and she spared him.

Both were rather bad actors, acting like frightened calves, terrified of what approached them from the darkness. The seagulls above their heads mooed. They groaned like pregnant cats giving birth in abandoned sheds, with no one of their own nearby. If they had thumbs, they would slit each other's throats, just to finally dip their beaks into something. 
As Marin was crouching down, one seagull soared up in the air straight from the dumpster. It rose from the dead, with an empty plastic bag stuck around its neck and flew off to seek rain clouds on the other side of the mountain, collecting alms for the salvation of its kind. Another seagull was pecking to death a pigeon with a broken wing in the middle of the road. Startled by the car's horn, it hopped to the side, still holding the pigeon's intestines in its beak. It didn’t get him off the track. As soon as the vehicles passed, the bloodied head returned to finish what it had started. Hundreds of other seagulls swirled above the city as if they were expecting a morning of sinners being purged from the streets.
They were chattering, wailing, squealing, hissing, and screeching.
They were bleating like goats buzzing around the circles of Hell. 
-“They look like origami figures brought to life”, Marin thought, stretching his numb leg.

The dull pain in his head receded like an eel into its dark hole. The swollen vein in his neck disappeared beneath the skin.

-“M, look at these goddamn birds! What the hell is wrong with them this morning?”

In that moment, one of the birds detached itself from the paper flock and, with its wings spread like Christ's arms in Rio, and straight from the heavenly heights dove into the abyss.
- “Mira! Mira, have you seen this?!”, Marin shouted nervously. “That bird killed itself! It... it committed suicide! Jesus Christ! It simply surrendered, stopped flapping its wings, stood in the air, spread its wings again and sank behind the rooftops. 
- “Poor animals. They are just as lost as we are, just like every single living person under this sandy dome. They no longer differ between what is up and what is down. They are caught between two lands, two skies. Marin, it’s fairly easy to lose compass, even for the most skilled navigators, when the only air you can breathe is the breath exhaled by the person next to you, or the air of all the people in this city. Flesh cooks and decays under the skin of humans. It turns into sludge. Flies wriggle from the sweat under the armpits, down the dripping cheeks, thick as nails. They lick the mushy calves and thighs like the lepers licked the hands of missionaries. Small and black as the letters of the Holy Bible, mosquitoes fill their bellies with our blood, day and night, which makes them thirstier, which drives them back to the spring for some more. Invisible and silent like the Death on a children’s playground, they swarm around us and stab us with their titanium beaks. Without the oxygen supply, madness equally progressively grows in all living beings, and I wouldn’t pay too much attention to that bird summit, although I must admit their presence and inarticulate sounds somewhat scare me.”

- “Just now, one of them brutally pecked another pigeon on the street. Pecked to death. You should have seen it hopping around with the poor pigeon’s intestines in its beak, its head as red as a setting sun.”

- “The survival instinct is more persistent than hunger, more resilient than thirst, Marin. Just look at the world around you! Tell me what the difference is between those birds and us? None! Ever since the Industrial Revolution, people have been eating each other, the only thing is that they have not become aware of it yet. That instinct, it’s the threads that have been moving and stirring the limp people’s limbs filled with synthetic cotton since the beginning of time. That’s the little secret of the Great Chef who spiced up the nucleic acid because to him, upon the first few tasting, it seemed a bit too bland. Those are the sails of Santa Maria, Gutenberg’s photocopier and the first fishing hook made from animal bone. That is the thing that dies with a man and remains an unresolved mystery to those who have never and will never understand it.”

At that moment, Marin’s phone alarm rang. The intro theme from his favourite movie Black Friday for Gangsters started playing, and there was no more time to talk. The guests were supposed to show up any moment next to the Peugeot 3008 they had rented and head towards the waterfalls.

- “Do you see them?”, Mira asked him as she got up from the mat.

- “No, but they should pop up any second now. Old people are never late”, he shouted at her through clenched teeth.

Retired people from East Asia made the biggest impression on him. He admired their ability to adapt, as well as their skills in navigating unfamiliar environments, every time he would welcome a new group or a couple. They knew more about his city than he did, and he never had to give them any special instructions except for where to buy bread and milk or park their vehicle. They left the impression as if their ancestors built a pre-Romanesque church from the ninth century down in the city center, raised the famous city walls around the peninsula, and even paved the streets. 

