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Foreword

You have before you 41 short stories by 41 authors, stories
originally written in Albanian, Macedonian and Bosnian/
Croatian/Serbian/Montenegrin. This is a selection of stories
published in the first three Biber short story contest collections
(2016 — 2020).

This collection is intended for short story lovers, but not
only for them. This is a book for all who love the region of the
Balkans, and for those who do not. Perhaps they will grow
to love it, perhaps there is something here to love. Still. This
book is also intended for those who would like to gain a better
understanding of the people and relationships in the Western
Balkans.

The topic for the first two Biber contests was reconciliation
in the context of the legacy left behind by the wars and violence
in the countries of the former Yugoslavia. For the third contest
the topic was expanded, and included stories that could
contribute to a better understanding among people, reducing
hatred and deconstructing prejudice; anti-war stories, stories
about dealing with the past, deconstructing images of the
enemy, fostering empathy with others; courageous stories that
dare walk in the “enemy’s” shoes; stories that push boundaries
and open up new ways to build a more certain, safer and freer
future for all.

The juries for all three contests were made up of prominent
writers from the entire region:

Biber o1: Faruk Sehi¢, Doruntina Basha and Bojan Krivokapi¢;

Biber 02: Tatjana Gromaca, Kim Mehmeti and Faruk Sehi¢;

Biber 03: Lejla Kalamuji¢, Rumena Buzarovska and Shkelzen
Maligi.



The idea for this contest was the brain-child of a literary
activist group from the countries of the former Yugoslavia
and the Centre for Nonviolent Action Sarajevo | Belgrade. The
contest arose out of our long-standing need to involve different
social groups in peace work, including writers.

In the societies of the former Yugoslavia, reconciliation is
not a popular concept, but this situation is not unique in the
world. In our region, reconciliation has the ill fortune of being
equated with forgiveness or forgetting. Insisting on forgiving
and forgetting in circumstances where people experienced
countless Kkillings, suffering and injustice is akin to rubbing
salt into a wound. However, if we take reconciliation to mean
giving up hatred, looking for ways to achieve justice, but
without causing injustice to others, and a chance to build a
more confident, safer and freer future for all, then we believe
this is something all our societies desperately need.

The idea of the contest was shaped by an understanding
that a literature aware of its context has the potential for
intervening in that context - to influence and to change, to
give us all hope and a fighting chance. We started the contest
not just to promote reconciliation, but also to give people a
chance to look over the fence into their neighbour’s yard, to
look at their common past from a different perspective, to
ask themselves whether we need reconciliation and how we
can achieve it, to contribute to a culture of reading literature
from the neighbourhood, to encourage translating from
neighbouring languages, to open another communication
channel and support activist authors who wrestle with topics
of vital importance, swimming against the mainstream, and
to receive in return inspiration, support and another foothold
for further activities in peacebuilding and reconciliation. We
wanted to build a small bridge. We know that short stories
cannot change society overnight, but they can touch people’s
hearts.

In 2014, when the contest was created, the plan was to
do a single round. However, the unexpected turnout and
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response drove us to make the effort to continue. At the time
of publication of this collection in English, the fourth contest is
under way.

There are many reasons why we decided to translate a
selection of the stories into English, but the main reason is that
we wanted to provide additional support to activist authors.
At the same time, we believe good voices should be heard far
and wide.

The stories in this collection, though they are fiction, talk
about our post-Yugoslav reality. They are all profoundly anti-
war. They talk about crimes committed by “our side”, about
the war itself and life in its immediate aftermath, about
childhood in war and its aftermath, the experience of being a
refugee, of facing trauma and other consequences, about loves
and friendships that have survived or have developed despite
pressures, and about empathy with others. Two of the stories
are about refugees of the 21st century.

There is a wealth of both non-fiction and fiction dealing with
the Yugoslav and post-Yugoslav experience. However, what
makes this collection of short stories unique, to mention just
two of its features, is that 1) it includes more female than male
authors (which was not pre-meditated) although the societies
we live in are deeply patriarchal, and 2) it brings together
languages and dialects that rarely find themselves under the
same roof in our post-Yugoslav reality. Unfortunately, what
is lost in translation into English is precisely this wealth of
languages and dialects between the covers of a single book,
a sight that touched many of us who remember and who once
had the feeling of belonging somewhere.

Ivana Franovic
for the Biber team



Sneg je opet, Snezana
(It’s Snowing Again, Snow White)

Lejla Kalamuji¢

The radio plays all day long. It’s in the living room, on the
dresser under the TV. The radio is a brown wooden box, the
famous Triglav Iskra brand. It has eyes - two shiny metal buttons
in front, and six white teeth - plastic keys in very dark gums.
Nobody cares much which program it is. It’s only important
that the radio is on. As long as it is softly humming, the silence
won’t eat us up. The world moves slowly in the murmur of
voices. The atmosphere of our everyday life is disturbed only
when the song Sneg je opet, SneZana reaches our ears through
the radio’s loudspeakers. It’s snowing again, Snow White.

They think that | don’t notice. That | don’t feel the discomfort
in their adult bodies. That | don’t perceive how they turn their
heads away from me, exchanging sorrowful glances. And how
their eyes fill with tears. Because that song inadvertently brings
back the thought of your death. It is a reminder. It rummages
through their memories. It’s alament blended with the scent of
the house | grew up in.

The days multiply into months and years.

I’m growing up out of their tears, like a seed from dewdrops.
Sometimes, when their eyes become misty, | can feel they’re
looking through me. Probing, looking for something that is no
more. They stare into the void hidden at the bottom of my eyes.
I’m growing up aware that an unknown Nothing resides in me.

And then comes the war. The radio is silenced. Everything



stops. And it never comes back. Everybody goes to their own
side, and stays in their own cocoon of truth. The silence eats
us all up. I’'m left with the Nothing. But something bothers me
a lot. Something that no surviving stories about you can help.
Even your Communist Party membership card in the table
drawer doesn’t mean anything anymore. You are an open
notebook. Completely blank. And that’s why I’m now pulling
you out of the darkness of my pupils. | open the door for you,
and offer you a chair. My question is clear: If by any chance you
had survived that ‘82, if you had witnessed our country falling
apart, who would you be now, SneZana?

*%

The war begins ...

We’re packing. You keep rushing me. Every now and then
you take something out of my suitcase. We can’t take all of
that, you say. Itis as it is. The state has fallen apart. Borders are
being drawn, and everyone is going to their own side. To their
own people. We leave without saying goodbye. We climb Vraca
hill. We leave the burning city.

We’re on a bus. It’s crowded. ’'m sitting on your lap. Military
tanks pass us on the way. Hands with the three finger salute
stick out of them, like horns. The bus drives slowly. Every now
and then there’s some kind of inspection. They ask you for
your ID, they don’t ask me anything. It takes hours to reach the
border. The Drina River appears through the window. Two men
enter, followed by two more. They laugh. They shout. They
thoroughly check everyone in the bus. There’s a problem in the
back rows. | hear a commotion back there. You won’t let me
turn my head. They go out. Those four men. But now there’s
a girl with them. She has long blonde hair. And a frightened
look in her eyes. As the men take her away, they curse stupid
Bosnians for letting a Muslim woman slip by them. No one
speaks a word. Your lips are pursed. Your forehead frowns.
Your eyes command me to keep my mouth shut.

Then we find ourselves in a small town. Among our own
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people. On television, our former city is falling apart under
grenades and bullets. One evening, during TV News 2, a camera
zooms in on our street. Thick brown smoke rises above Alma’s
house. I look at you, but you’re silent. There’s a bowl full of fruit
on the dining table, and an empty vase. Your eyes try to escape
my gaze.

And then | ask you: And now what? And now what, Snezana?

Or: The war begins ...

Again, we’re packing our suitcases. You take everything you
deem unnecessary out of mine. The borders have been drawn.
The state is gone. It lives only in our hearts now, you say.
We’re leaving. Far from that despair. We board the last plane
leaving Sarajevo. For months we drift from one refugee camp
to another. In a foreign country, where we know nobody. We
struggle with a new language. Little by little, we learn to spell
new words. You get a job as a cleaner at the train station. You
sweep, wipe and polish the grey marble floor. Often, during
a break, you spread your arms and explain to passers-by how
beautiful and big our country used to be. They look at you sadly
with their aqueous eyes, heave a sigh, wave you away, quietly
whispering to each other: So slawische, so pathetische.

Sometimes | get a letter from Alma. She says it’s OK there,
the shooting has stopped. Therefore, the war has stopped. But
we’re not going back, we’re not going to live among graves,
that’s what you say. While dragging your broom. Your back is
bowed every time | see you. It goes on for years like that. A
scarf is tied around your waist, like a flag that warms the sweet
memories of the railways you built as a young woman, as a
member of the League of Socialist Youth of Yugoslavia.

