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         He had come to Istria to die.

         Exactly where and how he did not yet know. He was not in poor health, or suffering pain; he was not aware of having any insidious disease which he might have wished to forestall. He simply did not want to live any longer, he was sick of life, overcome by revulsion at the thought of having to go on breathing because his body was healthy, his heart sound and his head clear.

         At this important moment, he had promised himself one thing: to return to the place where he had once been so blissfully happy. I stand once more where I realized how much one can love another human being, he had thought. Then he was going to put an end to it all. He would get drunk one last time, gloriously drunk, as he had done evening after evening over the last few years, and then take that final step: take it resolutely, with the thoroughness and efficiency engendered by his own medical training.

         He was not sure how, except that it should be quick, very quick, and if possible painless. Life is not even worth a groan or a cry at parting, he thought. I shall think of something. A doctor, after all, knows death in all its shapes and forms.

         And now, suddenly, his plans had gone wrong. He had driven down the good road from Klagenfurt and Ljubljana, straight through Postojna, with its famous cave; he was making for Koper and the coast. I’ll spend one more night there, he thought, and then drive on through Istria to Pula. That was to be the end of his journey. He intended to leave the car in a parking place with a note attached to the windscreen—“The finder of this vehicle may keep it”. He would think of Hilde, and Christian and Monika, and then put an end to his life.

         Once past the crossroads at Kozina and on the main road, driving on between the bleak karst rock formations, the dwarf conifers and heather, the cork oaks and cedars, he felt as if he were driving into a vacuum. Back in Ljubljana, the hot summer sun had been beating down on the car, he had wound down all the windows, and his body was still bathed in sweat. Then suddenly, the sky darkened as if a thick curtain had been drawn across the sun, great raindrops splashed down on the dusty car, the road surface became slippery as soap, and he had to reduce speed.

         The rain went on, but the wind died down entirely. The lonely silence was oppressive. He and his car were alone on the road. The bleak hills around him turned grey, and for a moment he thought: this is how the end of the world will look. All grey, no colour, utter dissolution …

         He stopped, got out, stood in the rain and felt the complete stillness of the air. The trees were not moving at all; water poured from the colourless sky. he found it strangely difficult to breathe, and the pressure on his lungs and against his rib cage made him get back into the car. Just as he closed the door the heavens seemed to fall, slamming down like a mighty fist.

         A murderous gust of wind hit the car, the rain became a solid wall of water, the car swayed, and he instinctively started the engine again, stepping cautiously on the accelerator, with the idea of getting away from this high and exposed place, into the shelter of the rocks that closed in on the road lower down.

         He was too late.

         The wind slammed down again. He could feel that the car was no longer obeying him; its mechanism and his own driving skills were no match for the storm now howling across the countryside on its way to beat down on the sea. The car was plucked from the ground like a spinning pebble, danced across the smooth road, rose into the air, came down again, and then shot towards the sheer drop beside the road.

         Through the curtain of water, he saw the abyss approaching, and desperately turned the wheel, treading pointlessly on the accelerator. Then he was flung round, once again he glimpsed that colourless sky, and the mountain slopes which now looked as if waves were beating against them. There was a sense of weightlessness all around him, and he knew he was flying through the air.

         He thought: I wanted to die, but not like this! And I wanted to see Pula again, too. There was so much I still wanted to do … God’s stepped in first, and I am not especially grateful.

         He felt the impact, heard the screech of shattering metal. Ridiculously, the horn began to sound. He felt something hot spurt over him, and was panic-stricken. “No!” he screamed. “Don’t let me burn!” Then his brain ceased to function. His last feeling was one of sheer terror.

         The rain went on falling, in the distance the sea boiled, people ran for cover … this was the bora, the wind of the Adriatic, bringing an unexpected and murderous storm, the worst they had known for years. The roofs were blown off houses, trees crashed to the ground, rockfalls barred the roads.

         The fire service, police and army were alerted. By evening, the extent of the damage was becoming apparent: seven dead, forty-three injured, twenty-seven houses wrecked, innumerable roads blocked. No one bothered to count the ravaged gardens. A disaster committee was set up in Koper, and road-clearing vehicles rolled southward from Ljubljana to the coast.

         In the driving rain, these vehicles passed the place where the bora had swept a German car off the road and over the edge of the precipice. No one noticed it, since the car was out of sight of the road, hanging between two dwarf cedars, firmly wedged and motionless above a sheer drop of about a hundred metres. The two trees were like a pair of huge, gnarled hands holding it fast.

         He woke up because someone was stroking his face. Or not actually stroking it, he realized, but slapping it quite hard, over and over again. Slap, slap, left, right—a drastic but effective way of bringing an unconscious man around.

