a cane on a
stroll

VJEKOSLAV KALEB

His wife was listening: heavy footsteps pres-
sed the floor, approached the wall and then
moved away, went out into the hall toward the
door of the flat, paused, walted, wited, and then
returned and continues their conversation.

sHe will. lle won't. He will, He won't.«

The face was frowning above the old jacket
above the nimble stitching; a prick of the needle,
a jerk of the head backwards, the face relaxed,
the forehead smoothed 1tself, the crust of an
earlier thought dissolved and in the broad, re-
laxed face a new thought began to take shape,
and the face agaln stiffened, stiffened and
frowned.

And the Tootstepts in the other room were the
cause of that thought, of one, then another, and
still another, divided between constant assertion
gnd denlal, today the same as yesterday and the
day before yesterday, the same for months now.

The floor yielded and gave a subdued moan.
The shoes did not thump because he stepped
with the entire sole, athletically extended hiz
legs, but only by habit; now it was only the gait
of a heavy-set body.

A steamer let out a whistle somewhere, then
a horn blew, and a donkey somewhere on an
upper street answered.

The footsteps stopped.

»It's no use, my dear,« she whispered and be-
gan to work the needle faster. »I know that 1t’s
all useless.«

In the cuphboard a small bowl rattled among
the dishes that were left,

He appeared at the open door of the little
room. Grey eyes between pillowy eyelids joyfully
came to life below a raised nose and the mouth
sagged slightly, scorning the doubt.

»Everything’s all right¢, he sald, forming his
words with difficulty in a low, mumbling voice,

Sne snapped angrily: »What’s all right?«

sEverything you witch.« He ralsed the pitch
of his voice indlfferently. sEverything's all right,
eh, everything.«

»Go to the devill« But she Immediately lo-
wered her head, embarrassed because of her
harshness. She busied herself more attentively
with her darning.

Now he considered the conversation finished.
He leaned over toward a bundle of canes sticking
out of a vase in the corner. Delicately, he selec-
ted the ebony one with the ivory head of a
spanlel, a gift from his father-in-law from New
Zenland, a cane of the market and the coast,
one that belonged to an appraiser of two-lagged
charms and observer of distant, slow ships. With
two fingers he slowly raised tthe cherished object,
turned it nearsightedly before his eyes, and sud-
denly returned it to its place. He became frigh-
tened of his mistake.

Entering the toom, he looked back at that
time absent-mindedly. He approached the win-
dow.

»T1” see If there are any fishe¢, he mumbled in
a deep volce. .

»Go ahead. Who's stopplng you, his wife re-
plied.« Everytime, he’s lookin for an excuse,« she
thought. She knew his ways by heart. On the
other hand, she wasn't at all interested where
he was golng. »He’s already grown old, He's in
his fifty-seventh year. He could only hide a glass



or two — or stop by the cobbler. Will he ever
mend those shoes of mine,« she thought.

He stopped a step from the window, and she
was rapldly closing, then opening her eyes, sen-
sing his presence. He never gave any great slg-
nificance to anything, mever showed curlosity,
that is, he protected the dignity of a man of
his character, but he had a face that had a
habit of scorning.

And now, with pretended Indifference, he fra-
med the sunny part of the market place with
the window: the fountain, a stretch of the coast
below the window, a peasant’s boat. Two sailors
in shabby blue linen uniforms were slowly un-
loading sacks of bluish sand, throwing them
with even movements of thelr shoulders onto
the plle next to the sidewalk. A boy and small
glrl interrupted thelr race, stopped short of the
ship, and with ralsed shoulders, out of breathe,
watched ithe work. They stood for a moment:
what could they do with this now? And a little
further, a yellow dog cautiously leaned over,
stretched his head out over the edge of the
pler, peeping into the blue unknown. Beyond, in
the harbor, a small steamer was struggling along
in the haze. The harber was still resting from
its war wounds, still did not open its arms to the
distant world. And more and more people were
coming out to the shore. A zrowd was swarming
under the brightly-l1it facades of the houses and
under the walls of the old palace.

He closed his eyes, then began to sway, as f
he were going to fall over backwards. He ope-
ned his eyes and, not moving his head, fixed
them on the picture above the Japanese bam-
boo table next to the window.

A boy with a long face and wavy halr looked
at him with grey eyes, soberly and thoughtfully,
with lips pressed self-confidently, just a little
too bitterly.

