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The last days of Milutin, an elderly former 
post office worker, had been difficult. In 
the port city of Bar, night found him on the 
boardwalk, proffering bottles of olive oil 
mixed with medicinal plants to arrogant tour-
ists for tiny amounts of money. As at end of 
every summer, he was reminded of the year 
he had met the love of his life at a dance party 
organized by his former office in a villa near 
the town. They had been together for two 
years, then she had left. Never again had he 
loved so fully, and each new woman in his 
life had been in some way a reminder of her. 
Never again had they met, nor had he ever 
again heard anything about her.

Milutin would make his oils with great 
care. He would purchase olive oil from one of 
the masters of Ulcinj, which, they said, was 
the best. Long ago he had heard it explained 
that “out of every 100 pounds of olives, one 
gets ten liters of oil, at the most” and that all 
other oils from the region were diluted, but 
here the olives were left to ripen longer, so 
that their flesh was full of this heavenly liquid.

This Ulcinj oil was much more expen-
sive than the others, but Milutin had never 
complained. Ever since he had retired, this 
was the most important thing in the world 
for him. The ingredients were dependent 
on the season. So, in season, Milutin would 
add mushrooms, dried figs, lavender, amber, 
walnut, rosemary, marigold… If only the 
careless seasonal shoppers knew what those 
elixirs contained, they would willingly pay a 
much higher price

At night he would wearily pack the un-
sold bottles in his duffel bag and head home. 
His hometown, Bar, wasn’t as loaded with 
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tourists as other cities on the Adriatic coast. 
However, if the season is good, the aspect of 
the city in changes in the summer, and the 
wide port streets are filled with half-naked 
girls and their hairy companions. Most have 
chosen to vacation in Bar with no reason. 
Tourists were often the relatives of residents, 
or citizens of poorer neighboring countries 
looking for cheap accommodation at the 
seaside. Milutin was amused by the tourists 
in his town: he would imagine that all of a 
sudden the inhabitants of a serious Continen-
tal city had turned mad and dressed in their 
swimsuits. Then he would imagine them go-
ing to work like that: a slideshow of counter 
clerks in one-piece animal-print swimwear, 
taxi drivers in the Speedo shorts or Boards 
of Directors of some large corporation such 
as the Port of Bar directorship, all seated 
at some huge round table – all in Hawaiian 
shorts. The city is, in all honesty, surrounded 
by beautiful beaches.

Nightfall had caught Milutin off guard: 
overcome with the fear of the very possibil-
ity of falling asleep at some point behind his 
small plastic table covered with bottles of 
oil. One cannot fall asleep uncontrollably, 
he thought. Especially not in the workplace. 
When he had been an employee of the Bar 
post office, those found asleep at work had 
inevitably been punished. Was it because 
the end of summer is marked with a short-
ening of daylight? A sense of time means an 
awareness of self. As a man begins to lose his 
sharpness, he begins to die. It has nothing to 
do with age. This can happen in his youth, 
if his soul is old. Milutin was considerably 
shaken by such thoughts.
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ić Going home, Milutin left behind behind 
the waterfront and harbor docks. The neigh-
borhood he lives in is known as Macedonian 
village. After twenty years of service, Milutin 
had been assigned an apartment in this area. 
He remained in service for another twenty 
years. His apartment is on the ground floor of a 
very old building. The building was built long 
before the great earthquake in 1979. These 
old structures, they say, superbly withstand 
the test of time and bad weather. The build-
ing had been filled with his old colleagues 
but over time the nature of the population had 
changed. Now there were mainly their chil-
dren and grandchildren. The ones who knew 
him were very polite. But newcomers hardly 
ever greated him with a “good day.” He is not 
known as a grumpy neighbor, but newcomers 
might have some bad ideas about him. People 
who do not know anything about one tend to 
imagine bad things in their minds to fill the 
void. Just because they do not know.

Approaching the building entrance, Mi-
lutin spotted a blond girl sitting and waiting 
on the stoop. Her eyes shone like cat’s eyes, 
and her face was smeared by all-day play. As 
soon as she saw him, the girl abruptly got up 
to meet him.

–Give me back my ball – said the blond 
girl.

–What ball? 
Milutin was confused. The girl gestured 

to the window on the ground floor. The win-
dow was broken, and there was a ball in the 
corner, surrounded by glass fragments.

–Aha! So you broke my window. I’ll 
return the ball to your parents. Tell me where 
you live and I’ll bring it tomorrow. Now you 
need to go home. It’s already dark.

–By the canal – cried the girl and ran 
into the night.