         Wearily, he opened his eyes. At first, all he could see was the hand slapping his face.

         “Stop that!” he groaned. “Stop it, for God’s sake! I’m awake.”

         The hand was withdrawn, and in its place he saw a head and a fluttering headscarf. He was looking up into a wet face, soaked hair plastered around it, and a voice which sounded far too gentle to go with that hard hand said, “You’re conscious! At last!”

         He lay perfectly still, feeling no pain at all, only the discomfort of being drenched to the skin. A girl, he thought. Angels in heaven don’t wear headscarves, not that I know of.

         “Are you in pain?” she asked. She had a clear voice, but spoke with the rather harsh Slav accent. He shook his head, surprised to find it was possible to do so.

         “No. Why are you speaking German?”

         “Your car has a German number-plate.”

         “Where am I, anyway?”

         “On a ledge below the level of the road, with your head in the grass and your legs in a tree.”

         He attempted a smile; it sounded almost funny, the way she put it. “I’m sorry!” he said. “Not my usual position, I assure you. Where is my car?”

         “A couple of metres lower down the slope. It’s caught between two trees. Can you move? No—be careful. If you take your feet away from the tree you’ll fall. I couldn’t hold you, you’re too heavy.”

         “Eighty-two kilos.” He lay perfectly still, aware of the danger. “What do I do, then?”

         “I’ll take hold of you under the arms, and you must push off from the tree while I pull you right up on the ledge. It should work—there’s enough room up here.”

         “Suppose it doesn’t?”

         “Then you’ll fall.”

         “Taking you with me?”

         “Perhaps.”

         “That’s too risky.”

         “Well, you can’t stay in mid-air here much longer.” She disappeared from his field of vision as she took him under the armpits, then he saw two slender black boots appear on each side of him, their heels digging into the softened ground on the ledge. “Now?” she said.

         “Wait.” He raised his hands higher, clasping the boots. The rain had stopped, but there was still a strong wind. Her face appeared above his again, without a scarf round it this time, a young and pretty face, fine-boned, with big eyes. “How did you find me?”

         “The steam from your car radiator. I saw it and stopped.”

         “You have a car up there?”

         “An ancient old Fiat.”

         “That’ll be an interesting one to tell the pastor at home.” He tensed his muscles, checking them. Somewhere, indeed in several parts of his body, pain was beginning to make itself felt, but nothing was broken, so he should be able to haul himself up to safety. “The angels drive around in old Fiats these days. Right, let’s try—but if you find you can’t hold me, for God’s sake let me go. It wouldn’t be any loss.”

         “You’re talking too much.”

         Her face disappeared again, he felt her firm grip under his arms, he took a deep breath, tensed his leg muscles, felt the resistance of the tree’s branches, and then jerked himself backwards, pulling up his legs at the same time. His movement, combined with the pull of the girl’s arms, brought the two of them rolling over one another on the ledge. They lay there close to the mountain-side, clinging together. She was underneath him, her arms round him, her eyes closed, one strand of wet hair across her mouth.

         We’re alive,” he said slowly. “We’re alive, angel.”

         He let go of her, sat up, and looked down with a shudder. He saw the sheer drop below them, just visible in the twilight, and his car lodged in the two dwarf cedars. The rocky ledge where they were perched was a freak of Nature, and a ridiculous one—like a thumb sticking out of a wall. The road was some seven metres above them.

         “My God!” he said. “You climbed down from there?”

         “I couldn’t just leave you here,” she said. “Are you hurt?”

         “No, I’m quite all right, angel,” he said, untruthfully.

         “My name’s Danica. Danica Robic.”

         “Danica. The perfect name for an angel.” he worked himself closer to her again. Her dress, covered with mud and dirt, grass stains and cedar needles, was soaked through and clung to her body. He could see it was a beautiful body, slender but strong, young but with full, rounded breasts. “I’m Alexander Corell,” he said. “Dr ‘Sasha’ Corell.”

         “A doctor of medicine?”

         He had to smile. The magic aura of medicine—everyone thought of a doctor of medicine before remembering there are doctors in other professions. “Yes, with a practice full of disreputable characters,” he said. “But that’s a long story, Danica. I don’t know that I’ll have time to tell it to you.”

         He stared down into the ravine again, thinking how ludicrous it was for a man who intended to die to let himself be rescued, and actually feel glad of it. He remembered crying out in terror at the thought of burning to death, while it must have been only the hot water from the car radiator he had felt spurt over him. He was ashamed.

         “Can you move?” asked Danica. She pressed close to the mountain-side, staring upwards. Seven metres up to the road. Rock-climbing was no problem to her, she had grown up among these mountains. “Can you climb?”