Crouching by the fence’s edge, which was constructed from five long cylindrical pipes that resembled a musical staff without notes, he carefully observed what was happening in the parking lot, as the hour they told him they would set off on the excursion was approaching, and he knew very well that all retired people on the globe share one common thing: they were all slaves to their habits.

The white part of the musical staff was bent in an arch and followed the curve of the terrace’s edge. Through the countless cracks in the scrappy-looking, worn-out white paint, rust emerged. From the rotting decay, it bloomed and spread its orange-brown flowers, indefinitely.

After a few minutes, he spotted two large straw hats and two tennis caps with large, transparent green brims approaching the car of his dreams.

-“They left!”, he shouted to her while watching the parking lot, making sure that he wasn’t being spotted. The eyes of elderly tourists were trained like chameleons’ eyes; they can simultaneously track absolutely everything happening around them, every tiny detail that an untrained eye wouldn’t have a chance to spot, which is why it was better to stay hidden, even though he was on the very top of a fairly tall six-story building. 

- “Are you sure that’s them?” she asked him with a clipped voice, hurriedly stuffing her sleeping bag into a protective cover.

- “Yes, I am. That’s them. You go down, and I’ll keep an eye on things and stand guard. And keep your phone close by this time if you don’t want to spend half a day trapped in a room again!”

- “Keep your fingers crossed”, she said, shrugging her beautifully rounded, fragile and delicate shoulders.

- “Come on, you can do it. Even if they suddenly return, I’ll sprint down and straight in front of them and sell them some bullshit story to keep them occupied until you manage to sneak out. Just remember to keep your phone nearby!”

- “Yes, mister Stravinski, if you say so, mister Stravinski”, she replied jokingly, tying her hair. 

-“How do I look?”

- “Jesus, M, we don’t have time for fashion commentary. The stairway leads to Hell, not Heaven.

- “Mister Stavinski!! How do I look?” She repeated the question, this time using a sharper tone. 

- “Aaaaaah, M!! Fine, you look good. You look like Nefertiti who hasn’t showered for a couple of days and is craving for that splash of water, like a man dying of thirst in a desert, to wake up the femininity in her.”

- “Well, fuck me if your little romantic outburst wouldn’t cut a tectonic plate in half, just pulverize them.”  

- “For fuck’s sake, M, what do you want me to say? Since yesterday, we had a canned sardine wrapped in a bagel that would make a baseball bat feel soft. Who is in the mood for romance?! It is for those with full bellies; romance is for those whose bread basket is not filled with unpaid bills.”

- “Could you for once say something without philosophizing, smart ass?”

- “Like what?”

- “Like a shitty little ‘I love you’, at least from time to time.”

- “Jesus, M, you know I do.”

- “If you do, then say it.”

- “I just did.”

- “No, you didn’t. You used an adverb, adverb of manner. You could have as well said it accidentally.”

- “Seriously, M? Could we please leave this discussion for another time, it is not exactly a great moment for having an argument.” 

- “Seriously, Stravinski! We cannot. That is, we could, but I feel like having an argument. So, I am waiting.”

- “Waiting for what!?”

- “For you to change that adverb into a verb. C’mon, let’s hear it, Socrates. A bit of kindness never killed anyone, so it won’t kill you either.”
- “Bloody hell, you are some piece of work. Look at me. Remove that goddamn hat and look me in the eye.”
At the bottom of two dormant volcanoes, Mira focused her gaze on two quiet blue lakes, in which water long ago stopped rippling and life has vanished. 

- “I love you, M. I love you with all of my heart, soul, every bone in my body. Will you now please go downstairs, shower that beautiful ass of yours, so my ass could finally shower too?”

- “Well, if it isn’t Don goddamn Juan, for fuck’s sake”, she said and grabbed the doorknob. She stopped, and looked over her shoulder.

- “Mister Stravinski?”

- “What is it now, silly?”

- “I love you too, mister Stravinski.”
- “Love you too. Now, go get lost.”
She grabbed her crimson-red backpack and wrapped her tiny palm, a bit bigger than a cigarette, around the knob of the grey, metal doors, leading from the rooftop to the stairway.