Often in life Milutin had thought about 
children, especially in recent years as he be-
gan approaching death. He was happy that 

even as an old man he was healthy and able 
to take care of himself without assistance. 
Throughout life he had not ecountered to 
much stress. Even in his youth, he knew 
how to subordinate everyday life to his own 
needs, and not the other way round, he had 
not reduced himself to a life imagined from 
catalogs or TV. After his one great love, he 
had known quite a few women. However, 
none of them had been able to entice him into 
the convenience of living together. He had 
never spent more than a few months with any 
of those women. Whenever they had coyly 
begun to ease their things into his apartment, 
his passion for them would begin to wane as a 
result. What had been a great joy in his youth, 
time had turned into a nuisance, somehow a 
cheap copy of the original past. No woman 
had proved herself to be the original person. 
To him, they were all the treasure troves of 
somebody else’s memories. He had consid-
ered only one woman in his memories. And 
vice versa.

Milutin did not mind being alone. He 
was a hard worker, but he had no desire 
to work for anyone but himself. He never 
thought his self sufficiency selfish, but rather 
merely his destiny. What he earned selling oil 
in summer was barely enough for firewood in 
the winter. That was not a life he could offer 
anyone, and he knew that well.

The day is August 22. He wakes up at 
about five thirty – a habit left over from his 
working days. The fresh scent of the sea and 
the noise of port machinery has been the same 
for ages. The window is broken, so he opens 
it warily. His house is always neat. His stuff 
is old, but he is used to it. Any change would 
only bring chaos. Just here and there the furni-
ture shows signs of wear after so many years 
of use. There are no paintings aside from a 
reproduction bought in a store just to fill the 
white space on the wall. There are no pho-
tos. No decoration. He makes himself coffee 
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day he will go to the waterfront and present 
his collection of medicinal oils to passersby. 
Prior to that, he will check his reflection in 
the mirror for couple of minutes. Daily obser-
vation in the mirror for a couple of minutes 
prevents him from growing old. To himself, 
he is always the same day by day. But first 
he will drink his white coffee and eat a bread 
crust  listening to the news from the radio. He 
is mostly interested in the weather forecast. 
Today, they say, the mercury in the thermom-
eter will reach 38 degrees Celsius. The end of 
summer is nearing and the heat slowly drops 
below 40 C. Soon, the rain will fall, for sure. 
The summers here are all the same. Before 
leaving the house he must suppliment today’s 
supply of oil. His canvas bag contains almost 
all the oil bottles from yesterday, except for a 
couple of bottles made with lavender. Laven-
der sells the best. He packs up his little plastic 
counter table. Than he straps to it the chair 
on which he will be sitting. Before going to 
the boardwalk, he will pay a visit to the girl’s 
parents to claim damages for his window. He 
will, of course, ask them not to be too harsh 
on her, as it can happen to any child. The girl 
seemed scared but also a bit wild. He remem-
bered her bright eyes. Where did she said she 
was living? The Canal. He is not sure where 
exactly. There are no apartment buildings he 
remembers, although he hasn’t been in that 
part of the town for more than 30 years. Once 
upon a time guys used to take girls over there 
before marrying or just leaving them. Then 
Gypsies started to gather there. The Canal, 
with its catacombs and strange architecture, 
was a shelter for many. The Police was al-
ways after someone and Canal was consid-
ered a danger zone. Thay used to say that the 
walls might crumble and water may spill, but 
it never happened. Milutin carries a bag on 
his  shoulder, pastic table in one hand, and the 
ball in the other.

He seems ridiculous to himself. He 
hasn’t had a ball is in his hands since he was a 
youngster. Heading towards the canal, he turns 
it and looks at it. He feels its heaviness. It is a 
small children’s ball. He wants to bounce it off 
the ground, but smiles to himself at the very 
thought. Imagine if someone were to see that! 
An old man bouncing a ball! But the desire to 
do so is overhelming. He looks around for a 
suitable place and then slams the ball to the 
concrete. The ball bounces the wrong way and 
the old man runs after it. His heart is pounding 
as if he has done something bad. He quickly 
picks up the ball and goes on. Again he laughs 
to himself. He is approaching the canal. It is 
just as it was 30 years ago. Maybe with a bit 
more vegetation. It is early morning and the 
city is still quiet. He wonders whether the peo-
ple who he is going to visit are awake yet. He 
hadn’t thought of it earlier.

The skyline, created in the distance by 
the canal, starts to appear in the old man’s 
eye. He is approaching it, but he is not sure 
of what he sees. He puts his hand to his fore-
head as if he wants to shield his eyes from the 
sun. From the direction of the place he is go-
ing to, amazing colors drift towards his eyes. 
He thinks there was something wrong, but is 
reassured by the recognizable architecture of 
the old canal that collects water from a vari-
ety of sources and flows into the sea. 