         “Well, I belong to an Alpine mountaineering club,” said Corell, hearing within him the mocking laughter of Fate. “You go first.”

         “No, you.”

         “Danica—”

         “No, Sasha. You go first.”

         He gave in. Her voice was so decided, and yet had such a note of tenderness in it, that it was impossible to argue. He rose carefully to his feet, stood beside her and placed his hands on the rock. Pain began to burn somewhere on or in his body, but he refused to let himself think of it, or try to identify its source. Seven metres, he thought, I’m going to climb those seven metres, and never mind what happens after that. Come on, man! You must live now if you’re to die properly later!

         Without another word, he began to climb. There were cracks in the rock, offering foot and hand holds; it was like climbing a vertical and weathered staircase. He took a deep breath, drawing in air through his open mouth, and started climbing up the rock face.

         Seven metres, seven damn metres! A mere seven long strides on the level—but with a sheer drop below, they were seven separate hells.

         He made it, rolled over on to the road and lay there.

         Danica had climbed up after him, nimble as a cat, and supported him as he rose with difficulty and tried to take a step. His legs were trembling. “Sasha, you are hurt,” she said, in quite a different voice: soft and much deeper now.

         “No. No, I’m not!” Determined to be strong, he staggered across the road to the little Fiat parked on the other side with all its lights on, and clung to the roof of the car, trying to keep upright.

         When at last he was in the passenger seat, he had time to think of his injuries. Something wrong with my back, he thought. My left hip, too. My shirt’s sticking to me below my neck; that’s not the rain. My left leg is starting to go numb. “Now what?” he asked, as Danica started the car.

         “I’ll drive you to the hospital, and then report the accident to the police.”

         “Never mind the hospital.”

         “But you must see a doctor, Sasha!”

         “I am a doctor. We’ll call the police and tell them they can scrap my car.”

         “What about your luggage?”

         “I only had a small case.”

         “For such a long journey?”

         “Yes,” he said briefly. “Where do you live?”

         “In Piran.”

         “Piran …”

         She drove off slowly, as if she feared a bumpy ride might aggravate his injuries. “You know Piran?” she asked.

         “I was there once. A long time ago. I dare say it’s very different now. It used to be a little fishing village.”

         “We live off the tourist trade these days. My father runs a souvenir shop.”

         “Painted gondolas, little chestnut-wood donkeys, strings of beads made from apple pips …”

         “Yes, and postcards, carved wooden spoons, Turkish coffee pots, embroidered blouses, hand-made lace tablecloths, shepherds’ pipes—”

         “I could once play a tune on a shepherd’s pipe,” said Corell. “A genuine Serbian shepherd’s song. I’ve forgotten it, though. It’s all so long ago.” He closed his eyes.

         The sound of the engine and the movement of the car were lulling him to sleep. Where was Danica taking him, he wondered—to the police station? Going to the hospital after all? Piran, maybe? No point in any of it, really …

         Drowsily, Corell put out his hand; it touched Danica’s thigh. He could feel the smooth, firm muscles beneath his fingers. It was pleasant; the proximity of her young body soothed him, and he fell asleep.

          
      

         This time she did not slap his face to waken him. Corell heard a deep, masculine voice close to his ear, saying, “We’ll have to lift him out.” The man spoke in Slovenian, and he did not understand the words, but they woke him. He pushed away the hands reaching out to him and hauled himself upright in the car seat.

         “He can move!” said Danica. “Sasha, can you get out? We’ll help you.”

         The car was standing in a dark, narrow street, outside a grey stone house. A faint light came from the open doorway. Danica, a middle-aged man and a small woman with a headscarf knotted at the nape of her neck were standing by the car door, looking at him. The cobblestones of the street, rounded stones from the sea, gleamed in front of the headlights.

         “This is my father,” Corell heard Danica say. “And my mother. We’re in Piran, Sasha.”

         “You’re lucky to be alive!” Robic spoke German with an Austrian accent, as did many of the older men in these parts of Yugoslavia: the legacy of a time of military oppression.

         “I don’t know whether that’s luck or not,” said Corell. He got his legs out of the car, feeling for the cobblestones. At least he was not paralysed, but the pain in his hips and back was starting up again, and there was a burning sensation just where his shirt stuck to him.

         Hands helped him out of the car, and Robic got Corell’s arm round his own broad shoulders. “Danica ought to have taken you to hospital!” he said. “She says you’re a doctor yourself, though.”

         “That’s right.” Corell looked up at the house. A few windows, a narrow wooden door painted green, a tiny hall with a steep staircase leading to the floor above. The hall was paved with scoured stone flags. The wooden treads of the stairs were worn, but were painted a reddish brown.

