
DEAD SERIOUS ABOUT GETTING STONED
by Desa Muck
(extracts)

Hey, we're here

The  doo rbel l  ran g  at  seven  the  next  mor n i n g.  I  was  dressing  my  
litt le  gir ls  for  nu r sery.  As  it  was  so  ear ly,  I  assumed  there  must  
be somethi n g  wro n g.  There  was  certai n l y  somethi n g  very  
wro n g  with  wha t  I  saw  outside  my  doo r.  There  stood  Žuža  and,  
leani n g  agains t  the  doo r  frame, the  spectra l  figu re  of  a  you ng  
man,  overg r o w n  and  even  dir t ier  tha n  she  was,  star i n g  at  me 
wit h  bloods h o t  eyes.

"Hey!" said  Žuža  cheerfu l l y.  "Here  we  are. Let's  get  dow n  to  work.  
Alt h o u g h  a  bite  to  eat  migh t  be a  good  idea  first,  get  my  
strengt h  up, and  this  friend  of  mine  here  needs  a  bit  of  a  lie  
dow n.  He's  done  in  from  Valium  and  vodka."

"I thou g h t  we'd  agreed  that  we'd  ar r a n ge  somethi n g  over  the  
phone"  I  replied  icily,  th r o u g h  clenched  teeth.

"The  phone  is  the  kiss  of  death  to  interperso n a l  relat i o n s.  It  
was  on ly  invented  so  we'd  have  more  time  for  shopping,"  she  
burbled  in  response.

Sloga n s  again.  She'd  been  ful l  of  them  the  day  before.  'Rules  are  
made  to  be broken'  or  'You  can't  trust  everyth i n g  you  see' and  
so  on.  Where  did  she  get  them  from?

She  went  into  the  living  room  and  ran  straig h t  int o  the  two  
gir l s,  wh o  stared  at  her  as  if  she'd  just  landed  from  Ma r s.

"Hey, you've  got  kids!" she  screeched.  "And  I  thou g h t  you  were  
the  type of  woma n  wh o'd  refuse  to  use  her  womb." 

She  bent  over  my  daug h te r s  and  I  immediately  tho u g h t  of  al l  
the  con t a g i o u s  diseases  tha t  spread  amon g  drug  addicts  –  lice, 
if  not h i n g  else. I  pul led  the  gir ls  away.  She  straig h tened  up: "Get  
up, Do l f i,  we're  off.  They're  afra id  they'l l  catch  somethi n g."

I  was  ashamed.  At  the  end  of  the  day,  I'd  have  to  take  some  risks  
if  I  was  to  enligh ten  Slovene  yout h.

"No,  no,  please," I  said  quick ly.  "My  husban d  wil l  take  the  gir ls  
to  nu rsery,  and  we'l l  sit  and  have  a  coffee."
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After  al l,  I  cou ld  make  them  a  coffee  and  maybe  extract  some  
usefu l  info rm a t i o n.  I  forced  a  hospitab le  smile  on t o  my  face  
and  gestu red  towa r ds  the  table, al l  the  whi le  thi n k i n g:  At  
least  they  cou ld  have  a  wash,  the  slobs.  There's  no  water  
sho r t a ge.  And  sew  one  or  two  butto n s  on.  And  the  way  they  
talk!  Heal t h y  youn g  people  shou l d  be doing  somethi n g  usefu l  
wit h  their  lives. But  then  again,  wha tever  they  did  they'd  
probably  end  up  steali n g  or  causing  damage  –  perhaps  it's  better  
that  they  do  not h i n g.

Those  were  my  thou g h t s,  but  for  the  sake  of  Slovene  yout h  I  
grit ted  my  teeth,  alt h o u g h  a  gla nce  at  Do l f i,  ro l l i n g  in  his  dir t  
on  my  couch,  caused  me deep pain.  Not  to  mentio n  the  bad  vibes  
emitted  by his  socks,  when  he  kicked  off  his  shoes  and  
immediately  star ted  to  sno re.  

"We didn' t  get  much  sleep," explained  Žuža.  "We dossed  dow n  on  
a  ping- pong  table  in  somebody's  cella r.  So  are  you  goin g  to  give  
me somethi n g  to  eat?"

I  led  her  into  the  kitchen  and,  with  the  calcu l a t i n g  eyes of  a  
book- keeper, watched  how  she  gulped  dow n  a  kil o  of  bread  and  
butter  and  a  jug  of  whi te  coffee. Then  she  belched  in  
satisfact i o n  and  slouc hed  across  the  table. 

"That  was  great!  I'm  abso lu te ly  stuffed.  Have  you  got  a  fag?"

"We don ' t  smoke  in  this  househ o l d."

"Hey, tha t 's  not  fai r.  Thoug h  I  had  a  feeling  you'd  be one  of  the  
'die hea l t h y '  persuasio n."

Where  do  they  get  these  sloga n s,  I  thou g h t  and  asked  tetchi ly:

"Are  you  condemnin g  me for  not  smoking?"

"I don ' t  give  a  toss!"  She  gave  a  dismissive  wave  of  the  han d.  
"You' re  the  one  wh o's  losin g  out.  I'm  just  bothered  you  haven ' t  
got  a  smoke. Maybe  you r  old  man's  got  one  somewhere  in  his  
pockets?"

That  was  impossible, as  my  husban d  stro n g l y  disapproved  of  
smoking.  If  we  go  in  a  pub  in  the  winter  he  star ts  opening  the  
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wind o ws  and  snatc h i n g  cigaret tes  from  the  regu la r s '  lips. Žuža  
specula ted:

"I suppose  you' re  not  too  interested  in  drink i n g,  either?"

"Exact ly."

"Jesus. Wha t  pleasu re  do  you  get  out  of  life?"

"Many  thin gs."

"Such  as?"

"Well..."

I  racked  my  brain.  Actua l l y... Anyway,  there  are  lots  of  thin gs  
we  enjoy,  I  just  cou ld n ' t  happen  to  thin k  of  them  at  tha t  
precise  moment.