The world is rushing on. | keep trying to tell you that it won’t
stay at the station just because some country has died. There
are more and more refugees around us. New ones. They come
from a long way away; their memories are fresher, and more
painful. The train tracks and rail switching systems they travel
on are lubricated by their host’s hatred. But you don’t listen,
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you keep spreading your arms, like broken spears. Until the
day those adolescent boys with anger in their eyes grab your
broom and break it. They curse you, and spit on the floor you’ve
just polished. You sit in a pool of water in the middle of cold
marble, all confused, looking at the dirty floor.

And then | ask you: And now what? And now what, Snezana?

Or: The war begins ...

We don’t pack anything. Our country has fallen apart. The
borders are bloody, but we’re not going anywhere. This is our
city. And our house, that’s what you say. Adding that all things
must pass, including evil. We survive the war. Your company
goes under. You’re unemployed for ages. Just a dinky job here
and there. You have no health insurance. You have no pension
either, for you haven’t worked long enough to retire. We repair
the house for years, but in the end it’s only OK, livable. The
years go by. You never stop dividing time into before and after
the war. We often sit in silence. That’s also how we eat. When
you’re in a bad mood, you moan about me alienating myself.

One night | come back late. | unlock the door. It’s past
midnight. You're sitting at the dining table, where my dinner
is waiting, cold. I sit at the table. | try to eat in silence. But no,
you want to know where I’ve been until the small hours of the
morning. | don’t answer. You’re angry, you’re yelling. You say
you called everyone, one after the other. No one knows where
| am, or what’s happening with me, you say. You called Alma,
too, and she was a little confused. You were shocked to learn
that we weren’t seeing each other anymore. She also told you
about an argument | had with other friends. And that things
got a little out of hand then. And ... She didn’t tell you the
whole story.

I’m not hungry any more. | get up from the table. I’'m trying
to get past you. But you want an explanation. For this kind of
behavior, for broken friendships. You say you don’t understand
what kind of person I’ve become. You want to hear the whole
story.
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So be it, | think, if that’s what you want. They said | was
a bastard, | say, for | was borne by a Cetnikusa — a Chetnik
woman! You’re flabbergasted. Now it’s you who doesn’t feel
like talking. You turn your head away. Now it’s you who wants
to escape. But | don’t let you. | squeeze your arm tight. You
moan. | softly hiss: Now you know. That’s how they think of you
in our city. You look at me speechless, your lips as pale as ashes.

And then I ask you: And now what? And now what, Snezana?

*%

Come to think of it, | know it’s totally unfair to do this to
you. To so shamelessly drag you through mud you’ve never
stepped in. And without even asking your permission. I’d better
get you back to that song, Shaban’s song, hand you over to
those age old tears. Look, you’re my mother, and no matter
which path you might have chosen, no matter where you might
have decided to take us, | would have surely — at some point -
have screamed angrily in your face: Oh, how | hate you! And
then slammed the door.

I’m in my room. The notebook remains blank. I would now
like to close it, to make peace with all your unlived lives. Cold
air enters through the open windows. The sun’s hidden in the
darkness. You knock, and open the door. You sit on a chair. You
say you’ve stopped by, just like that; maybe we could stretch
our legs a little, just you and me.

We walk in silence. One second we’re in an alley, the next in
a wide street. You’re shivering from cold. You cling to my body,
as if you were a little girl. It’s dark. We go down a winding road.
| can’t figure out where we are, after all these years. And then
you abruptly stop. Rooted to the spot. Somewhere below | see
street lights. Voices are heard, and the hum of cars. But you
won'’t go any further. You just stare at me.

And say: You know, it’s better this way. Good thing | died.

Translation: Mirjana Evtov
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Summer

Ante Storié

“You spread a thin layer of mustard on a slice of bread, top
it with a slice of gouda and two slices of salami arranged so that
after you cut the toast diagonally you have one in each triangle;
sprinkle mayonnaise to your heart’s desire, and then cover it all
with another slice of bread.” This is Barba Jarko’s recipe for the
best toasted sandwich in the world. “The mustard is the key,”
he continues, revealing his tried and tested recipe. Buvel and
| drool, both drunk, hungry as wolves, staring at the toaster,
waiting for it to pop.

We were inseparable that summer, Buvel and I. Since it was
our last year in high school, our summer started in mid-May. We
used to wake up with high-noon coffee at Pomidora’s, and then
cool down with afternoon dips under the Morinj Bridge. At
night we would wander aimlessly through Dolac, going round
in circles. Every night before going in to sleep, we would hang
outinfront of Jarko’s metal food stand and, shining with sweat,
reflect the blue neon light of its Fast Food sign, shooting the
shit while inhaling the stench of manganese coming from the
nearby factory. Buvel would sometimes shamelessly scrounge
money from passers-by, enough for each of us to have a toast
and a can of beer. If we had no money, Jarko would often
treat us. He would stretch out his hand holding the toasts, and
simply say: “Here, for my boys.” We’d munch on the crunchy
bread, chewing each bite with gusto.
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Both Buvel and I liked a neighbourhood girl called Ana, a
junior in our high school. We thought we didn’t stand a chance
with her because she liked the action movie stars of the 1980s,
ranging from Dolph Lundgren to Eric Roberts. Buvel’s looks
worked in his favour as he somewhat resembled Michael
Dudikoff from American Ninja, but he was too klutzy to make
a move. Not that | was any better. My greatest achievement:
| once almost put my hand on her forearm. | think she could
sense our desire, and she understood our clumsiness. It was
because of her that we formed a band; we called her to Buvel’s
garage to be our band vocalist. And she came. Buvel made a
drum kit by stretching a sheepskin over an empty Jupol paint
bucket, fastening it with wire, and stretching layers of duct-
tape over another bucket; pot lids served as cymbals. | brought
my uncle’s acoustic guitar, and Ana filled an empty Cedevita
box with rice, rustling it while singing softly. We were good,
though | say it myself. | taught myself to play riffs from songs
by the Ramones, the Pixies, the Clash, and we practiced them
to exhaustion. Buvel also brought his father’s VHS camera; we
made faces, and played music, and fooled around, tearing up
with laughter — all into the camera lens. One evening, while all
three of us were sitting in the broken armchair with our dusty
bicycles leaning against it, | put my hand on Ana’s thigh. She
didn’t protest. | walked her to the intersection of our streets.
We kissed for a long time; so long that my jaw hurt.

Our band rehearsed every day until lunch. Then we would
go for a swim. Ana and | would sometimes sneak into the
pine forest, behind the bungalows. That’s where my only pair
of swimming trunks were irretrievably destroyed with resin,
but that’s also where | reached second base, as they say in
American movies. In the evening, all three of us would hang
out in front of Jarko’s kiosk.

I knew where the garage key was hidden, so Anaand | would
come to rehearsal early, to spend some time alone together.
Once, when the rumble of the heavy garage door interrupted
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us, Ana jumped up away from me, and leaned against the wall.
| covered my erection with a notebook of tablatures and lyrics.
Buvel sat down at his makeshift drum and, scratching the back
of his head with a drumstick, suggested, “Let’s play something
patriotic.”

“Are you crazy? We’re punk rock,” | said.

“So what? Let’s do a punk version of Ustani, Bane (Rise up,
Ban)!”

“But that goes against punk philosophy,” Ana said. And |

agreed.
“What the hell! Let’s do the rock version then.” He banged
on the buckets and roared, “Ri-i-i-i-ise up, Ban, Croatia is calling

you-u-u...” Ana and | looked at each other in astonishment.
Buvel began to improvise, both the text and the melody; he
mentioned the slaughter of Chetniks and hanging Serbs on
willows. Ana became very serious. “I have to go ... my mother
has already called me ... for lunch,” she said, and left. | was
watching Buvel; he was silent. He just scraped the stretched
duct-tape with his drumstick.

“Ana’s folks are from Pancevo,” | said.

“What do I fucking care about those Serbian scum!”

“Since when did you become such a big Croat?”

“Since when did you become such a big Serb?”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Fuck off, you and your Chetnik girlfriend!”

[ jumped on him and pushed him against the wall. He lost his
balance, tripped over his bike and fell to the floor. I left.

“Are you going to be such a dimwit when bearded Chetniks
come to your house?” he shouted after me.

| didn’t get to third base: Ana soon moved away from town
and went to live with her relatives in Pancevo. In the fall |
moved to Zagreb for my studies. For a while we managed to
keep in contact by letter. She wrote about how she had to
sleep in the same room with her two cousins, with one grinding
her teeth all night long, and about how she was freaking out,
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and how much she missed her bed at Njegos Square, and that
she wanted to enroll in the Faculty of Biology in Belgrade but
her folks couldn’t afford it as only her Dad had managed to
get a job, and how she didn’t know what to do next, and that
someone had written Ustashas on their windshield. In Cyrillic
letters.

| was writing about how | had failed an exam, and that |
wasn’t sure if | would continue my studies, and how | only
bought yogurts and puddings in the canteen, and ate only
bread and yogurt and pudding for dessert for days as | didn’t
feel like going to the canteen, and how my roommate didn’t
flush the toilet after he had used it, and that we saw on TV how
Sibenik was being destroyed but were so stoned that | was
convinced the war was happening elsewhere. | once wrote
that | missed her. And | didn’t hear from her after that. Over
time, the memory of Ana faded beyond recognition. Like many
a teenage love story, this one was squeezed out by new love
exploits.