Just as she was about to close the doors, Marin looked at the parking and noticed that the same Peugeot was sailing back into the harbour.  

-“Hey, M!”, he yelled after her.

She let go of the doorknob as if she had been electrocuted, and turned in the direction of the rasping voice.

-“They’re back!”

-“What!?”

-“Get back! The guests are coming back!”

-“She shrugged her shoulders, angrily put the hat back on and headed back, kicking the gravel on her way. 

As the summer was getting closer to its end, Marin felt like he and Mira were becoming nimbler and quicker. Somehow more resilient; to the concrete, sun, heat, sultriness, mosquitoes and cicadas, unbearable noise of the motorcycles that all of a sudden bred and swamped the neighbourhood like rats. He had a feeling some of his senses had sharpened like a razor.

Sometimes it seemed to him like he could hear the blades of grass sprouting and their thin roots breaking their way through the hardened earth; ants tearing and ripping flesh from the dead; a tortoise shell cracking under the weight of a car tire up on the bypass; the city gasping as the only lights left awake are the street lamps, silently guarding their majesty while resting the exhausted body wrapped in gauze, down by the sea.

-“You’re just sleep-deprived and tired.” He’d comfort himself.  “That’s all. We’re both tired and exhausted. Fucked up beyond recognition. Completely mad! We’ve been living the lives of fugitives escaping their fate for six months now! I don’t even know which year in a row this is anymore! I won’t even talk about our diet! We eat like fucking vultures!” 

He was too afraid to look at himself in the mirror. Last time he looked up from the sink, he saw his eye bags looking like someone was digging a grave under his eyes! His face looked like someone had taken a piece of wood and played around with a chisel; badly, like an amateur. 

They moved like animals.  

Slept like animals.  

Fed like animals.  

By day, they were hiding from people, and by night, they searched for drinking water and a safe spot under the stars to avoid suffocating in an attic shed. After three seasons of being squatters, driven by raw instincts, they began to think like animals.  

After a few truck driver curses, Mirjana sat back under the umbrella and started doing a sudoku. 

Marin observed the neighbourhood. This habit of his did not come by chance; he decided to develop it when he was a small child. After finishing the fourth grade of elementary school, Marin, soaked in tears and curled up against the wall of an outdoor toilet, firmly decided that he would never again become attached to anyone. After that day, he never saw his relatives again, and many, many years would pass before Marin considered someone a friend. 

Growing up, he occasionally lived in the same house with his uncle's brother, his wife, and their two young sons. Marin spent his days playing with the boys, doing everything that children of that age come up with. Before their arrival, Marin hadn’t even known they existed. No one had ever mentioned them or spoken about them in his presence. The older cousin was his age, while the younger brother, Ivan, was a year younger than them. It didn’t take long for them to bond and become inseparable; not because they were from the same tribe, but because they were children. Wherever one went, the other two followed. A problem for one of them was a problem for all three. Together, they made decisions boys make; together, they carried out their childish plans. Together, they fearfully watched and listened to the fights in their home, fueled by liters of wine evaporating from their grandfather’s bloodstream and pores. All the insults he never dared to say to his mother, their great-grandmother, who controlled him like a puppet with invisible strings, were now directed at the young mother and her children, his grandchildren. The fearless woman never held back, and their verbal battles, which usually began in the late afternoons, lasted well into the night. These arguments often ended with the grandfather, in his helplessness and anger, turning off the fuse in the electrical panel, leaving them without electricity for days. Eventually, his wife, their grandmother, would secretly switch it back on, for which she was beaten. The worst moments for Marin were those when, at dawn the next day, his cousins would disappear down the street, holding their mother’s hands. Every step they took forward left a deep, unhealable scar on the heart of the child who, sobbing and crying like a wounded animal, did the only thing a child could do in such moments: he waved his little hands from the top of the street until they rounded the corner and vanished.

No one saw them again until half a year later, sometimes even a whole year had passed, when they would return to live with them until the next time things would get out of hands, which always led to the same outcome; always when the cousins’ father was far away, working as a cook on one of the ships in one of the oceans.