"At  least  we  have  a  decent  breakfas t,  if  not h i n g  else!" I  bleated.  
And  immediately  regretted  it, boastin g  in  fro n t  of  someone  
wh o  has  not h i n g.

"Big  thin g,  breakfas t,"  she  replied  happily.  "But  I've  just  had  
breakfas t,  with o u t  hav in g  to  try  too  ha r d."

"So  you' re  saying  tha t  a  person  has  to  smoke  to  be able  to  enjoy  
life?  I  used  to  smoke, but  I  can't  remember  my  life  being  any  
richer  or  more  exciting  for  it. I  preferred  to  kick  the  habit,  so  
as  not  to  endan ge r  my  chi ld ren 's  hea l t h.  They  shou l d n ' t  have  
to  suffer  because  their  mothe r  walks  arou n d  al l  day  with  a  cig  
han g i n g  out  of  her  mout h."

"I knew  it! Those  wh o 've  given  up  are  the  wors t."

"I didn' t  strugg le  to  give  up  so  that  every  badly  broug h t  up  
you n g  foo l  can  blow  smoke  in  my  face!"

"Yeh, yeh,  I  know.  You  deserve  a  medal  for  you r  hero ic  strugg le  
agains t  tobacco."

* * * * *

With an alcoholic here, an alcoholic there...
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The  last  thin g  I  felt  like  doing  that  lazy  aftern o o n  was  
visiting  some  hysterica l,  stubbo r n  you n g  foo l  in  a  ha l f- way  
house,  wh o  was  th reateni n g  to  commit  suicide. When  I  stepped  
outside,  I  saw  autum n  was  al ready  with  us. The  wind  was  
twi r l i n g  the  first  fal len  leaves. It  was  getting  dark.  I  decided  I  
needed  to  for t i fy  myself  for  my  demandi n g  visit  and  went  into  
the  delicatessen  for  twenty  sandwic hes,  a  kilo  of  hazeln u t  
choco l a tes  and  a  la r ge  pack  of  custa r d  creams.  Because  I  was  
sti l l  feeling  wel l- incli ned  towa r ds  the  huma n  race, I  intended  
to  give  Žuža  wha t  I  didn' t  manage  to  eat  on  the  way.  At  the  
cor ner  of  ou r  street  I  ran  into  a  ta l l  male  figu re,  wh ose  scent  
and  tracksu i t  seemed  someh o w  familia r.

"Hel l o,  Desa.  I  was  just  on  my  way  to  you r  place," said  Žuža's  
fat her,  Mi r o,  with  a  voice  like  a  roas t  chestn u t  in  a  cold  han d.  
"I finished  exercising  ear ly  so  as  to  catch  you."

His  forget- me-not  blue  eyes stared  emotio n a l l y  into  mine, 
which  hid  modest ly  behind  the  lenses  of  my  glasses. For  the  
first  time  since  my  mar r ia ge  I  real ly  minded  that  I'm  no  beauty.  
And  why  the  hel l  do  I  have  to  eat  al l  the  time?  From  this  
moment  for t h  –  and  I  wan t  the  wh o le  wor l d  to  know  –  I'm  
DIETING!

"Have  you  got  time  for  a  drink?  I  hope  you' re  not  headin g  for  
some  impor t a n t  appoin tmen t ?"  he  ventu red,  like  some  timid  
you n g  lad.

"Of  cou rse  not.  I'm  not  goin g  anyw here  in  particu l a r,  just  a  
lit t le  walk..."

I  sat  at  a  table  in  a  smoky  cafe. He  went  to  order  us  a  lit re  of  
minera l  water.  Whi le  I  waited  for  him,  I  over hea r d  a  
conversa t i o n  at  the  bar:

"If  I  was  President,  I'd  soon  sor t  thin gs  out.  Women  in  the  
kitchen,  now he re  else, and  kids  given  a  good  hidin g  now  and  
then  to  toug he n  them  up  a  bit. They  can  ha rd l y  get  acr oss  the  
road  now  with o u t  fal l i n g  over,  they're  so  spoiled.  And  then  
when  you  run  them  over  it's  you r  fau l t  for  drivi n g  under  the  
inf luence!"

I  looked  rou n d  and  saw  a  red- faced  man  wit h  his  flies  open  and  
an  interesting  ar r a n gement  of  the  few  hai r s  on  his  bald  head.  
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On  one  side, his  lo ng  red  hai r  hu n g  past  his  shou l de r s,  on  the  
other  he  had  no ne.  The  glassy- eyed  flock  arou n d  him  nodded  
their  heads  which,  as  they  were  hav in g  troub le  staying  uprigh t,  
almos t  th rew  them  off  balance.  Then  I  looked  at  Žuža's  
relaxed,  han ds ome  father,  wh o  was  look i n g  at  me warm ly  
from  the  bar  and  tho u g h t:  Wha t  a  litt le  lia r  Žuža  is  –  he  can't  
be an  alco h o l i c!

"I'm  an  alco h o l i c,"  said  Žuža's  fat her  when  he  retu r ned  with  
the  minera l  water.  "You've  probably  heard  al ready  from  
someone  else."

Wha t  now?  Perhaps  it  real ly  was  possible  that  he  was  the  one  
to  blame  for  Žuža's  problems!

"Now  you' re  probably  thin k i n g  that  I'm  to  blame  for  Žuža's  
problems," he  said  humbly.

"Of  cou rse  not!  It's  not  a  matter  of... it's  no- one's... I  don ' t... I'd  
never  condemn  someone  with o u t  knowi n g  the  reaso ns  for  his  
actio n s."

"I knew  it!" he  exclaimed,  triumph a n t l y  raising  his  arm  and  
dow n i n g  his  fift h  glass  of  minera l  water.  "I knew  you'd  
unders t a n d.  Fina l l y,  someone  wh o  doesn't  thi nk  that  I'm  to  
blame  for  everyth i n g.  Whereas  my  wife... wel l,  never  mind.  
You've  met, haven ' t  you?  Won der f u l,  isn't  she?  So  patient.  I'm  
not  wor t h y  of  her."