         “This is your house?” he asked.

         “Nothing very grand, but there’s a good spare bed—it used to be Grandmother’s, has a thick mattress on account of her rheumatism, but we’ll take you to a hotel if you like. Piran has some good hotels. Danica says we should get you into bed here, though.”

         Corell could only nod; waves of pain were sweeping through his whole body now. He clenched his teeth grimly as he tottered into the house, leaning on Robic, and climbed the steep stairs. He was immensely glad to see the tall, wide bed in the guest room, and sat down, holding tight to the edge of it and blessing Grandmother’s rheumatism.

         “Stana, that’s my wife, she’ll bring you some hot water,” said Robic. “The police will fetch your case along later. You’re taller than me, but I’m broader, maybe one of my nightshirts will fit you. Wait a minute—”

         He left the room, and doors were opened and closed somewhere in the house. Corell looked up at the light hanging from the roughly whitewashed ceiling. A red lampshade with bead embroidery. About 1910, he thought, it’s been hanging here ever since then. The kind of shade you see in yellowed old photographs.

         He tried to take his jacket off, but the movement of his shoulders sent such a stabbing pain through him that he was forced to abandon the attempt.

         “Let me help you, Sasha,” said Danica.

         For the first time, he saw her standing by the bed, still in her wet clothes, though she had pushed back her black hair from her face. Her eyes aren’t dark, though, he thought. They’re hazel. Like velvet when the light falls on them. Beautiful eyes.. the most beautiful thing about her, apart from her breasts and her long legs. Eyes that light up her whole face.

         Corell hauled himself up from the bed, and didn’t object when Danica took off his jacket, unbuttoned his shirt and removed his tie. Then her hands stopped moving, and her eyes widened in alarm. “You’re bleeding, Sasha!” she cried. “All over your neck—down your back—oh, Sasha—”

         She let go of him and ran out of the room, calling out, “Father! Father, he’s bleeding! Quick, Father!” Then she came back. Corell was clinging weakly to the bedpost, unable to stop her undoing his trousers, which slipped to the floor. Like Danica, he saw the large bloodstain on his left thigh. Remarkable what a man can stand, he thought, I’ve been in violent contact with a car, a number of rocks and tree-stumps and God knows what else, and here I stand admiring Danica’s eyes.

         He looked at her, managed a smile, and collapsed, his last conscious effort being to fall backwards on to the bed.

         He must have been lying there unconscious for some days, he thought, for when he woke he felt remarkably refreshed and very comfortable. His shoulder and left thigh were bandaged, and he could smell some kind of acrid ointment through the dressings. The light with the bead-embroidered shade was not on, and though the shutters were closed her could see it was a sunny day outside. The sunlight falling in a striped pattern through the slats of the shutters was pleasant.

         Corell felt the beginnings of a craving for a drink. Not surprising, he thought. I’ve suffered a massive commotio cerebri, and I’m a heavy drinker anyway. He flung back the covers and looked down at himself. Robic’s nightshirt reached only to his knees. Corell swung his legs out of bed and sat up. There was a distinct element of black humour in his situation—here he was, alive, Danica had undressed him, nursed him, presumably done other, less mentionable things for him, and all this effort wasted on a man who wanted to die!

         He managed to stand up and take a few unsteady steps. He made his way to the window, unhooked the shutters and pushed them back. The sun was straight ahead, a burning patch in the deep blue sky. He leaned out. Below him was a narrow courtyard containing an ancient and dilapidated Roman fountain. Boxes and cartons were stacked around the fountain, washing hung on a line stretched from wall to wall: underclothes, shirts, two pillow cases. His own shirt and underclothes were among them, the bloodstains boiled out.

         Hearing the door open, he turned. Danica was in the room with him, carrying a big enamel basin, soap, a face flannel and towels. Relief and pleasure shone out of her hazel eyes.

         “Get back to bed, Sasha!” she ordered.

         “I feel fine.” Corell leaned against the wall. I must look ludicrous in this short nightshirt, he thought. Judging by my stubble, several days must have passed. What’s this evil-smelling ointment they’ve plastered me with?

         “Dr Vicivic says you must stay in bed for two weeks.” She put the basin down on a chair and pointed to the bed. “Go on, Sasha!”

         “With all due respet to my unknown colleague, I always make my own patients get out of bed as soon as they can manage it. Does more good than any number of pills.”

         “Lie down, Sasha, I want to wash you,” said Danica.

         “I can do that for myself, thank you.”

         “Well, you haven’t been able to, not for the last four days.”