He always confronted him bravely, »I lead my
life, and you, my son, lead yours, but -— not wit-
hout each other.« And now he spoke to himself
and rubbed hils nose as a humorous wave passed
across his face. »You couldn’t embarrass the old
pleasure seeker, ha ha ha....s
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His son had been Interested in muslc, played
the cello, composed, and studied architecture.
»He had dreamed of huge halls in which thou-
sands would listen mnd look on In silent, collec-
tive enjoyment. He was, but he’s no longer ...«
He blew his nose noisily and stared out the win-
dow. .

sHow could everything just disappear? Al
those thoughts, all that ambltion, his eyes? It's
too much. How could it all just disappear?«

But the eyes of the plcture, with a slight tra-
ce of humor, reassured him: »I am alive, I will
come.¢« And the old man smiled.

»You could not embarrass me, ah!¢ he whi-
spered. »And why would he embarrass me? All
that is part of life.«

>What did you say?«¢ his wife asked,

*Nothing.«

*Aha, nothing, You've begun talking to your-
self!« Her volce guivered strangeiy.

»So what. Isn't that s0?«< He winked at the
pleture.

And the eyes of the picture once more reassu-
red him: »I am alive. I will come.«

»He wlll come!«

»What?«¢ asked his wite.

»I'll be a little late. I'm going to the commit-
tee,« he salnd calmly. »A large factory is golng
to be buillt down by the bay.c

His wife remalned silent,

He threw a glance at the canes !n the corner,
moved something in front of him with both
hands, and began to sway, extending his arms
and legs nonchalantly like an athlete.

»So long, old woman,< he said.

»Go on, go on young mam,¢ She pressed her
lips scornfully. And she too had enjoyed life,
walted for some great opportunity, some glorious
parade with infinite, adorned space and inex-
haustable time, when she would enter enchan-
tingly, magnificently, but 'with only one flower
in her halr.

The harbor was coming to life. Small ships
were docking, departing, mooring by the shore.
Life awoke slowly but unrestrained. The sun-
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light was fixed on a row of old houses and ruins,
as If it would remain so bright as to seal the
peace,

And the ruins, entire blocks, the partially de-
stroyed docks, the sunken ships, and even the
small fishing skiffs were resting following the
hard work.

380, so! Civilizatlon! Culture! ¢« he sald by ha-
bit while strolliing.

His steps were uniform, in a definite direction
His face, elongated with deep wrinkles, like a
tamous @ctor, immobile, expressing wisdom oan
matters of girls, pleasure, families, property. All
that was transient. This too had passed. He had
no more strength. In the sky there were uc
planes. In the harbor there were no torpedo
boats, no destroyers. There were no dangerous
green uniforms.

Everything was passing, passing.

And suddenly he became angry:

»You see what they are capable of doing, huhle«

- »Grandpa 1s talking to himself,c a young boy
said, turning the other way.

»Yes, yes,« he sald, »Y am.¢ There, you see!
People passing by, children going to school, youth
strolling and discussing current affairs. The
present, the presentl Those bodles, even those
clothes are from that era. How can he not be
here!«¢

He had heard from his son's frlends, the boys
who had sat with him on the benches, paddled
around on the sea, swam, and played In the
orchestra. They came to tell him that some-
body had told them that somebody else had
told them that he had been seen in Italy. So-
meone had seen some of our boys in Germany.
No one could prove that he had been killed. The
last time they had seen him was during the Fifth
Oftensive. He had been riding an old nag co-
vered with a blanket, barefoot (he had glven hls
boots to & foot soldler), all swollen from kidney
disease which had become worse during the end-
less walking without food. sForward comrades,
nothing bad can happen,¢< he had repeated con-
stantly. He didn’t complain, They broke the ene-
my seige. Days and nights passed. And suddenly
he disappeared from sight.

»He was capable of crawling under some bus-
hes and dying alone, s0 as not to be a burden
on the others,« he thought. And that thought
flattered him. »He stayed behind to sacrifice
himself,« he sald. He was stratled by a young
couple apearing next to him. »Taking a stroll,
eh?¢

»What else can we do, Uncle< said the boy
good-naturedly. :

»Oh, nothing, nothing. Just keep on strolling.
I have mothing agalnst that. Go on, go ahead
young mamn.¢

They had left behind much of that. They we-
re expecting something new. The steamers were

_ salling, the traing were rolling.