Come winter break, | arrived in Sibenik by a bus that had to
take aroundabout route. I arrived under the cover of night, and
there was a war blackout. My folks were waiting, wide awake;
they couldn’t stop hugging me - and mind you, my father was
not in the habit of hugging. Facing the wall in the hallway,
| immediately noticed a newly-hung tapestry with national
symbols hanging beside the familiar items of needlepoint
embroidery and wall plates painted with flowers. Later on,
while tossing eggs and sausages into a pot with boiling water
on awood-burning stove, my mother said: “Marijan was looking
for you. He asked when you would arrive.”

After dinner, | rat-a-tat-tat on his window-shutters. Buvel
opens the shutters ajar, peeps out, and waves for me to come
in. 1 find him dressed in a camouflage uniform, incredibly
talkative, with almost no pupils in his bright eyes. He tells me
that the boots pinch his feet, but it’s okay with two layers of
socks, and how they wrote the names of the Yugoslav National
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Army generals on grenades, with markers, and how he vomited
beside a cow carcass...

“Let’s have a beer at Jarko’s,” | say.

“He’s closed.”

“Since when?”

“You’d prefer him still poisoning us with that Chetniky goo
of his?”

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Buva?”’

“What is it, Gandhi? You went out to, like study something,
and have, like, no idea about what’s going on?”

“What does Jarko have to do with what’s going on?”

“His people cooked this up.”

Barba Jarko was in fact named Rajko. He and his wife
had always lived across from us. Buvel, as a child, could not
pronounce Rajko properly, and that is why Rajko was always
Jarko for all the neighbourhood kids. He was always easy to talk
to, and friendly - always, not just when he was working in his
metal kiosk. Once, when | was in my early years of elementary
school, he saw my mother and me walking, stopped his tiny Fiat
126, and took us to the bus station; another time he bought me
a Dvojni Cjuice saying: “We have to give you vitamins if we want
you to become a straight A student!”

Buvel brings some local wine, and we start drinking. He
says he’ll be here tomorrow, and then back to the front line.
A Kalashnikov is leaning against the wall, below the window.
He reaches for his rifle to show me how you cock the weapon,
insert a cartridge, and how you shoot. I’m pretty drunk,
emboldened to ask questions I’'ve been eager to ask.

“So, have you used it?”

“Yes.”

“Did you hit anyone?”

“Yes.”

“Did you kill anyone?”

“Don’t ask me that.”
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In mid-January, | returned to Zagreb and for several months
lived the life of many a student: getting up late, learning too
little, drinking too much alcohol ... too many visits to dark,
smoky and deafening places ... and so on for almost a year.

Then, early one morning, the telephone woke me up. My
mother.

“Yeah?”” | was waiting for her to say something.

“Marijan ... he’s been killed.”

| was rooted to the spot. | couldn’t stop looking at the
calendar onthe wallabove the phone, half-consciously counting
the days of that December; back and forth, back and forth.
| went to the kitchen, took a bottle of disgusting brandy my
roommate kept there, and drank as if there were no tomorrow.
“You fucking moron,” | kept saying through tears.

On the evening after the funeral, | noticed a plastic bag on
the desk in my room. Inside was a VHS tape. It was labelled
Summer. In Buvel’s handwriting.

| close the door of my room, insert the tape into the player,
and press play. Footage from our first rehearsal appears on the
screen: a summer’s day, we make faces at the camera, grinning,
obviously in a good mood. Buvel, Ana, and I. At some point,
this video of pure happiness gets replaced with a night video
recorded in the same garage.

Jarko. Tied to a chair. His face covered in blood.

He mumbles, “C’mon, people, don’t do this! What’s got
into you?”” Buvel’s Dad says, “C’'mon, you big hero, drink this!”
forcing battery fluid into Jarko’s mouth.

Jarko gulps, and moans in pain. “Don’t do this, guys...”

[ turn off the tape recorder.

Then | turn it on again.

Buvel enters the frame. He whacks Jarko with the
Kalashnikov.

Jarko tumbles to the floor along with the chair he was tied
to.
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Buvel shakes him with his foot, asks if he’s dead, then looks
at his father, and kicks Jarko in the spleen.

Jarko moans loudly.

Buvel fires a burst of gunfire into him.

“Turn that off! Turn off the cam...”

| stare at the snow on the TV screen.

My father was peeking through the door, ajar; | saw him in
the reflection on the screen. | turned to face him. “Throw it in
the fire,” he said.

| pushed him away. | smashed the painted plates on the wall
in the hallway, pulled the tapestry from the wall, threw it on the
floor, and stamped onit. | pushed my mother away, and ran out
of the house.

I didn’t know where | was going to go.

Running through the darkness, | reached the kiosk out of
breath, then sat down, and lit a cigarette.

| don’t remember what | was thinking about, or whether
| was aware then that from that moment on mustard would
always taste like memories I’d rather forget.

Translation: Mirjana Evtov
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Machete You Me, Machete Me You

Tamara Kovacevié

Grandpa, | found you in the Ovcara trial, she had been
preparing for this conversation for a long time, reading
transcripts of testimonies given under oath, accounts of
observers and reporters from the trial before the War Crimes
Chamber in Belgrade, the retrial in Belgrade, the trial at the
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia in The
Hague.

Never mind that, tomcat, come, have something to eat,
Grandpa used to have a cat when he was a child that was always
scratched, bitten and invariably angry. He therefore deduced it
must have been a tomcat, couldn’t have been female. He would
later call us kids kitten or tomcat.

Fine, here, I’'m eating. But | wanted to ask you...

That’s all over and done with, he sat in the armchair and
turned up the television.

Grandpa, I've read something and | want to ask your opinion.
Aneutralintroduction, aninvitation to the other side to engage.
Come now, eat your lunch, Grandpa made this pilau just for
you, he nudged the pan closer to her. When Gran died last year,
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he had no difficulties taking over her kitchen. Sinewy and agile,
long retired, it was as if he had decided the day after her death
that needs must and went to get the groceries. Still, he went
on living exactly as she had organised their lives. Everything
in the flat remained in the same place, he had breakfast and
cooked lunch at the same hour, went to the same grocery
shop, watered the same flowers from the same watering can.
It’s probably something you perfect in the army, an insistence
on routine as a way of life.

Grandpa, | read the transcripts from the Ovcara trial. How
come we never talk about it?

Never mind that, kitten, it was a long time ago, he continued
shuffling from the table to the kitchen. Where did you even
come up with that? Counter-questions shift the focus, allowing
for additional information to come to light.

| typed in the names of all our relatives into the ICTY database
and documents with your name in them came up. | later found the
transcripts from the trial in Belgrade. Just the bare, ascertainable
facts, otherwise he’ll slip out of her grasp.

Where did you say you found this? He looked at her askance,
squinting, the way people do when they want to hear you
better, when they think you’ve made some mistake and they
want to correct you.

Look, here, it’s the transcript from your second testimony.
She readily pulled out her phone from her bag and pointed to
the text under his name.

It was my duty, my responsibility. Why do you want to know
about this?

Iwant to talk about it.  have no one to talk to about it, besides,
who else should I talk to about this other than you! Raised voice,
a sign of weakness.

If you don’t understand, | can’t help you there. He had
concluded she’d had enough lunch, so he took her plate back
to the kitchen.
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Grandpa, put on your glasses, | have something to show you,
she lifted up the phone screen with text in Cyrillic. His name in
large letters followed by his answer to a question put by the
presiding judge. I've read all of it, I’'m not judging you, | just want
to talk.

Who are you to judge me? You little brat! I received an order
and | went where | was told to go.

I’m just saying, | want to talk, not about you then, what you
did, why you went, I’'ve read all that, everything you said, multiple
times, | want to talk about now. Do you think it’s normal that
in our family we just gossip, talk about feast days and elections,
low wages, when so-and-so will get married, bring us joy, what
friggin’ joy when they can’t see the horror! She’d been having
this conversation in her head for far too long, weighing her
words, arguing with herself, so she was all out of patience
when it came to the real thing.

Kitten, leave it, it’s got nothing to do with you, warmly, he
put her in her place.

What do you mean it has nothing to do with me, have you
read the papers, they want to introduce military drills for women
now, she congratulated herself on this apt parallel.

Oh, leave it, the papers write all sorts of rubbish, he blinked,
realising he’d slipped up. Facial expression unchanged.