Marin absorbed human flaws like sand absorbs water; he learned from the mistakes of the best; virtuosos of human stupidity, greed, envy, and he knew what kind of person he didn’t want to become. He was grateful for that, even if he had nothing else to be thankful for. He was on his own, no one guided him, gave him advice, pointed out where he should go, in a word, he had no upbringing. His aunt and grandmother tried, as much as uneducated they were. But sweet and good women could. He turned into a decent man, not great or even good, but decent. 

He did not like bonding. Due to his cousins moving around all the time and poor communication skills in the family, Marin learned not to make real, deep friendships. He distanced himself from his cousins and everyone. He would hang out with them, but never allowed his heart to create emotions that would sooner or later become toxic. Knowing those two sweet and nice kids were just temporarily in his life, just as he was temporarily living with his grandparents, he saw no point in bonding because perhaps as soon as the next morning, he or they would be miles away, after a flood of harsh and dirty words would be exchanged over a greasy kitchen table.  

He found an unusual hobby in observing people, men, children and women. A hobby in which he felt far more comfortable than actually living among them. He put his emotions in a safe zone, protecting them from rejection, ridicule, insults, and spiteful doings that only a child could come up with. He wet the bed until the sixth grade of elementary school; waking up terrified, cautiously feeling the sheet beneath him with the tips of his fingers, and trying to go back to sleep, afraid of what the morning might bring, a morning that was never his ally.  

Over the years, he became very skillful in judging people. A quick glance at someone’s eyes or lips was enough for him to see what he needed to know; whether that person was good or bad for him. Those with lips as thin as a sheet of paper or small, dark, mouse-like eyes he deemed evil and devious, pathological liars, people who, sooner or later, would be willing to step over his corpse or exploit his friendship in one way or another. He considered people with round faces foolish and naïve, worst to themselves; such individuals posed an even greater danger to him because, if they were their own worst enemies, how would they treat others. He saw people with low foreheads as wiseasses prone to excessive philosophizing, and that was something he had endured for countless hours, days, and weeks of his life when all the household fights were put into a single timeline.

Those who had faces with animal features, he associated with those animals, and many times he was assured that people with weasel-like faces truly behaved like weasels. Narrow faces, long faces, prominent cheekbones, dimples in the chin, protruding ears, unibrows, long noses, flat noses, crooked noses, round eyes, slanted eyes, triangular eyes... each of these profiles had its own category into which Marin would sort them. Crazy or not, this habit helped him avoid many unnecessary obstacles that life served him as if from a buffet table. He went through life alone, but he never bowed to anyone.

Ezra was the only person he considered a true friend, the only male person he trusted, a safe where he could safely store everything Mirjana could not understand. Without hesitation, he would jump into the abyss for Ezra and scream for eons together with him rather than spend the rest of his life on Earth in masculine solitude. Although this couldn’t be read from Marin’s demeanor, behavior, or the way he spoke with other acquaintances, to him, everyone except Ezra was exactly that, an acquaintance and nothing more; that’s how he referred to them in other conversations; always as acquaintances, never as friends.

A life on the no-man’s-land of friendships suited him because it didn’t require him to be what he hated most about humanist; hypocrisy and cowardice; gossiping behind back and throwing mud on those with whom you shamelessly share a table with, talking badly about those who had just left the table or would sit there in half an hour, a day, or two.  

Growing through puberty in a small rural community you could cut out with scissors and paste it in any other godforsaken part of the world, he learnt that true friendships don’t really exist. In a small place, where a child basically has no real choice, friendships are not real. It is just an act. A true friendship could exist only if a person, a child, had the ability to choose from an early age; like buying a suit. If you don’t have a choice, you’ll take what’s offered and wear it, but it will never be the suit you wanted.  

Like a suit, a real friendship must be carefully tailored, made from the right material you look for ages, touching it and feeling it under your fingertips, making sure the suit will be lasting a solid; it won’t become saggy after the first drops of rain, tear as soon as you put up your hands; it is resistant to any blade of any knife, all along the back side, and in order to achieve that, you have to know every single thread of the fabric. 

Living in a small community, you choose friends due to the poor connection between villages and cities, and a child is forced to choose among what the village has to offer. You grow up in a field with just a few flowers, thinking that all flowers smell the same. Only later, as you grow up, you realize that until a flower blooms, you cannot know if you will like its scent.  