And so he arrived at the station at the right
time. He passed by the wreckage of the bull-
dings and found himself in a sunny opening.
The train from Zagreb was expected from the
North. In front of the rails, like in front of an
imaginary border, like in a game, stood the pe-
ople: women, bOYS, girls. There were also many
flowers and cheerful faces. The people were
chatting as usual. Nothing unsual there. All of
them were expecting someone known, announ-
ced. There was no reason for excitement.

And two boys with turned-up noses and hands
in thelr pockets were mingling with the other
people. They winked at each other toward the
bouquet of flowers in the hands of a somewhat
overjoyed girl. Evidently they had nothing to
do. They were just soaking in the tmpressions.

»Who are you walting for,: he asked them. .
sNo one,¢ sald one of them, slightly confused.
sMister Butra,« sald the other.

»Well, what are you doing here then? It would
be better for you, my children, to go home that
your folks don't worry ahout you.¢ The boys
grinned at each other, mockingly, wonderingly,
and went on, looking for a chance 1o laugh, for-
getting all about the old man.

Slowly he took out a small tobacco box, looked
at it for a while, tapped it with his finger. He
stared at the ground, He tapped 1t again, and
then opened it. For a long time he was trying
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to choose a clgarette, Let the time go by, let the
time pass. Let the things happen.

All around, here and there, at the distant
points on the tracks are cities. The ralls hug the
earth, cross borders, penetrate into the bowels
of the earth, enter huge stations. The old man
imagined such a station where the people were
approaching the tracks. In the crowd he plctu-
red a young man drawing near, excited because
he is going home. There is much work to be
done at home. Many things left behind are
awaiting him. On him are the rags of a unl-
form; on hls face and hands, traces of a pri-
son’s gloom, hunger, hard work, beatings. He
walks as if In a dream, not yet believing the
reality. With glowing eyes he searches the ralil-
road cars in which the strength he needs is gat-
hered. He climbs up reverently, searches for a
seat. And the traln starts out, roaring for an
age. The ralls rattle at crossroads, The villages.
the cities float by and he looks through the win-
dow, waltlng for the signs of famlllar landsca-
pe ... There it is! He sees it! The sea! The
clty! ...

He heard the whistle. On the tracks beyond
the bridge was a cloud of steam. The ralls were
clattering as he slowly lit a clgarette. He bowed
his head to oxhale the smoke. With his finger
and thumb he flicked the match away and sa-
luted 1t. He drew on the cigarette, inhaled, exha-
led, releasing the smoke lavishly through his
nose and mouth like a factory of pleasure. The
locomotive passed wunder the bridge, chugging,
hisslng, smoking, pressing the ralls (they ylel-
ded obediently.) Slowly the earth trembled under
the weight of the important train. All the heads
of the waliting people turning toward the arri-
ving train. The faces from the platform and
from the windows of the cars met. Ah, the
sweetness of the return.

But the old man stood off to the side. He
dldn’t want to give his question too much weight.

The train stopped, whistling tiredly.

He dldn’t move. He glanced almost carelessly
at the exlts. The doors of the cars were opening.
The travellers with thelr suitcases cautlously
stepped down, holdlng back those behind them,

48

TRRPRRP P

making them impatient. Others were jumping
out quickly, as if they wanted to set free so-
meone behind them who had to get to the ground
as soon as possible, The train was quickly emp-
tied.

He threw away his cigarette In a wide arc. He
exhaled the remaining smoke, then swayed, ta-
king long strides with his arms hanging and
fingers folded casually. He left after the last
passenger. They dispersed like a dream. They
didn’t notice that anything was lacking among
them.

And so from the exit he continued up to the
shore. How clear it was, and how blue and open

 the sea was. A ship was gliding on the smooth

surface, coming from the island. He stopped
every now and then, took out the tobacco box,
tapped it with his finger, coughed a little, and
swayed at the knees.

The white ship was steaming directly towarc
him. A tall ship, listing a bit to one side, froth-
ing gally and smoking, moving with ease, as
if it meant nothing to furrow the breadth of the
earth llke that. Its two eyes, with wet salls,
squinted humaorously and even winked, as if to
make happy the numerous people waiting at the
dock,

sHey, Unecle, walting for someone?« a porter
asked confidently. »Waliting, aren’'t you?«

»The ship, brother. 'm walting for the shlp,«
he drawled.