"You r  wife  th rew  me out!"  I  said,  feeling  he  wou l d  appreciate  
wha t  I  was  saying.

"So, maybe  you  unders ta n d  me better  now.  My  wife  real ly  is  a  
won der f u l  woma n,  as  I  said,  but  she  does  have  her  litt le  
qui r ks..."

Over  the  next  bott le  of  minera l  water  I  fou n d  out  wha t  these  
qui r ks  were. How  calcu l a t i n g  she  was,  never  satisfied,  
interested  in  on ly  two  thin gs:  money  and  wha t  other  people  
wou l d  say. Yes, I  quick ly  affi rmed,  I'd  got  exact ly  the  same  
impression.  I  unders t o o d  so  well  wha t  he  meant  when  he  said  
that  he  sometimes  wished  that  he  had  beside  him  a  warm,  
feeling,  unders ta n d i n g  woma n.  Perhaps  a  litt le  more  rou n ded  
(on ly  tempora r i l y!), with  glasses?
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Over  ou r  thi r d  bott le  he  revealed  tha t  he  wou l d  never  have  
star ted  to  drink  if  he  had  not  been  forced  to  do  so  by 
circumsta nces.  He  had  problems  with  stomac h  acid,  which  were  
great ly  helped, he  soo n  established,  by alco h o l.  In  any  case, 
wh o 'd  ever  seen  a  grow n  man  drink i n g  juice! And  as  a  
travel l i n g  salesman  he  often  fou n d  himself  in  situat i o n s  where  
it  was  impossible  to  say  no  to  a  drin k  –  ot her wise  he'd  risk  
losin g  his  job. Then  there  were  parties  at  work,  and  qua r re l s  at  
home  from  which  he  needed  to  wind- dow n  someho w...

"But  I've  never  fal len  as  low  as  tha t,"  he  gestu red  towa r d s  the  
group  at  the  bar.  Their  leader  was  just  explain i n g  tha t,  as  
President,  he  wou l d  int r o d u ce  a  law  al l o w i n g  each  man  to  
have  a  number  of  wives, al l  of  which  wou l d  go  out  to  work  
whi le  the  man  wou l d  stay  at  home  resting,  so  tha t  he  was  
always  in  a  good  mood  and  ready  to  lend  a  sympathet ic  ear  to  
their  problems.  

"People  obvious ly  say  al l  sor ts,"  con t i n ued  Žuža's  fat her.  "That  I  
wou l d  beat  my  wife  and  daug h te r!  There's  no  bigger  softy  tha n  
I  am  –  I  cry  at  almos t  every  film  I  watch.  Not  tha t  they  
wou l d n ' t  benefit  from  a  clip  rou n d  the  ear  now  and  then.  My  
wife  can  be very  prov ok i n g,  and  ou r  Žuža's  tongue  is  so  sha rp  
I'm  surprised  she  doesn't  cut  herself  on  it."

"I know  what  you  mean,"  I  said  warm ly.  "People  are  such  
shameless  lia rs.  But  I  know  you  wou l d n ' t  smash  up  the  fla t,  or  
chase  them  wit h  a  knife, or  set  fire  to  the  parquet  and  toys  and  
so  on,  as  Žuža  tried  to  imply."

Then  we  laug hed  hear t i l y  together  at  mankin d 's  vices  and  
stupidity.  How  nice  tha t  we  were  above  al l  tha t!  Over  ou r  
fou r t h  bott le  I  conf ided  in  him  my  own  dissatisfact i o n  over  
the  man  I  had  at  home  in  fro n t  of  the  television.  Then  we  
swore  that  wou l d  not  al l o w  this  newly- born  and  beautifu l  
friends h ip  to  die, and  parted  with  a  feeling  that  we  were  born  
for  each  other.

At  home,  Television  Ma n  was  wait in g  for  me in  the  ha l l,  which  
was  quite  unusua l  for  ar ou n d  news  time. He  was  almos t  beside  
himself:

"Where  have  you  been?  They  cal led  from  the  ha l fw ay  house!  
Žuža  waited  for  you  al l  aftern o o n ,  then  she  locked  herself  in  
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the  toi let.  When  they  fina l l y  broke  in,  she'd  gone,  climbed  
th r o u g h  the  wind o w."

* * * * *

Things get complicated

The  seria l  with  the  tit le  How I helped to destroy some young lives had  
entered  a  new,  dramat ic  episode. So  I  was  in  the  bath r o o m,  
havi n g  a  serious  ta lk  with  my  reflectio n:  You  trai t o r !  You  
abused  Žuža's  trust.  Now  you  can  han g  you r  ha l o  in  the  
budgie's  cage  and  let  him  swing  on  it. And  then  I  laug hed  so  
much,  the  wh o le  bath r o o m  was  sprayed  with  too t hp as te.  
Žuža's  fligh t  from  the  ha l fw ay  house  had  put  me in  a  good  
mood,  because  it  gave  me a  good  excuse  to  cal l  Mi r o  at  work  
the  next  day  and  tel l  him  how  wor r ied  I  was.