         “So I’ve been here for four days.” He went over to the basin, taking the flannel, soap and towel from Danica, and tested the water. Just the right temperature. “And you’ve been washing me—and doing everything else for me—”

         “Yes.”

         “Wasn’t there anyone else to do it?”

         “No. Father has to be in his shop because it’s the height of the season, Mother works in the hotel laundry, I was the only one who could be spared. Lie down, Sasha.”

         Momentarily, Corell hesitated. Nonsense, he told himself. She’s seen you lying there for four days. He pulled Robic’s nightshirt over his head, stood naked in front of the basin and began to wash. It was not so easy after all; his dressings got in the way. They were good dressings. The unknown Dr Vicivic seemed to have a gift for fixing a bandage, even if his ointments smelled like something from the Middle Ages.

         “Give me the flannel,” said Danica, behind him. “You can’t do your back.”

         He handed it to her. She washed his neck, back, buttocks and thighs, and he stood quite still, feeling strangely content, liking the touch of her hand and her nearness to him.

         “Your case has come, Sasha,” she told him, when she had dried him with a towel. “The police brought it, and Father signed their report on the accident. They had to push your car to the bottom of the ravine and then cart it away—it was a write-off.” He heard her moving behind him, turned, and saw her unfolding his pyjamas.

         “I’d rather have my suit,” he said.

         “Not till Dr Vicivic says so.” She brought over the pyjamas, held out the trousers and nodded to him. “Climb in!”

         Obediently, he pulled up the trousers and took the pyjama jacket from her. In doing so, he held her by the arms. “Danica—” he said.

         Her face was very close to his. Her eyelids fluttered, her fine-lipped mouth was quivering. Not classically beautiful, perhaps, he thought, but she embodies everything this beautiful country has to offer. She’s youth, warm, breathing and alive … sunlight on the mountains, the coolness of mountain streams, the wind over the sea, the sweet scent of jasmine and clematis … she’s life itself …

         He took her head in his hands, drew it towards him and kissed her.

         She kept quite still while their lips were joined, then pulled herself away, fending him off with both hands, and ran out of the room.

         “I’m an idiot.” said Corell aloud, sitting down on the bed. “A stupid idiot. Forget it, Danica …”
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     Dr Vicivic came two hours later. Corell had spent those two hours wandering around the room, looking out of the window, his mind alternating beween thoughts of a stiff drink and thoughts of Danica. Vicivic turned out to be a youngish man, neatly dressed, with a trim modern style of beard, bright, watchful eyes, and the build of a wrestler. “Hmph!” he said, seeing Corell up and standing by the window. “Doctors—they’re the most difficult patients of all! I’m Vicivic.”
    

    
     Corell introduced himself. “Alexander Corell, and I’m feeling fine. I’d feel even better if you could rustle up a bottle of slivovic.”
    

    
     “Certainly not. I’m about to change your dressings, give you an injection and send you back to bed,” said Vicivic. “Slivovic, eh? You want to addle your brain completely?”
    

    
     “Why not?” Corell sat down on the only chair in the room, crossing his legs. No doubt, he thought, he looked ridiculous in his striped pyjama trousers, his chest bare, but then this whole affair was rapidly becoming a farce. “So far my brain’s kept in good working order, which really doesn’t make sense—the damn thing will keep on thinking! My dear fellow, I’ve been drinking like a fish for four years now, according to all reliable medical opinion I should be an utter wreck! But no—I’m perfectly healthy in the normal way, and my brain, which ought to be nicely fuddled, thinks and thinks and thinks. A knock on the head from a few Yugoslavian rocks isn’t going to bother it. Do you have any liquor on you?”
    

    
     “No.”
    

    
     “No pure alcohol?”
    

    
     “No.”
    

    
     “Doctor, you’re lying.” Corell pointed to the bag in Vicivic’s hand. “You’ve come to change my dressings, and you don’t have any pure alcohol with you? Come off it! Why don’t we dilute the stuff and have a drink?”
    

    
     Dr Vicivic put his bag down on the bed, opened it, and took out a plastic bottle. Then be produced packets of dressings and bandages, sticking plaster, bandage clips, a tin box, and put them on the bed. Corell watched suspicously.
    

    
     “I suppose that tin’s your revolting ointment?”
    

    
     “It’s a herbal salve.” Vicivic began preparing to change the dressings. “There’s an old pharmacist in Isola, he makes it up to a formula that’s been in his family for centuries.”
    

    
     “Anyone can tell that, by the stink of it!”
    

    
     “Well, it works better than most modern chemotherapeutic methods. I find wounds close up in record time, and there’s no infection. You’ll be surprised how healthy your skin looks when we get those dressings off.”
    

    
     Corell rose, went over to the bed, and reached for the plastic bottle. Vicivic looked up as he took the scissors from his bag.
    