»0h yes, the ship, the ship, of course.¢

»Well, why shouldn’t I walt for the ship?«

»Of course you can walt, man. Go ahead and
walit. Who's stopplng you?«

»I thought you had something against that,
you old oyster.«

»No, I have nothing agalnst it, even if you're
walting for two ships.¢

»Two, huh? One is enough for me, encugh.«

The ship docked, the passengers disembarked.
And the old man set out along the shore, back
into the city. Through the narrow little streets
he surfaced onto a small square behind a toc-
wer.. The square was enclrcled by the stony fa-
ces of the houses, by the empty shop windows.
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There was a monument in the milddle of the
flat pavement, and a hot patch of sun slid by
onr {ts northern side. Many people were passing
through, and two women were chating on the
corner. A child about three years old drifted
away from hils mother and set out for the shop
windows to look at the multi-colored displays
of victory. A large red-white-and blue flag on
the other side of the square attracted his atten-
tion, and he tan, his legs working like scissors.
His eyes bulged worrledly because he had ven-
tured so far from his mother.

»Ah, my brave one, where are you off to?« he
sald to the child. »Come, give me your hand.
Look, here’s a flag, a flag, a large star. And the-
re’s a picture, see? Now, let’s go to your mother.
There she is looking for you, you see. Mommy
is looking for you.«

The child looked at him with wide-open eyes.

sHey, you're running away! Let’s go down to
the docks.« His voice was like distant thunder or
the roar of @ lion, The child felt llke glving
his hand to this velvety, deep-throated man. The
child straightened up, as if he had become the
hero of the day. Triumphantly he approached
his mother. He dropped the hand which had
gulded him, ran, nestled himself behind her
skirt, and from its shelter, gave a small smile to
his big friend.

»He's a good boy. Take care of him.« -

»I will, I will,« said the woman solemnly. »You
see, Uncle will let you have it If you run off
agaln.« .

3Oh, no. I won’t do anythilng to you. You are
a good boy, my little June bug. Let him enjoy
himselt. Take care of him. People have dled for
those like him.«

»The sun is shining for him,¢ he said to him-
self.

In the dark sleeve of the street, a child abou:
ten or twelve approached him, holding one hand
in hils pocket, and brushing the wall with the
other. Preoccupied, he walked In a somewhat
tixed direction, and along the way he was tes-
ting some Imaginary contraption,
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»Hey son, where are you off to all alone, huh?
What, nobody at home?«

The lad strarted, glanced at him fleetingly,
and walked around him, continuing on his way.

»Go back to your folks,¢« he grumbled. But
now he lowered his head, as if ashamed, as it
he had overdone it in some way, and pulled him-
self a little faster as he emerged onto the mar-
ket square. The sun had already spread 1tself
on the broad square and had somewhat war-
med the sidewalk. He didn’t turn his head to-
ward the café in front of him where hls cronles
(and even some younger retired friends) were
already sitting In the shade. With steady, firm
footsteps, and swinging, arms with folded flri-
gers and a masked expression of his face, on the
brink of irony, he sank into the shadow of a
narrow street on the other side of the square and
passed through It to the fish market. There a
mass of housewleves streamed by with baskets
and bags in their hands, and at several places,
two or more chatting women were blocking the
traffic.

»The fish is flying,« he sald to the women,

»What did you say, old mane¢ the women asked,
Intrigued by his deep volce.

»The fish is flylng, I sald.«

»Well, cateh it, if it’s flylng.«

The thunder of his volce, the long white face,
his thick skin, the strong llnes of hls face, the
stiff hand swinging chopily in stride, his small
grey eyes ... The folded fingers, the firm step
— the great Indifference of a man who know
a lot. They gaped at him with ever Increasing
interest. One of them shook her head as if figh-
ting off a shudder and gulckly concealed it.
»Uncle is joking,« she said.

»Joking, just joking,¢« another woman helped
mechanically, still entranced with him.

The smells of the sea. The clamor. The din
under the high archways. Small groups of people
were standing in front of the tables. There were
no crowds, just a lot of fish, just sardelle. First,
he smeled the sea world, examined the faces
from the depths, and asked how the fishermen
got the fish. His glance stopped on the faclal



expressions of the fish mongers. He noticed the'r
official attitude. sThey feed the people and that
requires consclentiousness,« he thought.

sWorkers of society, workers,« he sald. »Wor-
kers, eh, workers.«

The fishermman frowned, with hls palms pres-
sing on the table, shrugging his shoulders, and
staring into the distance, indifferently,

sHe thinks I'm mocking him. I'm not mocking
you, my son, I'm not. People have died for that.
I know.«

Quickly he backed away from the amusement.
Hastily he bought a fish, the first one he picked
up, and left immediately.