Alright, Grandpa, but if | found the transcripts and the
newspaper articles from ten, twenty years ago, someone else
must’ve read them too. You yourself said you’d learnt about
the atrocity from the papers. How come everyone’s such a keen
reader, so informed, but no one says a word?

On 20 November 1991, at the Ovcara agricultural estate
near Vukovar, members of local Territorial Defence forces and
Serb volunteers under the command of the Yugoslav National
Army tortured and killed at least two hundred Croat civilians
and prisoners of war.

Don’t you understand, it’s as if only | know you were there,
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that it happened, only my Grandpa was in the war, and no one
says a thing!

What do you want from me, what do you want me to tell you?
He seemed to be relenting. Or he just wanted to gauge her
ultimate goal and cut the conversation short.

Nothing, | just want to talk. For you to stop dodging my
questions, to stop snapping at everything | say, it had seemed
to her earlier that she had so much to ask, to deduce. Now, the
point of it all seemed to be retreating before her. She sat across
from Grandpa, who had practically been an old-age pensioner
even back then when he got four men out of the hangar at
Ovcara. Saved their lives and took them to the military prison
for prisoners of war.

Yes, | testified. | said everything I had to say there. It’s not up
to me to go around talking about it any more. I’ve done my duty,
both as a soldier and as a witness. It’s up to you to think on it, to
search and to find out, he got up from the table and went to get
a glass of water.

v

Amultitude of closerelatives stood in front of the graveyard.
The annual commemoration of Gran’s death had just ended.
They stuck around to talk some more, agree on who would
take Grandpa home, who would drop by the next day, so he
wasn’t alone.

Grandpa, see you tomorrow around five, ok?

Sure, tomcat, Grandpa will make you pilau, you haven’t been
to see me in ages. And you’ve plumped up a bit, | must tell you,
you’ve got to watch your weight.

You were at Ovcara, for crying out loud, and you’re talking
to me about looks! Adrenaline surged into her brain, she leapt
up like a tiger, pulling out a machete as she plummeted back
down and stuck it into her Grandpa right behind his left clavicle,
she had seen it in a film, at that angle the blade easily and
unmistakably finds the heart.
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\
None of that happened, of course. She responded with

a practised blasé smile and cursed him inwardly. At least he
hadn’t asked when she’d get married and bring Grandpa some

joy.

Translation: Ulvija Tanovic¢
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The Ring

Sladana Nina Perkovic

| put on my red dress, but then changed my mind. The blue
one seemed more appropriate for the occasion. | looked at
myself in the mirror. My hair looked awful. Like a bird’s nest.
| tried to put it up in a bun, but | couldn’t seem to achieve a
satisfactory result. | took out the hairpins and put them back in
a bunch of times. Finally, | gave up. I just let my hair down, ran
my fingers through it a few times and left the house. | had been
putting off the inevitable long enough.

Though there wasn’t a car anywhere in sight, | dutifully
waited at the traffic lights for the little green pedestrian to
appear. | crossed the street, entered the red building and
foregoing the lift, climbed the stairs, one at a time, to the
fourth floor. | took a deep breath and rang the bell above her
last name. My stomach was tied in a knot.

The woman who had been taking care of her since she was
discharged from the hospital opened the door. She squeezed
my hand conspiratorially. “Try to look like everything is just
fine. Don’t cry. Be cheerful, but not too much.”

She was lying on the bed by the window. Her head was
round like the moon. Bald. But that’s not what frightened me.
What frightened me were her eyes. Small, sunken, dead. If |
didn’t know if was her, | wouldn’t have been able to recognise
her. Everything came crashing down. | almost burst into tears.
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| almost wailed at the top of my lungs. | held back the flood. |
don’t even know how. My mouth contorted into a smile. | bent
down and kissed her cheek. That was not her cheek anymore,
she did not smell of herself. The room spun around me. My legs
felt weak. | had to sit down beside her on the bed.

| didn’t say anything. Otherwise my own voice would have
betrayed me. All | managed was to place my hand on her
shoulder. Suddenly, she grabbed my hand and put herlips to my
palm. It must have been 40 degrees outside, but suddenly | felt
a chill. My teeth started chattering uncontrollably. | snatched
my hand away and stood up. | wanted to run outside. | couldn’t
take it anymore. But | didn’t.

| probably would have if she hadn’t pointed to the chest of
drawers on the far side of the room.

“Bring me my red jewellery case.” She spoke in a stranger’s
voice.

That was just what | needed. To get away from her. To take
a breath. | opened a drawer and pulled out a small dark red
plush-covered jewellery case. | handed her the case, but | didn’t
sit back down on the side of the bed. | stood at a comfortable
distance.

She fumbled as she opened the case, spilling the jewellery
all over the bed. Mostly rings. Two dozen or so. Maybe more.
I’d never seen her wear a single one.

“Pick one. | want you to have something to remember me
by,” she said.

I wanted to say something like nonsense, you’ll outlive us all,
but I didn’t have it in me to play pretend. | picked up a small ring
at random, just to have it over and done with. When she saw
which one | had picked, she propped herself up and snatched
it from my hand.

“Of all the rings, you had to pick the silver one! Here, try this
one.” For a moment | saw a flicker of her old self and it made
me smile in earnest.

| couldn’t stop staring at the gold ring with the large red
stone. | kept rolling it around between my fingers. I’d never
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seen such a beautiful ring. On the inside, it was engraved with
“For our eternal love”. | wanted to ask, whose eternal love, but
then I put it on my finger and forgot everything.

The ring fit me perfectly.

I was running around the house in a frenzy. | had gotten all
dressed up, but then it suddenly occurred to me to try the plum
jam I had been cooking on the stove the whole day. Just to see if
it needed more sugar, and of course | stained my clothes. | was
beside myself. | rummaged around the wardrobe half-dressed,
in my bra and girdle. Luckily, | had a plan B. | pulled out my boat
neck black dress, but now | had to choose different shoes. My
red pumps would be perfect with the black dress, but they
were in a box, somewhere on top of the wardrobe. Without
thinking, | grabbed a chair and clambered up. | sneezed two or
three times. How long had it been since | dusted the top of the
wardrobe? | couldn’t think about that now. It wasn’t the right
time. | found the box with the red shoes and jumped down
from the chair, nimble as a cat, though my joints haven’t been
in their best shape for a while now. I looked at the clock and
froze. | grabbed an extra pair of sheer tights from the dresser
and stuffed them into my bag. The only piece of jewellery |
wore was the ring with the large red stone.

The cabbie grumbled about waiting so long. | didn’t feel like
arguing, | just wanted to get to the restaurant for my 30th high
school reunion. In a conciliatory tone | said, “You’re right,” and
“You know what us women are like.” He smirked and replied he
did, indeed, “only too well.”

| burst into the restaurant just in time. They’d just served
the sparkling wine and an old classmate whose name | couldn’t
remember was holding a toast. “To those of us gathered here
today, and to those no longer with us, classmates and teachers.
Blown far and wide by the winds of war,” he said and then the
music started and everyone jumped up.
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| have no idea how much | had to drink. I just know that
DZamonja came up to me and pinched my behind. | elbowed
him in the ribs so hard he doubled over on the dance floor.
Marija doubled over as well, but with laughter. The years had
done nothing to us. We were still the same old fools.

Around two in the morning, | came back to the table,
dreadfully red in the face and soaking wet. Not an attractive
sight for a woman my age. A very pretty blonde sat down next
to me and pulled a fan out of her bag.

“Remember me?”” she asked as she swatted the fan around
in front of my eyes.

I had no idea who she was. What the years do to people is
uncanny.

“I’'m Lada, we had French class together,” she said, seeing
my blank look.

“Lada!” | cried, genuinely surprised. “I heard you were in
America, | wasn’t expecting to see you here.” How incredibly
well she looked; not an extra kilo anywhere, not a single
wrinkle. What America does to people is uncanny.

“l came especially for the reunion. | wouldn’t miss this for
the world,” she laughed, flashing her perfect teeth.

She offered me a cigarette. | pulled one out and put it to
my lips. | didn’t even get a chance to light it. Lada suddenly
grabbed my hand tight. Almost spraining my wrist.

“Where did you get this?”’ Her face darkened and fell.

At first | didn’t know what she was talking about.

“Does it have For our eternal love engraved on the inside?”
Lada almost choked on the lump in her throat.

The music was getting louder. Everyone around us was
jumping and singing like lunatics. My smile was gone.

| haven’t taken off my nightgown for seven days. Maybe
more. | don’t know. I’ve lost count. I’ve just been dragging
myself around the house, eating home-made plum jam. Miki
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kept ringing the bell and banging on the door. | didn’t want
to open it. | didn’t want to see anyone. And | especially didn’t
want anyone to see me, but Miki was so persistent that |
finally relented. As soon as | started opening the door, she slid
in like a leech and started lecturing me about what | should
and shouldn’t do. I just turned around and went back to bed.
| caught a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror. My face
was yellow. Like a lemon. To make matters worse, my hair had
gotten all tangled. Dirty and greasy, it stuck up on the back of
my head. But who cared.