In the earlier stages of his life, he couldn’t notice this because children, due to their pure honesty, don’t know how to act. A simple, primal need to bond, regardless of an individual’s qualities, brought together the adolescents in his village and turned them into friends. Over time, those same qualities would begin to reveal themselves as virtues or flaws; saving for some, disastrous for others; and many of them would never greet each other again as they passed through the village.

The evening before Marin would leave for good, in a small, red, hardbound notebook he would never part with, he wrote the following:

“Flaws are what determine the quality of every person; based on those flaws, life decisions should be made; can and should one live with these flaws, deepen any kind of relationship with the individual in question, whose virtues deceive our reason that stubbornly refuses to accept the fact that the first slap out of jealousy isn’t because of love but is instead the fall of the first domino in the relationship. Virtues should never be considered; virtues are deceptions that push us with the handle of a pitchfork toward the edge... Even the greatest psychopath probably has some hidden virtue; if nothing else, maybe he feels sorry for a turtle crossing the road and stops to carry it to the other side; maybe he tells excellent jokes; maybe he gives up his seat to an elderly person on a bus or tram...

True friendship and true love can only be born when fate brings together two individuals who have no prejudices about each other and are ready to accept each other’s flaws without hesitation or persistently trying to change each other for their own benefit.”

One by one, cars driven by stuffed, lifeless people were leaving the parking lot. Carried by the morning breeze, which now and then would gently blow from the sea, the sound of centuries old church bells swinging high in the towers, reached from the city’s center. The ringing of the bells, which once drove away evil spirits and dark forces, now seemed to summon them.   

The sound of bells marked the continuation of an exhausting race. A merciless one - the race for tourists. A sport with no discipline or order. A race in which the vast majority participated illegally, without numbers pinned to their backs and chests. No registration, no rules. A race without a referee or rules, where you constantly have to look around like a meerkat, and keep your elbows high at all times. If you lower them, even for a second, you’ll be trampled; they’ll run over you without caring where their feet land. Even the elderly lady, on the verge of her seventies, who spends her days sitting by the roadside with a cardboard sign that reads ‘ZIMMER FREI’ will screw you over, without a blink of the eye. And she’ll screw you good. No one will offer you a hand for the fear you might bite it off with your teeth. No one will even glance in your direction.  

No one will care that your fibula and tibia are sticking out of your skin like sea cliffs. One cotton picker in the plantation less, more cotton in someone else’s sack.   

An eruption of inarticulate voices, accompanied by the barking of nervous dogs, rose from the terrace of a bar on the building’s ground floor.  

-“Do you see them?”, he heard behind his back.

-“Still nothing. I will let you know, don’t worry, I am keeping an eye on their car. 

-“I was looking forward to showering so much”, she said with a sad voice. “I can’t catch a lucky break.”

-“Don’t panic, woman, they didn’t come here all the way from China to be stuck in some apartment.  They will leave soon. They just probably forgot something. They will leave any moment now.”

-“I sure hope so.”

- "Another livestock fair," he mumbled, loudly enough to scare away a crow that was standing on the lightning rod behind him, plotting its bird schemes. A few moments later, a white city pigeon landed on the railing, within arm’s reach of Marin.  

-"Hillbillies, my white pigeon, nothing more than simple, rude peasants", Marin said, "peasants who haven’t even learned how to walk on asphalt, let alone speak like civilized people. They came to the city during the war in cattle carts, and now they don’t get off their high horse, pretending to be city folk, but they ain’t got an ounce of urban in them, except their address; just a mix of ordinary letters and numbers. Some don’t even have an address, my pigeon. Their mail arrives in wastelands, weeks late, but their travel costs know every shortcut through thickets, woods, creeks and abandoned fields."  

The pigeon’s colour and thin black stripes on its head reminded Marin of the tiger parrot his aunt had once brought him in a cage from the city, to his surprise and happiness. Marin named it Dio, after the singer from Rainbow. Marin’s Dio couldn’t sing. In five years, Dio did not manage to utter a single word. In the evenings, they would let Dio out of the cage to run and hop on the kitchen table, climb on their shoulders, and nibble at their earlobes. Yes, Marin was very young and loved that bird with all his heart. He tried to teach it to at least say its name or a simple YES or NO, but in vain. One day, Marin came home from school and found Dio lying on his back in his cage. He died like he lived - mute.  