    
     “If you drink anything from that bottle I shall knock you cold.” he observed. “Yes, I know, you’re as strong as an ox in the normal way, but I do have the edge on you just now, and moreover I’m only thirty.”
    

    
     “You could be my son, if I’d made an early start, Vicivic.” Corell put the bottle back on the bed. “I’m fifty.”
    

    
     “Really? I’d have said sixty.”
    

    
     “Thank you very much! I’ll pay you back for that one some day!” Corell grimaced as Vicivic opened the tin. “Do you have many patients?”
    

    
     “No.”
    

    
     “Not surprising, with that ointment.”
    

    
     “We’re a healthy nation, doctor. Many of the people of the Balkans live to a great age, and some of that longevity gets down here to Istria.”
    

    
     Corell sat on the bed. The irony of fate again, he thought. I choose to come to a country where the people have a particularly long expectation of life, in order to die here! “All right,” he said, “let’s do a deal. I’ll put up with your ointment, you reward me with a glass of that alcohol, suitably diluted.”
    

    
     Vicivic did not reply. He was working fast and skilfully; he did not hurt Corell at all as he changed the dressings. The wounds had closed, and the dried discharge from them simply fell away. There was not even any reddening at the edges of the wounds.
    

    
     “Well, congratulations!” said Corell. “That stuff of yours may stink, but it certainly works.” He lay face down on the bed and waited for Vicivic to finish examining the injuries to his neck and back. “How does it look?”
    

    
     “Pretty good. I don’t think I’ll bandage these up again, just apply a protective dressing. You don’t appear to have any internal injuries, though of course I haven’t been able to ask you questions before.”
    

    
     “I told you, I feel fine, though I could certainly do with a drink. Let’s agree to call it a therapeutic one, shall we?”
    

    
     Vicivic applied new dressings, went out of the room with his plastic bottle, and returned with a glass, which he handed to Corell. The unmistakable smell of alcohol rose from it.
    

    
     “Diluted?” asked Corell. “How much?”
    

    
     “Half and half.”
    

    
     “Thank you, doctor.” Corell put the glass to his lips, threw back his head, and swallowed its contents at one gulp. Vicivic watched him in silence, then took the glass back, put the plastic bottle on Corell’s lap, and started re-packing his bag. “Go on, then, drink yourself to death!” he commented. “Why not try it undiluted? It’ll work faster that way.”
    

    
     “You’d be surprised. I’ve drunk potato spirit in Russia strong enough to burn holes in your shoes if you pissed after drinking it—and here in Yugoslavia, your own country, doctor, I’ve had some home-distilled stuff that made you feel you were going round and round like a top.” He put the bottle on the chair beside him, secretly horrified to find that he had not, in fact, relished the alcohol at all.
    

    
     Vicivic finished packing his bag, and put a tube of tablets on the chair, beside the plastic bottle. “These will help you sleep. Oh, take them all at once if you like—twenty should do the trick.”
    

    
     “Thanks. You’re a good doctor. A pity everyone around here is so healthy—you deserve a bigger practice.” Corell took the plastic bottle, unscrewed the top, went to the window and tipped the contents out into the yard. He threw the bottle itself after them, and then the sleeping tablets. Vicivic’s face remained impassive, but there was a glint of satisfaction in his eyes.
    

    
     “Where’s Danica?” asked Corell.
    

    
     “Downstairs in the living room.”
    

    
     “Can I go for a walk?”
    

    
     ‘Yes, do anything you like.” Vicivic picked up his bag. “You will, anyway, whatever I say.”
    

    
     “True!”
    

    
     “Good luck, then.” Vicivic nodded to Corell. “Finish yourself off if you must, but make it quick, and don’t let Danica be watching.”
    

    
     “What does Danica have to do with it?” asked Corell, feeling a sudden sense of constriction in his throat.
    

    
     “Are you blind too?” asked Vicivic drily. “Look, do me a favour—get out of Piran as soon as you possibly can!”
    

    
     And he left Corell in considerable mental confusion. Look at it soberly, thought Corell, and Vicivic was right, though he might not know exactly why someone in Corell’s state of mind had a positive duty to leave this place without burdening other people: there was no other decent course of action.
    

    
     Corell wondered if Danica would come upstairs once Vicivic had left, but she did not appear. Maybe she was no longer in the house, maybe she had left with Vicivic, and was behind the counter of her father’s shop by now, selling little wooden models of wells, toy donkeys and wooden spoons. And much more important than nursing a fool like me, Corell told himself. So I kissed her: the biggest mistake I’ve made over these last four years. Yet that sensation of tenderness, of longing for warmth, had come over him so suddenly, and at a time when he was not strong enough to resist it.
    