I  bar r icaded  myself  in  the  bedroom  wit h  Radko  the  cat  and  
some  books  on  alco h o l i sm.  And  just  a  smal l  packet  of  coco n u t  
biscuits,  as  I  was  slimming.  I  must  tel l  you  that  books  on  
alco h o l i sm  real ly  get  ho l d  of  you.  The  best  are  those  which  
moving l y  and  dramat ica l l y  describe  cases  from  real  life, whi le  
those  in  which  alco h o l i cs  describe  their  own  experiences  are  
ha rd  to  put  dow n  –  you  have  to  keep reading  til l  you  get  to  the  
end.  Whi le  Radko  pur red  in  my  ear,  I  feverish l y  looked  for  cases  
like  Žuža's  fat her.  But  the  books  were  obvious l y  lacki n g,  as  I  
fou n d  no  descriptio n s  of  a  you n g,  sensitive, beautifu l,  nob le  
cha r ac ter,  driven  by the  mean  tricks  of  his  naggi n g  and  
demandi n g  wife, his  jealous  col leagues  and  his  disrespectfu l  
chi ld ren  to  reach  for  alco h o l  agains t  his  better  judgement.  I  
simply  cou ld n ' t  find  Mi r o  in  these  books,  but  I  did  come  across  
hear t- rending  sto r ies  of  women  ro l l i n g  in  ditches  whi le  their  
chi ld ren  went  hu n g r y  for  food  and  love,  and  many  examples  
of  men  wh ose  wives  had  to  pul l  their  vomit  and  urine- stained  
clot hes  from  their  bodies  as  they  lay  in  a  dru n ken  stupo r.  At  
the  end  of  al l  these  sto r ies  were  moving  descriptio n s  of  their  
rescue  from  the  hel l  of  alco h o l i sm,  wit h  the  help  of  their  
doct o r s,  of  cou rse.

Tru ly  hear t- rending  and  gripping  reading.  I  recommend  them  
to  you nge r  readers,  too.

And  then,  arou n d  one  in  the  mor n i n g,  the  doo rbel l.  The  
doo rbel l  makes  me nervo u s  at  any  time, but  in  the  quiet  of  the  
nigh t  it  was  like  an  electric  shock.
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Maks  hissed  from  in  fro n t  of  the  television:

"What  now?"

"I don ' t  know.  We  don ' t  have  to  answer."

"What  if  it's  the  police?"

Yes. What  if  it  was  the  police  with  news  of  Žuža?  Perhaps  they'd  
just  pul led  her  shoes  out  of  the  river  or  scraped  her  off  the  
rai lway  line.  I  put  my  dressing  gow n  on  and  hu r r ied  to  the  
doo r.

Žuža  was  alive, but  on ly  just.  She  was  swaying  between  Do l f i  
and  one  other  representa t i ve  of  the  unsh a ven,  unt r immed  and  
unkempt  huma n  sub-species. She  had  a  stupid  grin  on  her  face  
and  stared  th r o u g h  me wit h  enorm o us  dark  eyes. You' re  righ t,  
at  the  star t  of  the  book  they  were  ligh t  blue, now  they  were  
like  two  enorm o us  prunes.

"Listen,  we're  in  a  terr ible  fix.  The  police  are  after  us  and  we've  
now he re  to  leave  Žuža.  You've  always  been  to  good  to  her,"  said  
Do l f i.

"What 's  wro n g  wit h  her?"  I  asked,  wor r ied.

"She's  tripping,"  replied  Do l f i.  "We got  them  almos t  for  not h i n g  
from  some  guy  wh o 's  goin g  to  his  guru  in  India  and  has  laid  
off  the  drugs.  We  wan ted  to  take  one  each  to  celebrate  Žuža's  
big  retu r n,  but  then  the  police  tur ned  up. Žuža  had  al ready  
swal l o wed  hers,  there  was  not h i n g  we  cou ld  do.  We  on ly  just  
got  away."

So  that  explained  the  dark  star i n g  eyes. She  watched  me wit h  
interest.

"And  wha t 's  goin g  to  happen  to  her  now?  Is  she  going  to  jump  
out  of  the  wind o w?  What  do  I  do  if  she  passes  out?"

"Not h i n g  much' l l  happen.  She'l l  be stoned  al l  nigh t,  maybe  she'l l  
act  a  bit  weird  and  talk  nonsense.  Just  have  a  look  at  her  from  
time  to  time. We've  got  to  be off  now.  Here's  her  stuff  if  you  
need  it..."
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Bye, and  the  dark ness  swal l o wed  them  up.

I  stood  in  the  middle  of  the  ha l l.  Maks  on  one  side, han ds  on  
hips, Žuža  on  the  other  wit h  an  angelic  smile  and  enorm o us,  
vacan t  eyes. In  my  han d  I  held  th ree  smal l  tablets,  like  
art if icia l  sweeteners.  

"I'm  cal l i n g  the  police!" said  Maks.

"Oh,  no  you' re  not!  Or  I'l l  soak  the  remote  cont r o l  in  
hyd r oc h l o r i c  acid.  Get  back  in  there.  You r  prog r amme  hasn ' t  
finished  yet. I'l l  deal  with  this."

I  was  for t u n a te.  He'd  probably  have  cal led  the  police  if  there  
had n ' t  been  some  discussion  prog r amme  on.  Mu t te r i n g  tha t  
this  was  his  house,  he  went  and  reinsta l led  himself  in  fro n t  of  
the  television.

I  took  Žuža  dow n  to  the  cella r,  because  I  was  afra id  she'd  be 
taken  with  a  desire  to  star t  breaking  thin gs.  I  put  an  old  
matt ress  on  the  flo o r.  She  lay  dow n  obedient ly  and  stared  at  
the  ceiling.  I  don ' t  thin k  for  a  moment  she  knew  wh o  I  was  or  
where  she  was.  Then  I  put  the  th ree  pills  in  a  coffee  cup  at  the  
top  of  the  kitchen  cupboa r d,  so  tha t  the  gir ls  wou l d n ' t  get  
their  han ds  on  them.

* * * * *

Willpower is best

"So, you  see!" cried  out  Žuža  triumph a n t l y  when  I  finished  my  
sto ry  of  the  mystica l  experiences  of  the  sain ts.  "I'm  a  bit  more  
practica l.  Instead  of  going  on  a  one- mon t h  fast,  I'd  rat he r  
knock  back  some  vodka  and  blow  a  join t,  and  a  god  shows  up, 
whichever  one  I  wan t"

"But  when  the  alco h o l  and  drugs  wear  off,  no  god  is  going  to  
help  you r  han g o ve r,  or  conv i nce  the  police  to  keep away  from  
you,  or  give  you  a  penny.  You' l l  be left  as  you  are  –  a  kid  wit h  no  
scho o l,  no  home  and  no  futu re."