-“Get away from me, you crazy bird, you’ll die next to me. You hear me, scram, GET OUT OF HERE, fly away as far as your wings can go, until the last feather falls off! Run, if you know your bird God, if you cherish life, before my Death sees you.”

Marin swung, chasing the pigeon away.

-“Scat, shoo!”, he yelled. 

Mirjana glanced at him as she was putting down numbers in her sudoku.

-“Not going very well, my love?”

-“What?” he replied, pretending he didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. 

-“What are you trying to do? Pigeon whispering. You were chasing that bird away as if it were a coyote.”

Marin was a bit embarrassed.

-“Nothing escapes you”, he thought. 

-“We just had a little chat. I tried to talk him into chasing away those damn birds from the parcel, but he said it is out of his jurisdiction.”

-“Eh”, Mirjana sighed. “You are missing a few marbles, aren’t you?”

Downstairs, on the bar’s terrace, everything went silent. He accidentally knocked over a thermos flask, which hit the ground right in the middle of the terrace. Luckily for him, Mirjana didn’t notice a thing; her mind was occupied with number nine; wherever she’d put it, it messed up her whole sudoku concept.”

-“Marin?”

-“Yes?”, he replied, expecting her to scold him and curse the hell out of him.

-“I am gonna go and lie down inside for a while. I am too hot here. Just give me a ring if the terracotta army gets on its way.”

-“Go ahead, but I think it is even worse in the attic.”

-“Maybe it is, but I just want to lie on something soft, my back is killing me, I can’t lie on this gravel anymore.”

-“Ok. When I call, just please bring me my red notebook. I wanna put down a few good sentences before I lose my thoughts.”

-“No problem.”

She put down her sudoku, stood up and left. 

Marin laughed at the bird that came back to the exact same spot. 

-“Did you see that? He who dares, wins”, he said jokingly. “Even the imbeciles”, a voice in his head added. 

The pigeon just gave him a look, with a few casual coos. 

Marin suddenly closed his eyes. A sharp pain cut his skull in half. Everything around him went silent. He crawled up in a fetal position, starting to shake and sob uncontrollably, white foam emerged from the corners of his lips, and slowly as a snail, left a slimy trail across his paralyzed face. He had a total eclipse of the mind, in the middle of which emerged an old, black and white TV with a cathode-ray tube sticking out. From his side, a silhouette of a man wearing boxing gloves appeared. The man took off the glove from his right hand and pressed the red button to turn the TV on, and put a toothpick underneath the button for balance. 

Fat, black tongues of smoke rose high into the air from the toothless, gaping jaws of the Earth; they coiled around the buildings, snapping them in half like a rotten pine forest; hundreds of years old trees cracked under it like dry grapevine twigs; the sea emerged from all directions, swallowing huge chunks of concrete and people like anxiety pills.  

The image started to flicker. The toothpick popped out from under the button and the television turned off. The pain was gone. For a few moments, only a sound similar to the sound of a cement mixer remained in Marin’s head, pulling him out of his trance and gradually bringing him back into the world in colour.  He opened his eyes and got up on his knees. The pigeon was gone. A strange, mixed feeling of profound love and fear overwhelmed him. He pulled a wrinkled paper tissue from his pocket and wiped his tears with it.  

He sat on the gravel floor, his shirt was soaking wet, sticking to his body and cooling his skin. He took the last cigarette from the pack and lit it with a match. He was stretching out his legs, making shallow grooves in the gravel and just stared at the metal door. He smoked the cigarette in two or three puffs, spat on the ground and put out the cigarette butt in the saliva.  

-"Motherfucking Sun," he cursed aloud once he started coming back to his senses.  

"If the bankers don’t kill us, our will to survive will; if the will to survive doesn’t kill us, this damn Sun will, I drop dead if it doesn’t," he muttered to himself.  

He put a white towel over his head and an old, scruffy, straw hat over it. 

"Fuck, it is burning," he hissed.  