    
     He made a neat bundle of the used bandages and went slowly down the steep staircase. His knees were still weak, and he was glad to reach the hall. There were three doors leading off from it; he decided to try the left-hand one, and found himself in the living room. It contained a large cupboard, a table, six chairs, an iron stove, two colour photographs on the walls—showing the sea at sunset, and the fishing harbour of Isola—and another bead-embroidered lampshade over the ceiling light. There was an old sewing machine by the window.
    

    
     Danica was sitting at the table, staring at the sunny rectangle of the window, waiting. Corell stopped in the doorway, cleared his throat and indicated the bandages. “These are dirty, where can I put them?” he asked.
    

    
     “Put them on the table.”
    

    
     He nodded, but put them down on a chair instead, and sat down beside Danica.
    

    
     “Your Dr Vicivic says I can do anything I like,” he said. “What happened to my suit?”
    

    
     “It’s in the cupboard,” she said, not looking at him.
    

    
     “And my underclothes and my shirt?”
    

    
     “Out on the line. I’ll get them ironed soon … I haven’t had time these last four days, and Mother’s worn out when she gets home from the laundry.”
    

    
     “I don’t need my shirt ironed.”
    

    
     “Your suit needs ironing too, though.”
    

    
     “What on earth does that matter? I’m long past bothering about the creases in my trousers! I must get out into the air and the sunlight, Danica.”
    

    
     “You want to go away, don’t you?” She turned to look at him, unhappiness in her eyes. “Why, Sasha?”
    

    
     “There was something I meant to do, before the bora blew me off the road there.”
    

    
     “Why do you want to go to Pula, Sasha?”
    

    
     Corell passed a hand over his face. How did she know about Pula? Surely he had never mentioned the place to her? He pointed to the cupboard. “Is my suit in there?”
    

    
     “Yes. I’ll get it.”
    

    
     She rose, took his crumpled suit out of the cupboard and put it on the table. Then she left the room, and came back with his underclothes and shirt. She had his shoes, socks and tie too. Corell was still sitting there in nothing but his pyjama trousers.
    

    
     “Why don’t you tell me I’m a fool?” he asked abruptly. “You know I’ve got clean shirts and underclothes upstairs in my case!”
    

    
     She shrugged her shoulders, sat down again and watched Corell get dressed. Once in his clothes, he felt stronger, less helpless, and yet, somehow, alarmingly farther away from Danica “Shall we go out?” he asked, putting his tie over the back of a chair.
    

    
     “Where to?”
    

    
     “Anywhere. Down to the sea, along the pier, round Tartini Square, up to the church—anywhere, just out.”
    

    
     She nodded, took a red ribbon from her skirt pocket and caught back her black hair with it, pushing a thick strand off her forehead. “How old were you when you were in Piran before?”
    

    
     He glanced at her in surprise. “I’d have to work it out. Let’s see—yes, twenty-three.”
    

    
     “I’m twenty-three.”
    

    
     ‘It was during the war. We had our hands full, with your partisans. There was a field hospital in Novigrad; I was a young doctor helping to patch up the wounded.”
    

    
     My father was a partisan.”
    

    
     “I rather thought so.”
    

    
     “You may even have shot at each other.”
    

    
     “I didn’t do any shooting, just stitched up wounds and closed the eyes of the dead.”
    

    
     He went out of the house; Danica hurried after him as if he might run away from her.
    

    
     It was hot and humid outside, but the air smelled of the sea. The wind was coming off the water, a hot wind that brought no refreshment, but made the sweat break out of every pore. Corell undid his shirt to the wait, and took a deep breath.
    

    
     “What heat—it’s like a fist hitting you in the face!” he said.
    

    
     “Let’s go back indoors.” Danica took his hand. “It’s cooler in there. You’re not strong enough to stand heat like this yet.”
    

    
     Corell laughed quietly, put an arm around Danica’s shoulders, and began walking down the street. I can cope with the heat, he thought. Hell, I
     
      will
      be strong. “My dear angel,” he said, “if you only knew! I can stand a great deal! Where shall we go? Up to the old fortress? Good idea— I feel at home among ruins. I have a lot in common with them.”
    

    
     It was a hard climb. The roads up to the fortress rose steeply; once or twice he stopped for breath and looked back, down on the beautiful old town of Piran, with its Venetian houses, its winding alleys and little harbour, the long stone pier, with a mediaeval-style sailing ship converted into a restaurant anchored beside it, down at Tartini Square, with its monument to the great violinist—and beyond lay the sea, smooth and shining in the sun, the horizon veiled and hazy.
    