"My  god  has  looked  after  me pretty  well  up  to  now,"  she  said,  
wit h  a  wily  look.  "He  sent  you."
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Then  we  fina l l y  said  ou r  goodbyes,  a  lit t le  too  warm ly  for  my  
taste.

As  the  trai n  took  me towa r d s  Ljubljana  I  felt  terr ib le,  worse  
tha n  I'd  ever  felt  in  my  life. My  safe  litt le  wor l d  of  gleaming  
kitchen  tiles, vases  of  flowers  and  a  well- stocked  pant ry  had  
star ted  to  crumble,  and  th r o u g h  the  cracks  ever  more  painfu l  
apparit i o n s  appeared.

FIRST  APPARITIO N:
I'm  sitting  on  the  fresh ly  Hoo ve red  carpet  in  the  living  room,  
playing  wit h  the  gir ls.  It's  about  time, as  recent ly  I've  been  
paying  more  atten t i o n  to  other  chi ld ren  tha n  my  own.  Maks  is  
slumped  in  fro n t  of  the  TV. Everyth i n g  is  as  it  shou l d  be. 
Sudden ly,  there  is  a  muted  poundi n g  on  the  doo r  and:
"Police, open  up!"

Four  unif o r med  police  armed  with  machi ne  guns  and  two  
plainc l o t hes  officers  cha r ge  in.  Close  behind  them  stumbles  
Rezka,  screeching:

"They've  probably  got  her  hidden  in  the  cella r.  She  had  me 
locked  up  there  when  she  to r t u red  me with  poison  gas.  Be 
carefu l,  she's  probably  armed!"

They  stampede  across  the  Hoo ve red  carpet,  crush i n g  Barbies  
and  Lego  bricks  beneath  their  heavy  boots.  They  tear  the  house  
apar t,  but  they  don ' t  find  Žuža.  They  han dcu f f  me and  take  me 
away.  Behind  me, chi ld ren 's  smal l  han ds  reach  out  beseeching ly.  
Du r i n g  al l  this  rumpus,  Maks  doesn't  take  his  eyes off  the  
screen.  At  the  police  statio n  I  am  beaten  and  to r t u red  for  
hou r s,  but  I  give  in  on ly  when  they  th reaten  to  raid  my  fridge  
and  set  fire  to  the  pant ry.  Žuža  is  locked  away  at  the  Višnja  
Gora  remand  home,  where  she  lives  to  a  ripe old  age. Than ks  to  
her,  wh o le  genera t i o n s  of  warders  go  mad.

SECOND  APPARITIO N:
I'm  sitting  on  the  fresh ly  hoo ve red  carpet  in  the  living  room,  
playing  wit h  the  gir ls,  etc. The  phone  rings.  It  is  Mi r o,  wh o  tel ls  
in  a  shaken  voice  the  fo l l o w i n g  sto ry:
Nigh t.  Two  escaped  crimina l s  fleeing  th r o u g h  the  woods  of  
Do lenjska  come  upon  ou r  weekend  cottage.  They  look  th r o u g h  
the  ligh ted  wind o w  and  see a  youn g  gir l,  alo ne  and  vu l ner ab le,  
reading  the  Bible  by the  ligh t  of  a  spirit  lamp. They  break  in  
and... rivers  of  blood...
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Mi r o  finishes  his  sto ry:
"You've  ruined  ou r  life. I  never  wan t  to  see you  again.  Now  I'm  
going  to  drink  myself  to  death."

Thr o u g h  the  lon g  days  when  I  sit  on  the  hoo ve red  carpet  and  
weep, Maks  doesn't  take  his  eyes off  the  screen.

The  trai n  was  ful l  of  youn gs ters  en  rou te  to  Ljubljana  for  
aftern o o n  classes. The  noisy  buzz  ar ou n d  me on ly  increased  my  
sense  of  iso la t i o n  in  a  wor l d  ful l  of  catast r op hes.  This  wou l d  
happen  righ t  now,  when  I've  star ted  to  diet!  My  tho u g h t s  are  
al ready  way  ahead  of  me, coming  out  of  the  rai lway  statio n,  
where  lu rk  malicious  kiosks  ful l  of  the  most  delicious  junk.  My  
saliva  star ts  to  drip  on t o  the  flo o r  and  to  spread  across  the  
car r i a ge  unt i l  we  are  ank le- deep in  it.

When  I  get  off  the  trai n  I  almos t  trip  over  a  dru n k  ro l l i n g  in  
his  own  vomit.  In  disgust,  I  stagger  past  him  and  almos t  into  
the  hambu r ger  kiosk.  I  stand  uncer t a i n l y  in  fro n t  of  its  
wind o w.  Mi r o 's  smiling  eyes seem to  appear  in  the  glass.  I  clench  
my  teeth  and  determined ly  drag  myself  away,  as  far  as  the  burek 
kiosk.  I  stand  there  for  a  minute  or  two,  walk  away  as  far  as  
the  cor ner  and  then  come  back.  Beneath  the  suspicious  gaze  of  
those  in  the  queue, I  shamefaced ly  go  to  the  fro n t  and  buy  one  
meat  burek and  one  cheese one.  Then,  like  a  crimina l,  I  rus h  to  
the  nearest  lit ter  bin  and  th r o w  them  in.  (What  a  pig  I  am, some  
people  are  starv i n g.  I  know,  I  kno w,  I  kno w!)  I  dash  past  the  chip  
kiosk  quite  decisively,  but  at  the  one  with  ice-cream  and  cakes  
my  tears  fina l l y  star t  to  flow.  Curse  this  life! With  the  last  of  
my  strengt h,  I  drag  myself  to  the  bus  statio n.  But  then  I  am  
gripped  by an  unk n o w n  force  tha t  car r ies  me back  to  the  kiosk.  
Before  I  know  what 's  happening,  I  find  myself  in  the  park  
opposite  the  statio n,  sitting  between  two  dru n k s  wh o  are  
knock i n g  back  a  bott le  of  plonk,  and  in  the  space  of  a  few  
minutes  I  wo l f  dow n  fou r  cold,  greasy,  burn t  pieces of  chicken,  
one  meat  and  one  cheese burek, two  wal n u t  slices, two  ho td o g s  
wit h  musta r d  and  two  slices  of  choco l a te  cake  tha t  smell  of  
old  ash t r ays.