“Just look at you,” Miki said.

She rolled up the blinds and opened the window. Fresh air
filled my nostrils. | felt sick.

“Look at the state of your house,” she added.

She grabbed my blanket and shook it out the window. I
glanced at my limp body and spotted a rather large dark stain
on my nightgown. Probably from the jam. Unless it wasn’t from
the jam. I had no idea.

“You have to get up. Have a bath. Tidy up your house,” she
kept insisting.

Without warning, she pulled the pillow from under my head
and hung it over the window sill to air it out.

“It’s not your fault. How could you have known? Besides, it
was a gift. And you don’t look a gift in the mouth.” Miki sat on
the edge of the bed and placed her hand on my shoulder.

The room seemed strange to me somehow. As if the walls
were closing in. As if everything had contracted somehow.

“You can’t blame her either. How could she have known,
poor thing?”” She shrugged her shoulders.

| felt a painful throbbing in my temples. How did this
happen? Even the ceiling had dropped down. If | were to get
up now, | wouldn’t be able to stand up straight. | would have
to stoop. Did Miki notice it, too? | don’t think she did. She just
kept on talking.

“Though, we all know who her husband was and what he
did during the war. You knew as well, didn’t you?” she asked.
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It was dark, suddenly. Was it already night? Hadn’t the days
become longer? | couldn’t be sure. Perhaps Miki had lowered
the blinds after all?

“In any case, it’s not your fault. Who could have known he’d
taken that ring from a dead woman’s finger,” she concluded.

[ turned on my side and vomited directly onto the mattress.
I sunk my head into my own vomit. | wanted to drown in it. Miki
swore loudly. She caught me by the shoulders and pulled me
out.

“You stink, to tell you the truth,” she said with disgust.

I nodded my head. It had been a long while since Miki and |
had agreed about something.

Translation: Ulvija Tanovic¢
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Mullet

Nora Verde (Antonela Marusic)

He was sitting at a café, watching them unload cardboard
boxes and black plastic bags from a van. They were stacking
them in front of the entrance to the building and going back for
more. The polished military boots moved swiftly and in sync,
it looked as though they were performing a grim, silent dance
within the several metres of space. He didn’t want to look up,
he didn’t have to either. Their faces still hovered in his head.

*%

The snapshots freshly pressed into his memory were washed
away by whisky and cola later in the day, he must’ve poured a
litre and a half of that shit into himself that evening. He came to
Ziggy’s with Vicious and the gang and for an hour they couldn’t
get him to drink anything at all. He was silent, lighting and
putting out one cigarette after the other, his throat was sore
but he couldn’t stop. Then Vicious upped and disappeared. An
hour later, he returned with a bottle of Jack Daniels and put it
on the bar. The entire cafe stared in admiration at the bottle of
the finest whisky, not easy to come by during the war. Then, in
the style of a wild gunman, he opened a plastic bottle of cola
that burped and belched all over the place. He leaned over the
bar and grabbed the largest glass, the thickest kind that almost
never smashed if it fell on the floor, only getting ever so slightly
chipped at the top. He poured three fingers of whisky and one
finger of cola and pushed the glass towards Mullet.
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It took him ten minutes to finish the cocktail, and the rest
he’d necked by the end of the evening. No one but him was
having whisky, everyone else drank beer and herb brandy. It
might have been an internal agreement, to let him have all of
the whisky, as a sort of compensation for what had happened
to him.

*%

The news of how they broke into Mullet’s apartment arrived
that morning, by radio, from Vicious. By the evening, everyone
in the brigade knew about it, but they couldn’t decide which of
them would be the one to tell him. Eventually, lots were drawn
and Boris was picked, an affable and calm lad whose turn it
was to stand guard with Mullet that night. Their task was to
watch the access routes to Pakovo Selo, in shifts, lest a Chetnik
commando group would sneak up and mess things up for them.

Boris was putting it off, from one hour to the next. Mullet
talked about his old man, a retired Yugoslav National Army
lieutenant, who, together with Mullet’s mum, had moved from
Split to a village in Bosnia and left Mullet the apartment. Ever
since the war began, his father kept calling and trying to talk
him into selling the apartment and going to Slovenia to stay
with some relatives and start over. He was afraid that, as a
Serb in Split, his son would be executed and kicked out of the
apartment, but Mullet had no intention of leaving whatsoever.
Tadija Petrovi¢ Mullet was a die-hard punk rocker and anarchist,
the founder of the oldest punk band in town and a man who
had spent the best part of his life in cellars doubling as rehearsal
rooms, as well as in Matejuska, an old fishermen’s harbour at
the end of the waterfront promenade, where it always reeked
of rubbish and sulphur, and you could see fat mullets swimming
in circles in the murky sea. That’s why they started calling him
Mullet to begin with, even though people knew his old man
was a Serb and that his name was actually Tadija. He told Boris
that fleeing Split would be worse than death and that was all
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there was to say about it. In the morning, towards the end of
their shift, Boris mustered the courage.

“I have something to tell you, Mullet,” he said and drew the
smoke deep into his lungs.

“What? You and the higher-ups must’ve packed up some
sort of horseshit for me...”

“It’s not that. It’s just... they entered your apartment
yesterday. Three guys from the military police, apparently.”

In the morning light, Boris could clearly see his fellow
combatant turn pale.

“How do you mean?” asked Mullet and showered him with
questions.

He told him everything he knew; how the neighbours had
tried to explain that this was a National Guard man’s apartment,
but they wouldn’t budge and kept repeating it was a military
apartment and a done deal. They were armed and drunk, the
neighbours got scared and gave up arguing any further, and
then decided they’d let him know through the brigade.

“The Commander knows all about it, he’s letting you go
home today, to sort it out. You’re not going by yourself, two
of the guys are coming along, you can pick whoever you like,”
Boris explained.

Mullet’s entire body went numb with shock, but he
wouldn’t let it show. He was glad the guys from the brigade
were standing up for his apartment, but he was already tired
from all the fuss and blood in the battlefield. It was wartime
and shit like that happened with apartments all over the
city, but why on earth would it happen to him, he wondered.
Everyone knows him, he never stepped on anyone’s toes, he
wasn’t just some random Serb speaking in Ekavian dialect and
pushing everyone’s buttons.

In the afternoon of that same day, they reached the city,
himself, Bego and Vele. Vicious insisted on coming along too. He
arrived puffing, in a leather jacket and a crinkled old black t-shirt
with white stains on it. Bego and Vele stared at his hairstyle,
which looked like a bird’s nest with birdlings just hatching in it.
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Mullet was not chatty, his left eye squinted conspicuously, a
tic he developed whenever he was very nervous.

In the hood, in front of the building, they once again went
over the plan previously agreed on.

“We’ll try to sort everything out politely, so that they
understand that Mullet is our guy and they have no business
being there,” said Bego, who had somehow spontaneously
appointed himself the chief of the whole crew.

“Alright, but what if they flick us off?”” asked Vele, adjusting
his uniform. “You don’t just let go of an apartment you’ve just
got a hold of.” “Then we’ll exert some pressure,” he replied
promptly and added: “l don’t mind having a fight, if that’s what
it takes.” Mullet said nothing.

“What do you say, Mullet, huh?” asked Vele.

Mullet smiled reluctantly. “Nothing, let’s just go upstairs as
soon as possible,” he said, fidgeting.

Asheet of cardboard posted on the apartment door greeted
them when they arrived, saying, in black marker: “Croat taken.”
Vicious pulled it off with a single stroke and threw it to the side.
Loud music and men’s voices were heard from the apartment.
Mullet pushed the doorbell, one long ring and two short ones.

“Who is it?”” asked a voice behind the door.

“The apartment owner,” said Mullet.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” they heard, and the
door opened. A large man in grey camouflage uniform and a
crew cut stood in front of them.

“Whaddya want?” he asked brusquely.

“We wanna talk,” said Mullet.

“Goon, getin.”

They followed him down the hallway and entered the living
room. Another two guys were there, slouching on the couch.
On the table, there were some opened beer bottles, black
berets scattered about and a cassette player blasting music
from the radio. Two Kalashnikovs were propped against the
wall. The guy who ushered them in came up to the two men
on the couch and told them something in a low voice. One of
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them, the skinniest one with sunken cheeks, got up and stood
in front of Mullet and the gang.

“Which one of you is Tadija?”

“l am,” said Mullet.

“Came to collect your stuff, eh? The whole wardrobe is full
of crap, some sort of records and cassette tapes. Some old
boots too, leather jackets. Come and pick it up tomorrow, I’'m
hanging out with my mates now, we’re having a drink.”

Mullet was looking straight into his eyes.

“Sir,” he said, teeming with anger, “This is my apartment. |
have all the paperwork and everything that’s required.”