The only corner on the rooftop that had an ounce of shade, although it wasn’t enough to shelter both his legs and head at the same time, had already been claimed by muddy hornet nests, huge as peanuts in their shells, and Marin had no intention to mess with them.  

In a gallery of fears, this one was just one of many that was holding Marin by his throat, threatening to kill him if he didn’t back down. 

-“Show some mercy, you cunt!” he shouted towards the Sun, showing it the middle finger. “You are blessed, you have the sun and the sea”, he said, imitating the tourists who go crazy for this place in summertime, thinking it is like this the whole year. There are those who tried their luck; they came to live here, thinking living here is all bikinis and beach clubs all year long, and South Slavic folklore. Well, the boys got ahead of themselves a bit. 

They rushed to quit their jobs in Australia and America, and when the summer stage was removed not to get eaten by salt or blown off by the winds, they started borrowing money to go to hell back where they came from. One even got married. The craziest of them all. He lasted a whole year. Eventually, he went back to Melbourne, without the wife, of course. 

-“Yeah, we have it good here, sure thing”, he continued, “The Sun will feed us, and the sea will take care of our thirst. You get off the chain in those western Europe shitholes full of smog so you come here like you are on a mission from God; tell us what’s best, preach how WE are the lucky ones, not YOU; like we don’t appreciate what we have and they’d give everything in this world to live like us. 

When you get your first miserable wage, when inflation forces you to pull out golden teeth from your mouth in order to survive, you quickly come to your senses and change your mind; you miss the smog and pollution, it is easier to catch a breath there. 

There you go, you cocksuckers, take the sun and the sea, take it with you, we know very well what we have here, we have one big, fucking nothing, and we don’t need anyone explaining it to us. 

He sprawled out on the tent flap and covered his face with a straw hat. He placed a backpack underneath his head, in which he kept spare shorts, several pairs of boxers and socks, and a few shirts that he changed every other day.

The sun started to burn his legs.

He stood up and looked towards the parking lot. He immediately spotted a neighbour who worked at a drug rehabilitation clinic, and that’s exactly how she looked like. Eyes like Charles Bronson. Dirty, greasy, messy blond hair, wearing an oversized, at least three sizes larger wide dresses with floral patterns that looked like they were sewn from curtains, open sandals on her crooked feet, thick, cracked edges of heels dug into her skin like Norwegian fjords, pale-yellow nicotine nails on her feet that always looked dirty. Her appearance reminded him of an Inuit hippie who once, back in the day, said NO to ice fishing. With the collapse of the former country her marriage fell apart as well, in which she was mostly getting slapped around to the point that she eventually began to give herself local anesthesia in the cheeks to endure all the immense pain.

She somehow managed to cram the entire Amazon onto her balcony, which for most of the year looked as if it had been struck by a long-lasting drought. The pots of tall flowers and stems resembled sunflowers in January, a defeated Napoleon's army wandering the streets of Moscow, wondering what the fuck was going on. 

Pots were hanging from the outside of the balcony railing and occasionally they’d fall and scatter onto the pavement right next to parked cars. This winter, one nearly killed a baby in a stroller. Fortunately, just seconds before the pot hit the sidewalk, the young mother stopped to answer her phone, and everything went down without casualties. The torn nylon stocking grazed by the shrapnel from the smashed geranium pot was not to be compared to the life of a child, although the mother wasn’t happy at all, having worn that day nothing less than Wolford stockings with a satin finish.  

With not the slightest glimpse of sympathy, he watched the neighbour being dragged by her dogs across the parking lot like a bunch of wild horses dragging a caravan. Each dog was pulling towards the opposite side of the world, so even though she automatically pulled the two leashes with both of her hands, it was in vain, and she found herself stumbling down nose-first like a drunk in the night. After countless reruns he had witnessed from the top of the building over the past seasons, the performance was no longer funny at all. In fact, this evoked disgust in him, toward a woman who was unable to occasionally wash the smelly animals that left an unbearable stench behind in the stairwell and who never bothered to bend down to pick up their shit.

In the first few seasons of Marin and Mira’s squatting, every morning he watched the chunky woman through an imagined optical scope of a high-calibre rifle, and the moment she crossed the street, he would press the imaginary trigger, but
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