It  doesn't  matter,  I  say  to  myself,  as  I  greedily  swal l o w  the  food.  
Tomor r o w  I'l l  star t  for  real,  wor d  of  ho n o u r .  Tomor r o w  I'l l  
become  a  new  person  and  from  then  on  everyth i n g  wil l  be 
different.  I'l l  begin  a  tota l  fast,  I'l l  star t  joggin g  and  join  the  
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gym. In  a  few  mont h s  I'l l  be a  slim, decisive, active  and  
att r ac t i ve  woma n.  A  new  Desa.  In  fact,  I  migh t  even  chan ge  my  
name. I'l l  fina l l y  complete  my  university  studies  and  get  rich.  I'l l  
be so  popula r  tha t  I'm  a  bit  wor r ied  I'l l  be asked  to  run  for  
President.  I'l l  breeze th r o u g h  life, slim, elegan t,  att r ac t i ve  and  
self- confiden t.  The  Prime  Mi n is ter  wil l  send  me a  red  rose  every  
mor n i n g  and  every  Slovene  writer  wil l  have  a  smal l  sh r i ne  at  
home  wit h  my  picture.  These  thou g h t s  were  distu rbed  by 
someone  mutter i n g.  An  dru n k  old  lady  approac hed,  with  a  
purple  face, wor n- out  slippers  on  her  feet  and  dressed  in  smelly  
rags  of  un recog n i s ab le  col o u r.  Slu r r i n g  her  words,  she  asked  
me for  some  chan ge.  With  a  mout h  ful l  of  ho t  dog,  and  
dripping  musta r d,  mayon n a i se  and  fat,  I  drove  her  away,  
tel l i n g  her  she  shou l d  join  some  rehabi l i t a t i o n  prog r amme  for  
alco h o l i cs.

To  let  herself  go  like  tha t,  I  tho u g h t,  haug h t i l y.  Some  people  
simply  have  no  wil lpower.

Then  I  set  off  for  home.  Maks  was  due  back  from  work  at  any  
moment.

* * * * *

Where have all the children gone? Long time ago...

I  felt  as  if  I  had  irrevocab ly  closed  the  doo r  of  hel l  behind  me 
and  said  farewel l  with  the  wor ds:  "Hang  on  in  there,  gir l.  It' l l  
be al r ig h t.  They'l l  fry  you  in  boili n g  oi l  a  bit, maybe  put  an  eye 
out  and  stick  you  on  a  fork  just  for  fun,  but  that 's  not h i n g."

In  reali ty,  I  had  no  idea  wha t  cold  tu rkey  was  actua l l y  like. I'd  
read  a  bit, but  thou g h t  they  probably  exaggera ted  the  
wit hd r a w a l  symptoms  in  order  to  have  a  more  educat i o n a l  
effect.  When  I  tho u g h t  about  wha t  was  happening  in  my  cella r,  
I  almos t  choked  with  anguis h,  but  then  I  said  to  myself:  it  
doesn't  matter,  my  life  is  in  any  case  such  a  disaster  area  that  
one  more  act  of  stupidity  (it  migh t  even  be a  good  work,  as  
hist o r y  wil l  no  doubt  show)  is  neither  here  no r  there.  When  it  
al l  comes  out  I'l l  most  likely  have  the  police  at  my  doo r,  I'l l  be 
condemned  by the  public,  my  relat ives  wil l  disow n  me and  the  
neighbou r s  wil l  demand  that  I  move  out.  One  ha l f- dead  dread  
drug  addict  in  the  cella r  or  not.  On  top  of  which,  my  carefu l l y  
cons t r uc ted  list  of  those  gui l ty  for  the  drug  addicti o n  of  the  
you n g  had  col l apsed  like  a  rot ten  stai rcase.  Where  cou ld  I  find  
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new  ones?  Which  came  first,  the  chicken  or  the  egg?  If  it  was  
the  chicken,  wh o  shou l d  get  their  ears  boxed  first?  The  parents?  
Scho o l ?  Society?  The  system?  And  wha t  if  it  was  the  egg?  Wh o 's  
to  blame?

When  I  retu r ned  to  the  kitchen  I  came  across  Žuža  blowin g  a  
hear ty  raspberry  at  the  wind o w.

"That  ridicu l o u s  neighbou r  of  you r s  is  always  gawping  in  this  
directio n  th r o u g h  a  telescope!"

Of  cou r se,  why  didn 't  I  thi nk  of  that  before?  Rezka!  It  was  al l  
Rezka's  fau l t.  So  if  anyo ne  asks  you  wh o's  to  blame  for  the  
growi n g  number  of  drug  addicts  in  Slovenia,  tel l  them  it's  
Rezka.

We  were  in  the  middle  of  lunc h  when  Žuža's  mot her  came  
buzzing  alo n g.  I  went  to  get  her  a  plate.

"There's  no  need. I  don ' t  wan t  to  distu rb  you,"  she  chir r uped.  She  
seemed  to  be in  an  excel len t  mood,  as  if  al l  the  bruises  on  her  
face  were  the  resu l t  of  being  showered  with  diamo n ds.  When  I  
lad led  out  some  warmed- up  soup  for  her,  I  deliberately  lent  
closer.  No,  she  didn' t  smell  of  alco h o l.

"I was  at  the  docto r ' s,  you  know,  and  he  gave  me a  writ ten  
conf i rm a t i o n  of  my  injur ies  that  I'l l  use  for  the  divo rce.  So  
that 's  it, I'm  star t i n g  a  new  life! The  doct o r  was  great.  It's  
won der f u l  to  find  someone  wh o's  wil l i n g  to  listen  to  you r  
troub les  and  show  compassion."