“Cut the bullshit, it’s no longer your apartment, forget that,
understand?” he yelled.

“We are from the 4th Guards Brigade, he is a Croatian Army
volunteer,” said Bego and stepped closer to the guy.

The skinny guy started to laugh, and then abruptly got
serious.

“The fact that he’s a Guards man doesn’t change a thing,
he’s still a Serb, and this is a military apartment.”

“He’s not a Serb!” yelled Vicious and stuffed his hands in his
pockets.

“Yeah, right, a Split man my arse. And what’s with the safety
pin in his ear anyway? He can’t afford a proper men’s earring
so he has to wear that shit. Go on, get the fuck out of here. I’'m
only even talking to you because you’re from the Guard, don’t
fuck with me.”

“0i, fuck off with that shit, the lad’s with us, you have no
right to be here,” Bego raised his voice.

“Cut the crap, you, is he a Serb or isn’t he, let him speak for
himself,” he roared.

“I’m a Split man,” said Mullet calmly.

“Like hell you are, your old man’s a Serb, used to be a YNA
officer. That’s all | need to know, now clear off,” he said, and
went up to the table and opened another bottle by slamming
the tip against the edge of the table, the cap rolling all the way
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to Mullet’s feet. He stared at the round piece of tin, and then
lifted his head abruptly.

“Fuck this goddamn fucking apartment, and fuck my old
man who left me it,” howled Mullet, all of the veins on his neck
popping out.

The skinny guy lifted the beer bottle, took a gulp and
grinned.

“You can fucking have it, if that’ll make you happy! Let’s
get the hell out of here!” Mullet shouted and turned to face
his mates.

Bego came up to Mullet and pushed him a couple of steps
away, towards the hallway.

“Are you out of your fucking mind, what the fuck is wrong
with you?! They’ll take your apartment, where the hell are you
going to live?”

“Fuck cares! Let’s go.”

“Calm down, mate. These guys are some serious morons,
but we’ll fuck them up just the same,” said Bego and lit up.

Mullet laid both of his hands on his friend’s shoulders.

“l don’t need any of this, Bego. | don’t want any blood to
get spilled, ’'m begging you like a brother, let’s just go!”

Bego let the loose ash off his cigarette tip fall to the floor.
He said nothing. Back in the living room they turned the volume
up again.

“Suit yourself,” he said and went back to get Vele and
Vicious. Mullet stepped outside. He was shaking. He let his palm
slide against the worn out door of his, now already former,
apartment.

*%

The night after the drunken binge at Ziggy’s, he woke up on
the sofa at Vicious’ place in Zenta. He tiptoed out of the room,
put on his Doc Martens and walked out. He walked down to the
small harbour, in amongst the white fishing boats and yachts.
It was quiet, the only sound that of the rigging on the boats’
masts gently rattling in the wind. Hung over, he was reading the
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names written on the prows: Pjero, Danica, Marina, Nadalina,
Laura, The Little Fairy... If only he had a boat like that, it would
be his home and his sanctuary. He reached the end of the pier
and sat on the ground, facing the sun that was only just starting
torise. He closed his eyes.

Mulletimagined being a fish, the very fish he was nicknamed
after. Swimming around the ferries and catamarans in the city
port and enjoying himself as every mullet in filthy waters does,
collecting bits of food falling out of the beaks of clumsy young
seagulls. And everyone just leaving him be.

Translation: Marija Stojanovic
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Summer Limbo

Sladana Ljubicic

The sun beat down indecently hot that summer morning, so
much so that it seemed it might bleach away the “Anti-antifa”
graffiti from the concrete pillar of the Novi Sad Railway Station.
All the more because it had been scrawled hesitantly in small
self-conscious letters. Doomed to disappear as soon as daylight
caught sight of it on the sunny side of the pillar.

Like all ghosts, as she liked to say of herself, Mona was
unable to feel the oppressive heat of the air that made all living
beings on days like this that much closer to her — dead as she
was. The weather could do her no harm, unlike the restless
bodies of passengers passing through her, searing through
her universe like forceful machete strokes with sweaty little
universes of their own. She clung to the pillar hoping to avoid
them, the letters now flush with her shoulders. She did not
mind the living as such, just how pathetic they were. This graffiti
was a prime example, she thought — boring enough to make you
scream. Wandering souls spend most of their time being bored,
like in a waiting room. And as you wait to pass from this world
into the next, you try to find something fun to do to pass the
time. The fears of the living did not even make it onto the list of
diversions, let alone fun. It is not nearly as interesting as horror
stories make it out to be (they’re written by the living, after all).

If they weren’t dead, Denis and Danilo would have definitely
been late. Under the circumstances, this was practically
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impossible. They couldn’t have fallen asleep drunk, for they
could neither drink nor sleep. Fate, they both claimed. They
don’t have to pack, because they have nothing but the rags
they had on when they met their ends. Since they can’t get sick,
or hurtin a street fight, it means they couldn’t have ended up in
the emergency room, either.

Where are those fools, Mona wondered, hoping they hadn’t
decided to follow Lemmy Kilmister home, in the belief that he
would soon be joining them. She thought back to last night’s
Motorhead concert and got worried that might be the case,
because the old man could barely make it down from the stage.
They had agreed to meet on the third day of Exit at the old
spot. She had no idea why they were changing their plans and
leaving town when there were still two days of the festival left.
If they don’t show up soon, she’ll go to the nearby park, just so
she can listen to people whine about the heat, trying to blame
it for all their failures that day.

She kept convincing herself everything was cool, eager to
give the appearance of someone patient. As if anyone could
see her. She thought about how, if she were alive, she’d be
angry both at those two and at this scorching heat of July
11th. She remembered how unbearable the heat used to be,
summers in Slavonia had been the very definition of boredom.
She reminisced and watched the living mannequins about her.
Not knowing any better, they waited for trains to help them
live out their lives even faster, oblivious to the privilege of
growing old. Perhaps if she had been killed in her old age, she
wouldn’t envy them so much. As it was, she despised every
year she had lived, forty in all, believing them all responsible
for her death. There are no better spoils than the hardy woman
of your wartime enemy, are there? Cleaning some of her blood
from your uniform and knuckles is a small price to pay for the
delights to be found between her ripened thighs and enjoyed
as Roman conquerors enjoyed their sweet wine.

And just as she was sinking into despair, as she always
did when she thought of her own death, Denis and Danilo
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appeared. They looked somehow more bewildered and paler
than is customary for the dead.

“My fellow travellers, it seems you managed to live your
whole lives without learning any manners, seeing as you can be
so late even when you’re dead. What happened? Why are we
leaving all of a sudden? Did you kidnap Lemmy? Are we in some
kind of danger?” Mona joked, having realised pretending to be
patient was not her strong suit.

“Kidnap Lemmy? What are you talking about? God forbid!”
Danilo recoiled slightly.

Quickly, he pressed three fingers together and crossed
himself. Areflex harking back to the days when he was still alive,
no doubt. It’s not like he was a believer. Danilo hasn’t believed
in God ever since that bullet tore through his insides. As he
bled out, he cursed him at the top of his lungs, disappointed
in his fickle nature. But then the curses, along with the body of
this young forestry graduate, were swallowed up by the Bosna
river.

“Lemmy’s alive, he didn’t die, don’t you joke about that, of
all people. Sorry for being late, we’ve been a bit disorganised
since this morning.” Denis tried to verbalise his anguish
awkwardly.

Stuck in adolescence, he’d never learnt how to explain his
feelings even to himself, let alone to others.

“Speak, Denis, what is it! Speak, so we can leave. And where
are we going? Do we have a plan or are you just going to drag
me around the obscure villages of your birth again? | can’t take
any more village inns and saint day feasts just so you two can
stalk your families. Look at these young people around us!
Carefree tourists. Let’s follow them instead, get away from
our own people for a bit. | promise we’ll come back,” Mona
complained.

“We couldn’t now even if we wanted to,” Danilo muttered
under his breath.

Denis hesitated, because he knew what he was about to
say would sadden her. After twenty years of wandering the
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gnarled Balkan gorges and ravines together, it was time to say
goodbye. Still, she could be happy for them. At least in some
bizarre way, as befits this whole parallel universe. As cynical
when dead as she had been while alive, Mona begrudged all
ghosts their unquestioning acceptance of happiness only when
they were burying someone, sending them off, out of limbo
forever. The lads knew what she was like, she’d long given up
on the idea of seeing her own solemn funeral. Since she had
no family or friends among the living, no one had been looking
for her body for almost ten years. Once she had lost all hope
of finding peace, she had lashed out, driving away her sense of
solidarity with the other victims’ lost souls.

“They’re burying me today... | know we said we wouldn’t
go to Potocari this summer, but no one could have known
they’d find my body this year. You both know I’d like you to
be there, at my Janazah. We’ve talked about what it would
look like so many times. Maybe it won’t be so sad. Everyone
will be there, but you know there’s no one more important
to me than the two of you. Look, we’ll skip the speeches this
time. But remember how we danced around the politicians last
time, sticking our tongues out at them when they went up to
the podium to speak? Now, that was fun.” Something childlike
slipped from Denis’s lips, destined never to taste a woman’s
thighs.