    
     By the time they reached the ruined fortress, Corell was almost exhausted. He sat down on the nearest piece of broken masonry, stretched out his legs, and leaned back against Danica’s thighs as she stood behind him. She put both hands over his forehead, wiping away the sweat.
    

    
     “I want to help you, Sasha,” she said, softly.
    

    
     “I told you, Vicivic says I’m fine, strong as a horse.”
    

    
     “I didn’t mean it that way, Sasha. I meant …”
    

    
     He took her hands in a firm clasp and pushed them away from his face, but stayed where he was, his head against her thighs, turning his face up a little. Danica was looking straight out ahead, standing there as motionless as the grey stone tower of the fortress itself.
    

    
     “What is it?” asked Corell.
    

    
     “Who’s Hilde?”
    

    
     Corell tried to leap to his feet, but her hands on his shoulders kept him where he was. “How did you know her name?” His voice sounded rusty.
    

    
     “You talked in your sleep, Sasha, for four days. Always the same sort of thing. Hilde—Pula—the drink—it must be quick, you said. And: tell the tarts and crooks of Frankfurt goodbye—don’t carry on like that, Eddy, a dose of the clap’s no worse than a common cold to you—and so on.”
    

    
     “I chose my words very well, evidently,” said Corell hoarsely. “The story of my life, my angel. Yes, you can boil a human life down to just a few words. Who is Hilde?”
    

    
     He looked down at the sea, reached back to clasp Danica’s hips, his head pressed closer to her thighs and stomach. When he had come back to this country, he did not care at all about any other human being, but now it was good to lean against a fellow creature, feel the warmth of humanity, so different from any other kind of warmth.
    

    
     “Hilde was my wife,” he said slowly.
    

    
     “You left her?”
    

    
     “She left me, you could say. She’s dead.”
    

    
     “When did she die?”
    

    
     “Seven years ago. And then Christian …”
    

    
     “Christian?”
    

    
     “My son. He was all of fourteen years old. I saw him die, watched it all: a slow, cruel death, and I couldn’t help him, no one could. He died of a brain tumour.”
    

    
     “My poor Sasha,” she said softly, putting both hands over his eyes, as if to shut out the world outside, so that all he would feel was her own closeness to him.
    

    
     “That wasn’t all.” Corell was breathing with difficulty as the pain rose in his mind again. “My daughter Monika—four years ago—”
    

    
     “Hush!” said Danica. She laid her face on his hair. “Oh, Sasha, hush!”
    

    
     “She was run over,” said Corell. “In the road, outside our house—the bus went right over her. You couldn’t recognize her any more, she didn’t have any face left … they only brought her into my surgery because I was the nearest doctor, and I knew her by her dress. She was nine years old … They told me, later on, I nearly tore my own face to pieces, screaming. I dare say I did, I don’t remember. I spent six months in a mental hospital. There’s a scar left, though, on my forehead; you can feel it.”
    

    
     She bent over him, looking for the scar, kissed it, and stroked his face again. “I can hardly see the place, Sasha,” she said. “You have to look quite hard to find it.”
    

    
     “But there are some scars that never heal over, they keep breaking open, and you want to numb yourself, anything to get away from the constant pain … so you drink. You drink morning, noon and night, anything and everything—but it’s no good, no good at all. The pictures are still there, waiting for your brain to clear as the drink wears off, and then there they are again: Hilde and Christian and Monika. What can you do then, when you’ve tried everything, opened your mouth just to pour drink into it—Danica, you beautiful angel, what can a man do then? What does one do—where can one go?”
    

    
     “Tome, Sasha.”
    

    
     “No one wants a wreck of a man in her bed.”
    

    
     “I love you, Sasha.”
    

    
     “My God, Danica, don’t you understand what I’m telling you? I’m a ruin. I’m a drunk.”
    

    
     “You’re a human being.”
    

    
     “In a terminal condition.”
    

    
     “You climbed up this hill, you can climb down again. That’s a start.”
    

    
     “Look, once I get back down to Piran, I shall go into the nearest bar and drink—drink anything.”
    

    
     “I’ll come too and drink with you.”
    

    
     “Danica, you’re crazy.” Corell grasped her hands, which were still caressing him. He realized, suddenly, that he was deceiving himself: all he had just been saying was merely words. For the past few hours he had actually been thinking positively of life again, had enjoyed the sea and the sky and the sun. To be near Danica was all that he could wish for. “I should only harm anyone who came near me.”
    

    
     “I don’t believe you,” she said, pressing him close again.
    

    
     “This is madness—I’m old enough to be your father!”
    

    
     “But you’re not my father. You’re Sasha.”
    

    
     “I’m
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Summer with Danica.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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