"Instead  of  him  giving  you  one  on  the  nose!" muttered  Žuža  at  
the  heap  of  mashed  potat o  in  fro n t  of  her.  Maks  and  I  tried  to  
tel l  her  off,  but  her  mothe r  simply  waved  her  han d.

"Leave  her  be. She's  not  hav in g  any  effect,  I'm  on  tra n q u i l l i sers."

She  said  'I'm  on  tran q u i l l i sers '  as  if  she  was  saying  'I'm  ho n o r a r y  
head  of  the  UN'.

"Yeh, of  cou r se.  You  dope  you rsel f  wit h  tran q u i l l i sers  and  then  
watch  dumbly  whi le  my  father  hits  you,  cheats  and  drinks  
away  you r  money,  instead  of  figh t i n g  back!" said  Žuža  ang r i l y  
to  the  mashed  potat o.
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My  hear t  jumped  wit h  joy. They  were  fina l l y  talk i n g  to  each  
other!

Cvetka  responded  benevo len t l y:  "You  know  what,  you've  got  no  
righ t  to  poke  you r  nose  into  my  affai r s  and  criticise  me, because  
you've  no  idea  wha t  I'm  goin g  th r o u g h!"

"Of  cou rse,  I'm  on ly  you r  daug h te r,  I've  got  no  righ t  to  
interfere  'cos  I  haven ' t  been  th r o u g h  it  al l  with  you!  The  
doct o r  and  al l  the  others  you  show  you r  bruises  to  have,  I  
suppose. And  so  has  everyone  wh o  says  wha t  a  poor  litt le  thi n g  
you  are  and  wha t  a  basta r d  dad  is! The  on ly  ones  wh o  haven ' t  
are  those  wh o  say  some  of  the  blame's  you r s  and  that  you  
shou l d  do  somethi n g  to  chan ge  thi n gs,  and  that  
tran q u i l l i sers  aren't  the  answer."

Maks  discreet ly  took  the  gir l s,  wh o  were  listening  open-
mout hed,  int o  the  garden.  Silence  reigned.  Then  Žuža  got  up  
and  ran  after  them.  In  spite  of  the  tran q u i l l i sers,  Cvetka's  
lower  lip  was  trembling.

"Now  you  see wha t  it's  like! My  own  daug h te r  doesn't  
unders t a n d  and  is  tu r ned  agains t  me! After  everyth i n g  that  I've  
gone  th r o u g h  because  of  her!  I  sacrif iced  myself  for  her!  It's  
on ly  because  of  her  that  I  went  on  living  th r o u g h  hel l  wit h  
Mi r o.  And  this  is  al l  the  tha n k s  I  get!  She's  hear t less,  deceitfu l  
and  stubbor n,  just  like  her  fat her!"

"I'm  sor r y,  but  Žuža  isn't  like  that,"  I  heard  myself  say, wit h  
surprise. "There  are  lots  of  good  thin gs  about  her."

"Oh,  real ly?  Such  as?"

I  was  even  more  surpr ised  at  wha t  I  came  out  wit h:

"She  knows  how  to  be a  true  friend.  She  risked  a  lot  to  help  
Lena.  She's  ho nest.  She  cou ld ' ve  sto len  from  us  lon g  ago  if  she'd  
wan ted.  She's  observa n t,  and  she  knows  how  to  use  her  head.  
She  likes  chi ld ren  and  she  knows  how  to  behave  wit h  them.  
She's  got  a  vivid  imagin a t i o n,  it's  true,  but  she's  no  lia r!  And  
she's  a  lot  more  open  tha n  most  of  the  people  I  know."

I  must  be under  hypnosis,  I  tho u g h t.  If  anyo ne  had  said  a  
mont h  ago  tha t  I'd  be talk i n g  about  Žuža  like  that  I'd  have  
spat  at  them!

14



To  cover  up  my  seni le  sentimenta l i t y  I  went  into  the  garden  to  
tel l  Maks  to  come  and  drink  his  coffee. He  was  rummagi n g  
ar ou n d  his  boat  materia ls  and  patient ly  giving  inst r uc t i o n s  to  
Žuža  and  the  gir ls,  wh o  were  enth us ias t ica l l y  bringi n g  planks  
of  wood  and  piling  them  in  a  heap. I  sudden ly  felt  tears  
forming  in  my  eyes. For  heavens  sake! Enoug h ' s  enoug h.  I  don ' t  
even  let  them  help  me do  the  wash i n g  up  in  case  they  break  
somethi n g,  and  Žuža's  mum  doesn't  let  her  do  anyt h i n g  in  case  
she  screws  up. Maybe  Maks  –  unwit t i n g l y,  of  cou r se,  as  his  
know ledge  cou ld  not  possibly  compare  wit h  mine  –  had  
discovered  the  directio n  in  which  every  family  shou l d  go  if  its  
chi ld ren  are  to  be more  balanced  and  free  from  addict io n.  How  
wh o lehea r ted ly  the  gir ls  were  takin g  part  in  the  work,  how  
import a n t  they  must  feel  to  be con t r ibu t i n g  to  somethi n g  that  
wou l d  chan ge  ou r  lives  for  the  better.  In  their  opinio n,  of  
cou rse.  Yes, my  nose  to ld  me this  was  the  way  to  go,  and  I  
wou l d  have  joined  them  if  I  had  not  heard  a  wild  how l i n g  
from  the  cella r.

In  the  cor ner  of  the  cella r  slumped  sufferin g  person i f ied.  It  was  
as  if  Lena  had  no  skin  and  her  eyes were  wit h o u t  eyelashes.  
Pain,  pared  dow n  to  its  core.  She  fel l  silent  when  she  saw  me, 
on ly  the  chat ter i n g  of  her  teeth  echoed  rou n d  the  cella r  like  
the  soun d  of  castanets.  And  wors t  of  al l  –  this  creatu re  
shakin g,  scratc h i n g  its  legs  til l  they  bled  and  sweatin g  
ho r r ib ly  –  was  a  chi ld.  Barely  fifteen  years  old.  A  chi ld  I  wan ted  
to  bathe,  dress  in  warm  flan ne l  pyjamas,  heat  up  caramel  milk  
wit h  sage, and  ho l d  in  my  arms  unt i l  she  calmed  dow n  and  fel l  
asleep. And  why  the  hel l  wasn ' t  her  own  mothe r  here  to  do  al l  
tha t  and  where  had  she  been  al l  this  time?! I  dashed  off  to  buy  
some  hero i n,  I  cou ld n ' t  let  any  chi ld  suffer  as  much  as  this.  