»The mail must have come by now,e he
thought. The huge bell-tower, as if by command,
struck nine times. »That could be considered a
serlous warning,« he sald to himself, On the
shore, the hell of a small white stone church
weakly echoed. That bell bored into the ears,
demanding that people think about death. It
howled like a village dog, ondlessly, day and
night, without regard for anyone's nerves. »Usua-
1y it begins to toll after it strikes the hour,« and
persued by this fear, he began to move further
away.

QOpening the door of his flat and pushing It
slowly back to its former position, the thought
came to him: he has been killed. He has been
killed or has died, for sure. My little one has
been killed. No one got out of that part of the
war that we didn’t hear about it even before
the end of the war. You have heen killed, my
ttle son. I know that. I know it too well

And stretching his legs athletically, bending
slightly forward as If dividing the welght of h's
body evenly between both feet, he entered the
kitchen with the old steady step.

His wife pald no attention to him. She was
ironing the jacket, that light thing, one of the
few which they still had left after the selling
during the occupation. She was getting ready to
go out.

sHere's the food,« he sald as he dropped the
sardelle on the table. »There it is,« he added in
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a tone of voice that hinted everything was as it
should be.

She Kept silent, walting for that first moment
to pass, for that violent rage in her to calm.

Outside, under the window, the swallows were
chirping. The sun began to warm the kitchen.
She turned quickly and walked to the window.
First she pulled the shade down, across the en-
tire window, then ralsed it jerkily.

The swallows kept chirping, fluttering above.
the yard.

And she stood on one foot, controlling her
balance, peeping out into the courtyard. ’

»The summer is beginning,« she sald qulte
calmly. Immedliately she regretted having sald
that. With exaggerated carefullness, she bent
over the jacket. »My little one will paddle no
more,« she added to herself, She saw him clear-
ly, wrapped in a peasant coat, cold and dying on
an emaclated nag.

»T'm off to the ruins, now,¢ she sald loudly.

He tapped his fingers on the tobacco box.

»Ah, the rulns, the rulns,« he grumbled, »A
child under every cloud,« he added softly.

sWhat's under every cloud?«

»That's what they say in Tisno when the bro-
thers settle an estate. They say: 'I too would
like to have a plece of land under every cloud'.c

»Don’t talk nonsense.«

»Nonsense, huh?«¢

»At least the ruins are common property of
humanity,« he thought. »There she will hear
something about those who returned from war
prisons, from concentration camps, from Getr-
many, Italy, evenl,;;rom England, Amerleca, Fran-
ce, whereever pecple were lost In this war.«

»The flsh wasn' expensive,« he sald and star-
ted for the bathroom to wash his hands. Then
he went Into the big room, the bedroom, and
leaned out the window to see what had happe-
ned on the street while he had been gone.

Beneath the window descended the stone
steps from the upper city. Above were the small,
ancient stone houses, and helow, as the street

-




o

-
»

widened, the larger and newer buildings for
rent.

A child ahout four years old walked slowly
down the street, lowering his Httle legs one after
another, anxiously looking below on the wlide
expanse between the palaces, all the way to the
sea.

sLittle one, hey, little one, You, yes yon!«

The chlld stopped, pressed hls hand frigh-
tenedly to his chest and ralsed hils large eyes
toward the window.

»Where are you off to, huh?«

aMe?«
»Ehh, who else? Where are you golng?«
»I'm ... I'm going ... to the shore.«

»You can’t go to the shore. Get back to your
mother.c

The child looked indecisively down on the
square, then up to the window. He squinted and
inhaled. He didn't dare go on.

»Go back home, my little lamb. Get on back!<

The boy frowned“desparately, to the point of
erying. What now after so much trouble and
after so much longing,

»Wait a little, just walt a while, my little one,«
he sald kindly.

And the child relaxed, and indeed walted a
moment. He stood there in pants which were
too small, a mended jJacket, and slippers.

sNothing to be afraid of, nothinge¢, he thun-
dered, approaching the child. sGive me your
hand, my friend.«

The child gave him his hand and set out with
him down to the shore.

Translated by Vasa D. Mihailovich
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