Danilo fidgeted around the pillar, pretending not to hear
anything. As if he’d just noticed the graffiti and it was taking him
an eternity to read those two words. He knew the discerning
and rational Mona was looking at them right now and seeing
two stupid dead mediocrities. He tried to avoid her gaze as
best he could. Whenever he became anxious, the hole in his
guts would start spreading. The wet clothes he wore would
become heavier. If he didn’t get it together soon, the stench
of the river lying dormant in his lungs would give him away, it
was just waiting for situations like these to start churning. As of
tomorrow, the three musketeers would become a duo. It took
a generous heart to rejoice at another’s salvation.
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Mona was not surprised by this news that Denis’s body had
been found. Nor was she overjoyed.

They walked down the railway tracks in silence. They would
soon meet the souls of the others, so this was their last chance
to say goodbye. They hugged. Who knows how long they
would have stayed like that had they not felt a flutter in their
chests. The train from Belgrade was only in Sremski Karlovci
when these three vagabonds sensed its arrival. The tracks
emanated a beastly energy of cold steel, recognisable at such
distance only by equally cold creatures.

“We’ll be with you as they lay your casket into the ground.
Don’t you worry, little fellow,” Mona said softly, putting her
arm on Denis’s left shoulder.

“We’re glad at least one of us will be done with the endless
wandering,” Danilo added.

“l hope everything will be alright. I’m just worried about my
mother. | just feel there’ll be some trouble. | can’t wait for the
sun to go down, for all this to be over.” Denis surprised them
with his concern.

“There’s nothing you can do about it either way. So, don’t
worry your pretty little head. Just relax and let yourself go
into the dust to dust,” Mona comforted him, though she was
herself unconvinced by her own words. She’d always thought
optimism was overrated.

They looked about. People clutched their bags and shuffled
in place. The train would be arriving at the station at any
moment.

“What do you think, how many missing, killed, secretly
buried could fit into a single train? How many trains would it
take to fit all of us?” Danilo wondered.

“No one knows their numbers, or ours.” Mona always had a
ready answer. “Honestly, though, | worry about these people.
Their ignorance of sharing the train with us ghosts is what
keeps them trapped. The living cannot know that they will not
live in peace until all the trains you’re wondering about are
emptied, until every single soul gets off at its station. There are
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so many of us around them, it messes with their aura. Until our
souls find peace, there will be no peace among them either.”
It was noon. The wire that was used to tie Denis’s hands
flashed bright. That was the signal that it was time to go.
Though it was slowing down as it entered the station,
the train still had the force to smash the three friends into
infinitesimal pieces, driving straight through them.
“Let’s go lay you to rest.”

Translation: Ulvija Tanovi¢
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In the Abyss of the Soul

Abid Jarié

After Livanjka died, he moved into her house.

Livanjka — the woman from Livno — was childless, although
it was said that she had been married once, a long time ago.

The stranger appeared suddenly, settled in Livanjka’s
house in Hazna, and started roaming around the small town,
reluctantly answering the questions of the curious locals who
were hoping to learn something about him. He told them to call
him Finch, nothing more, adding that Livanjka was his aunt. But
everyone knew she had no family. They stopped doubting that
he was entitled to her cottage only after a rumour spread that
he had been seen entering the Municipal office holding a rolled
up piece of paper tied with a black string.

The days went by.

There were very few locals who didn’t believe that the
stranger was, in fact, Satan. For how else could one interpret
the fact that the postman’s widow kept baking pies and -
ignoring her brother’s vehement objections — hanging them on
the lintel of the stranger’s door on Sundays, all wrapped up ina
white scarf, embroidered with red roses to boot? Or that time
when Kasap the butcher got such a fierce headache that he
howled for two entire days and nights, keeping everyone in the
three surrounding mahallas awake, but immediately fell asleep
after the stranger passed by his house and touched a spot onits
wall with his ring?! If the stranger wasn’t a creature of darkness,
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why would hens that no housewife could catch land on his palm
and peck at whatever they found there? Not to mention that
recently, when he was bitten by a rabid dog called Curly, he
just shook his leg, and nothing happened to him. But of course,
everyone said, what could possibly happen to someone with
the devil’s blood running through his veins? Hunters chased
poor Curly all day long, caught up with him just before dark,
and killed him on the spot. They say that the dog was crying
like a human being, and it was awful watching the bloody foam
rushing from his mouth. And then how come that no matter
what mothers did to hide their children from the stranger, the
children still rushed to him to get his tiny handmade flutes, no
bigger than an index finger? He must have had the evil eye on
them. And if he wasn’t a creature of darkness, why would he
sit so motionlessly on the bench behind his house, staring at
the sky for hours, night after night, as if collecting signs only
he could recognize, to use for his next black magic? Some went
so far as to claim that this creature wasn’t a man at all, but an
apparition that came, from who knows where, just to scare
the town’s honest folk, and disturb their peace of mind. For no
man could possibly have such an inscrutable mask on his face,
only an apparition could. Then someone remembered how old
Machan used to say: “When people like this start walking the
Earth, real people will have to disappear. There will be no room
for both us and them.”

Now that Machan was not among them anymore, everyone
agreed that he was right.

The young man’s frequent visits to the nearby forest could
not go unnoticed either.

Since he was a newcomer, it’s not difficult to conclude that
he was constantly under the watchful eyes of the locals, who
were never able to consider a stranger a friend, especially if the
stranger intended to remain in their midst forever. It wasn’t
difficult to stalk him through the woods of beech and fir, and on
the glades covered in hazel bushes. The wicker fences allowed
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the locals to hide while following the stranger’s every step. He
would only stop next to a spruce tree and, if its branches were
low enough, cut off just one, and always one facing north. He
would peel it off with a sharp pen-knife, smelling the wood,
staring at it for long moments and feeling it with his fingertips,
andthen cutitinto several pieces of the same length. Eventually
he would tie them all up with twine, and put them in a large
woollen bag with a golden-yellow sunflower pattern which had
clearly been woven by a skilful weaver.

Those keeping watch over him would later tell the others
everything they saw. And they would jointly conclude, without
a trace of doubt: It’s not a man, but Shaitan.

To tell the truth, what most annoyed them was his
indifference to all their stories about him.

What kind of a man is this, they wondered in amazement,
who, if you put a rose right under his nose, he’d still rather be
sniffing a henbane flower? Then, for no obvious reason, they
started to laugh loudly whenever they met him. How can I tell
them that what they are doing is wrong? — the man called Finch
wondered to himself. How can one laugh at the misfortunes that
surround us? This tormented him terribly. Should he tell them
that they should not laugh at the fact that the son of his next
door neighbour, the forest ranger, comes to his door every day,
trying to sell for a mere trifle whatever he had stolen from his
own house that day? Or that nothing will stop the woman from
the house at the end of the alley from carrying on cheating on
her husband, because he’s old and feeble and cannot follow
her on the intricate paths that lead her to so many doors? Pela
the tobacconist will continue to brag about being the town’s
best singer even though he lost his hearing a long time ago,
and the town will continue to laugh, just as they laugh at the
deacon who they say became ‘a bit wacky’ due to his constant
self-restraint, but still stop him in the street to ask for his advice.

In time, the stranger gave up trying to explain anything to
anyone. He understood their plight, just as he was reconciled
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to his own. It had been a while since the war had ended, but
suspicions lingered among people, and no one trusted anyone
anymore. And suspicion was especially expressed towards the
stranger.

Doubting that one could make a living from selling wooden
birds, they all believed he had a hidden ducat which was
impossible to use up, and that this was what allowed him to
live comfortably.

Nobody had ever seen how his figures came into being.
But once they were finished, every person holding one of his
wooden birds in their hands claimed that they had the distinct
impression that the bird could easily slip through their fingers
and fly away towards the sun, as birds are known to do. Some
claimed that while holding a wooden bird they could feel the
warmth of its tiny body on the palm of their hand, and that the
heat spread like an intoxicating scent, permeating one’s whole
being; like being submerged in a mood of such happiness
and gentleness that one wished it would last forever. Four
times a year, big fairs were held in the small town, and there
you could find anything and everything money can buy, but
what everyone wanted to buy was his birds carved in wood.
Swallows were the most expensive.

With the first sign of darkness, he would find himself on the
bench behind the house.