[...]

There  was  vomit  everywhere  and... I'd  rat he r  not  say  wha t.  But  
no  sign  of  Lena.  I  rushed  upstai r s,  where  I  came  across  Žuža's  
mot her  stand i n g  confused  in  the  midd le  of  the  ha l l.

" Žuža  just  dragged  somethi n g  into  you r  bath r o o m.  It  th rew  up  
on  you r  stai rs.  Wha t  was  it?"

Lena  lay  limply  in  a  bath  ful l  of  hot  water.  Her  eyes were  closed  
and  she  was  panti n g  like  a  you ng  dog.  On  the  flo o r  lay  a  heap  
of  her  black  rags,  giving  off  a  powerfu l  smell.  A  trai l  of  vomit  
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led  from  the  cella r  to  the  bath r o o m.  I  silent l y  got  dow n  to  
wiping  it  up  and  rumin a ted  on  how  much  of  this  dumb  love  I  
had  inside  me. Enoug h  to  clean  up  for  a  for t n i g h t  after  
someone  else's  chi ld?  If  she  was  mine, then  maybe... And  wha t  
then?  Didn ' t  the  you n g  chap  say  tha t  I'd  have  to  stand  beside  
her  later?  But  I  don ' t  even  have  enoug h  time  for  my  own  
chi ld ren!  Do  I  have  the  streng t h  and  the  nerves  to  spend  years  
breaking  th r o u g h  the  labyri n t h  of  dist r us t,  excuses  and  
hos t i le  thou g h t  patter ns  wit h  which  this  chi ld 's  hear t  was  
lon g  ago  smot he red  and  teach  it  everyth i n g  afresh?  Is  there  
anyo ne  on  eart h  wh o  wou l d  have  enoug h  love  for  tha t?

I  said  to  Žuža,  wh o  was  wiping  Lena's  face  and  neck  wit h  a  
sponge:
"I'm  sor r y,  but  I  can't  do  this!  I  can't  take  the  responsibi l i ty.  I've  
got  two  chi ld ren,  wh o  can't  live  in  such... I  mean,  I  thi n k  it'd  be 
better  for  everyone  if  I  cal led  an  ambula nce  for  Lena.  I'l l  make  
sure  she's  admit ted  to  the  best  rehab  clinic  and  in  real ly  good  
han ds."

"God,  you  always  know  what 's  best  for  everyone  else, don ' t  you?"  
said  Žuža,  hu r l i n g  the  sponge  at  the  wal l,  so  tha t  the  wh o le  
bath r o o m  was  splashed.  "Do  wha t  you  wan t,  but  if  you  do  cal l  
an  ambula nce  it'l l  be worse  tha n  a  mad  house  in  here. The  
police'l l  be here  in  a  flas h,  and  I  don ' t  know  if  you' re  brigh t  
enoug h  to  answer  al l  their  questio n s.  In  you r  won der f u l  
institu t i o n  she'l l  be locked  up  with  other  junkies  and  they'l l  
spend  the  wh o le  time  ta lk i n g  about  not h i n g  else other  tha n  
how  they  can  score.  The  first  day  she  came  out  she'd  be 
sho o t i n g  up  again."

"What  about  that  religiou s  commu ne?  Run  by those  Ita l i a n  
priests?  I've  heard  they're  very  successfu l."

"Before  you  can  get  in  there  you've  got  to  be clean  for  a  year."

"I'm  real ly  sor ry,  but  I  just  can't..."

"I'l l  do  it, I'l l  look  after  her!  I've  got  tons  of  time  and  not h i n g  
else to  do.  I'l l  make  sure  you r  kids  are  not  walk i n g  in  shit  and  
puke, they'l l  have  no  idea  wha t 's  goin g  in.  It'l l  on ly  be this  bad  
for  a  couple  of  days.  Then  I'l l  take  her  to  tha t  weekend  place  of  
you rs.  Go  on,  please! Don ' t  be a  basta rd!  She's  fina l l y  showi n g  
some  guts  and  if  you  screw  up  now  no- one' l l  ever  conv i nce  her  
again  tha t  grow n- ups  are  anyt h i n g  other  tha n  a  load  of  
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hypocr i tes.  This' l l  be the  first  time  any  adu l t  has  done  anyt h i n g  
for  her  wh o  hasn ' t  been  paid  by the  gover nment."

"I real ly  don ' t  know.  It's  such  a  risk..."

"You  know,  when  she  gets  it  into  her  head  again  to  sho o t  up  
and  says  it's  al l  the  same  if  she  snuffs  it  from  dope  as  life's  a  
load  of  shit  and  the  wor l d 's  just  one  big  mistake,  then  I'l l  be 
able  to  say  to  her:  Han g  on  a  minute,  it's  not  al l  shit.  They're  
not  al l  sell  outs.  Wha t  about  old  Desa.  She  helped  you,  even  
tho u g h  she  didn' t  have  to.  You've  no  idea  how  much  she  risked,  
just  because  she  believed  in  you.  You' re  not  goin g  to  screw  up  
old  Desa  now,  are  you?  You  get  wha t  I  mean?"

I  got  it. I  said  okay  and  went  dow ns t a i r s,  to  find  Žuža's  mothe r  
in  the  midd le  of  a  hear t- to- hear t  with  Do l f i.

"Hi  there,  I  missed  Žuža  so  much  I  just  had  to  come," he  said  to  
me. "I'l l  on ly  stay  a  couple  of  nigh t s  unt i l  I  find  somewhere  
better  to  crash.  Hey, have  you  sti l l  got  any  of  that  great  
whisky?"
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