The canal is 20 meters wide and who 
knows how long. In its body and womb there 
are impeccable areas whose function is not 
clear to the common man. They are like like 
randomly assigned rooms with huge pipes 
from which water drips constantly. These 
aquatic “rooms” with pipes are protected by 
steel railings. Other “rooms” are open and 
are a kind of ornament on the canal. They are 
like hotel suites in a building that is open on 
one side. Like like architectural ornaments on 
the vast body of Bar Canal. In each of these 
rooms someone was living.
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scene in front of him. He almost drops what 
he is carrying. There must have been about 
twenty families. And they were not Gypsies. 
The Canal facade was full of unusual furni-
ture. Milutin knows that the Canal and its sur-
roundings are inhabited by Gypsies and some 
of their families, but this is a lot more people. 
There were even stairs to some rooms so that 
even the highest parts are inhabited. It looks 
like a peculiar beehive of people. He wonders 
how the authorities have allowed this, but 
remembers that for years he was interested 
in no more than the forecast. He wondered 
if this was strange only to him, and if any-
one else knows of this quaint town. He de-
cides to approach. The ball in his hands now 
seems insignificant, but it gives him enough 
of reason to do be there. Still, the whole thing 
scares him and he realizes that he needs to be 
careful and assess his surroundings first. The 
canal resembles a huge beached boat, whose 
crew did not want to leave it. The old man 
walked around. 

Life is waking up in the Canal. Although 
the location and layout of apartments is quite 
unusual, everything else looks like any other 
village in the vicinity of Bar. In one corner of 
the canal are, as one might call them, small 
workshops. Owners and their wives are hang-
ing copper cookware, not far from where they 
have laid fabrics and carpets, wooden items, 
furniture, plastic… Suddenly a food truck ar-
rives. There is the clatter of women spreading 
clothes and preparing food. Everything seems 
quite normal. The sun is heralding a hot day.

Milutin turns back. For the first time in 
his life it seems like he is out of control. It 
surely has something to do with yesterday’s 
sleep. He fears that the scene he has just left 
behind was a product of his imagination. He 
arrives at the boardwalk and he decides to 
continue with his life as if nothing had hap-
pened at all. If the girl came for her ball, he 

would just return it to her and that would be 
it. He arrives at his usual place, where he is 
to offer his oil to passers. He places the ball 
next to him and he tries to calm down. Oh, 
how impossible it seems now... There are 
people he could ask whether the Canal city 
really exists. It seems to him that tourists just 
pass by for hours. He hopes his face does not 
reflect his inner turmoils, so he takes several 
deep breaths. The strange images do not want 
to leave his head. A police officer is heading 
towards Milutin. He thinks it might be a good 
opportunity, for he will be able to talk to him. 
The police officer is a public servant, he will 
take Mulatin seriously or might even take 
pity on a crazy old man. The civil servant ap-
proaches the counter, but even before Milutin 
can greet him with “good day”, he is asked in 
a harsh tone if he has a licence to vend.

–It’s only the oil. Cheap too – says the 
old man.

–It will now be confiscated, and you 
had better get lost before I arrest you, and 
never again show yourself before my eyes. 
Is that clear?

Milutin stares speechlessly at the po-
licemen. He had thought he was sufficiently 
old not to be treated that way. What happened 
to this world, he wonders, and when did it get 
so far from what I knew? 

–Excuse me, please. Can you give me 
back my oil? I paid dearly for it. Please give 
me back my oil – Milutin’s voice was courte-
ous and humble. 

–Be happy that you havent gone to jail! 
No oil for you, old man. This will teach you 
not to trade without permission – says the po-
liceman stuffing the bag with bottles.

The old man is broken.
–Please give me back my oil – he re-

peats softly.
–Dude, are you deaf? It a seizure, hey! 

When you obtain permission, you’ll get the 
oil back – the policeman exclaims.
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placing the ball under his arm. The police of-
ficer waits for him to leave.

–Just one more thing, please. Do you 
know anything about the canal resort? About 
the people who live there?

–By the Canal?
–Yes. There are quite a lot of them  

– says the old man.
–Never heard of it – says the officer and 

gestures him to leave.
On his way to home, Milutin struggles 

with numerous thoughts. He enters, and puts 
down his things, then lays on his bed in a 
large room. What a day, he says aloud. He’s 

lost a lot of oil, but it does not matter, he can 
repair the damage. In just a couple of days he 
will be able to return to the same place. The 
police officer will forget about him.

He hears someone throwing rocks at 
his window. He opens it carefully because 
it is already broken. There is the blonde girl 
with glowing eyes. Milutin smiles at her and 
she smiles back at him. He gets the ball, than 
he throws it carefully and waves in greeting. 
The girl runs away happily, as only children 
running to play are able to do. The old man 
returns to his bed.

Tomorrow, he decides, his will go to the 
Canal city. By all means.