His hand would move slowly towards his pocket, his
fingers would gently touch the flute. Then his lips, moist and
trembling, would come close to the mouthpiece as if wanting
the first touch to be as gentle and as soft as possible. His chest
would start to lift and drop, his cheeks filling and emptying at
irregular intervals. His fingers flew over the holes in the flute in
anincredible rhythm. As his playing progressed, his head would
rise higher and higher towards the sky, and his eyes, moist and
wide open, would split the darkness of the night. His face would
then suddenly relax, as if it had never had that hard and stiff
expression that made people avoid him. It looked as though in
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amoment his body would take off from the bench and soarinto
the sky. If anyone could watch him at that moment, they would
see his body trembling as his fingers played the last chords of
the song. They would see a shiver running down his spine, his
head falling to his chest, and his right hand, holding the flute,
dropping heavily beside his exhausted body.

“That was for you, Birdman. Only for you, as you well know.
And for your wedding which will never happen,” he would utter
in a hollow whisper.

A muffled sigh would then escape from his throat, just as
when someone is being relieved of a burden they cannot bear.

On that night, there was no noise in his head.

It’s not a good sign, he thought. He was accustomed to that
feeling that had haunted him mercilessly for years, ever since
the war. He had no will to go out into the garden and sit on
the bench behind the house, away from curious eyes. Instead,
he lay down on his bed, and turned towards the half-open
window. It wasn’t long before the images began to line up. As
always happened. In the same order.

He used to say: He who kills a swallow commits a sin deemed
unforgivable. For the swallow is the bird that deserves the Grace
of God. When the Martyr hid from his persecutors under the
bridge, a vivan wanted to denounce him. The vivan cried out:
Here he is, here he is! The swallow tweeted: No, he’s not, no, he’s
not! The Lord cursed the vivan because of this sin, and He blessed
the swallow.

They called him Birdman.
Birdman had a friend called Finch.

Birdman didn’t like magpies.
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The magpie brought the thorns with which the Martyr
was crowned. The swallow kept pulling out the thorns that
pierced the Martyr’s forehead and eyes, and, hiding from His
torturers, carried them away, one by one, in its beak. That was
why Birdman didn’t just kill magpies. He captured them and
tormented them with that same torture, stabbing them in the
head with thorns or burdocks.

On Good Friday, he paid some children to clean a few
swallow’s nests and put various bits of cake in them.

He believed that swallows spent the winter in water.

“They hide in rivers and lakes,” he would say in a soft voice,
with his eyes closed. “They use their legs, or wings, to cluster
close together, and they sleep under water. But in springtime,
only the young swallows emerge from the water. The old ones
lose their feathers and turn into frogs.”

“There used to be three Suns in the sky,” he would explain
to Finch, and Finch would believe him. “However, the Snake
Empress sucked up two of them, but the swallow hid the third
one under its wing, and carried it high into the heavens. The
two pale, dry suns sometimes seen in the sky are in fact those
the snake drank, and the one shedding light on us now is the
one the swallow preserved.”

He knew almost everything about swallows. He knew that
in Islam they were called Birds of Jannah. Finch didn’t tell him
that the Persians believed that the chattering of swallows
separated companions and destroyed friendships. It would
hurt him to know that somewhere swallows were considered
ominous.

While waiting for the first swallows to return that spring, he
continued killing other birds. He would only shoot once, and he
never missed.
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*%

He awaited the spring with great apprehension.

“If the first swallow appears alone, my wedding will come
to nothing,” he assured Finch. “If they come in a pair, you’ll be
my best man. And you’ll play all our favourite songs on that
flute of yours; just so you know.”

As he said this, the scar on his left cheek seemed to lengthen
a little.

That spring, for the first time since they had known each
other, a swallow, shot, fell at his feet.

And later on, in the early fall of that year, he also held Finch
at gunpoint.

*%

The branches of a nearby thicket faintly rustled, the bitter
scent of wild rose floated on the breeze. Finch thought he
saw the dark blue feathers of a swallow’s wing. The Earth was
already creeping into the bluish veil of night, all resembling a
Far Eastern garden.

With their hands tied behind their backs, the throng rippled
with a loud sigh that reached the very tops of the surrounding
fir trees. As they approached the edge of the rocky abyss, their
bowed heads swayed to the rhythm of their tottering knees.
The chasm beneath their bloodied feet looked like a spindle,
and its bottom struck every eye like a prickly arrow.

“Guys, | have faith in you. Don’t waste ammunition. Finish
the job with one bullet,” the commander’s voice hissed.

*%

Three men were pushed to the edge. The three shots were
muffled by heavenly thunder. The thundering came from a
clear sky.

Three others were already standing above the abyss.

They waited for the order.

“Fire!” the commander ordered.
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One body remained on the edge of the abyss. Someone
approached it, and pushed it hard with his military boot. Then
he scraped the boot through the grass a few times.

“You wanted this land, there you have it!” He cursed, and
returned to the firing squad.

The rifle barrels were already shoved into the backs of the
next three men, lining them up at the edge of the abyss. The
three men themselves assisted them in this, making an effort
to accommodate the rifle barrels’ aim.

The most horrific thing with convicts on death row is their
solidarity with their punishment.

Six of them stepped forward at the same time. They were
separated into two groups - roughly, noisily, with lots of
swearing.

“Don’t rush. You’re a nice people, neat and orderly. And
you’ll all be together down there for sure,” the commander
snorted, with a short chuckle.

They align their feet, calmly and without panic. Their nostrils
widen, their chests swell with air heavy with the rancid smell of
gunpowder and burnt turf.

*%

Finch is the last one, and alone. He looks at his fists, his
fingers that will be shrivelled in a moment — down there, when
he reaches the bottom.

“Step back!” Someone thundered behind his back. “He’s
mine!”’

As Finch recognized the voice, something nipped him
sharply just under his left breast.

And he, Birdman, bent down to tie the shoelace of his
military boot. He did it slowly, as if he had all the time in the
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world. When he finished, he stood up and stared through the
leaves trembling in the bluish twilight.

Four strong arms, like two pairs of pliers, grabbed Finch and
placed him on the edge of the abyss.

He doesn’t resist.

They are together again.

Birdman and Finch.

Only this time they are not one beside the other, but one
behind the other.

The firing squad stands silent and motionless, their rifles in
order arms position.

*%

Finch feels his breath. Birdman exhales through his nose,
deeply, at regular intervals, as he always does just before
hitting his target, unerringly, with his first bullet.

Streams of sweat ran down their backs.

This must be a dream. The thought boiled in Finch’s brain.
This surely cannot be real.

He heard the bullet entering the barrel.

The bluish veil began to thicken between sky and earth.

When will it be over? The question stabbed Finch’s mind so
hard that he wanted to shout: C’mon, Birdman, what are you
waiting for? Do it!

The most incomprehensible thing with convicts on death
row is their courage.

*%

The rifle behind Finch’s back spits fire.

Finch sways a little, but feels no pain.

Can you die without pain? He wonders.

And then it dawns on him. He must not wait for another
bullet.

And he soared through the air.
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All of them, purple with dusk and dumb with wonder, saw
a swallow fluttering toward the sky on a red lightning bolt that
suddenly illuminated the entire area.

3.

Finch was already cold when someone wishing to buy a
swallow for his grandson’s birthday found him in the morning.

His face seemed slightly lengthened, and softened. His half-
open eyes stared at the shelf full of hand-carved birds. Among
the birds, the wooden figure of a young man stood out. There
was a deep scar on his left cheek.

Translation: Mirjana Evtov
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| Have Nothing Against Luck

Maja Slavnic

| have this abnormal dog. He’s sexually frustrated, like the
dog Jonathan Safran Foer harassed in Ukraine. Dogs have to
be walked. Mine has to be walked at least three times a day,
so he’s less (just a little less) likely to hump and pant over
footstools, a tumble dryer, my neighbour’s six-year old boy. My
dog’s name is Grandpa. When he was only three months old, he
looked like a Grandpa, with yellow whiskers, yellow teeth, hair
as soft as a carpet brush and the eyes of someone who’s lived
for centuries.

The morning Grandpa and | first met him, we had gone to
the park next to the city bus station. That park is my town’s
asylum for different souls. In one corner, on two neighbouring
benches, sat two pairs of parents with their handicapped
children. Spineless people who are ashamed to take their
different children to the other city parks. Because “normal”
people don’t come to this park, only gay people looking for
partners, prostitutes looking for work, drug addicts, the
homeless... and, oh yes — people with dogs. Because it’s the
only park where you can let your dog off the leash. What do the
town fathers care if a dog poops here and no one cleans it up?
Only faggots go there anyway.

That morning when we first met him, Grandpa was not
in a good mood. He’d been suffering from indigestion, and
for days I’d been feeding him rice instead of chunky food. He
hadn’t even humped my leg once. He was in pain. As | let him
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off the leash, my phone rang. While | was talking on the phone,
Grandpa walked up to the nearest bench at the very entrance
of the park, where a man in a grey coat was sitting with several
bags, on both his left and his right. | thought Grandpa had gone
to beg for food again, since he had eaten nothing but fucking
rice for days. | called him back; he didn’t even bother to look
at me. | saw that the man in the grey coat was talking to him.
| ended my phone call and went to take control of Grandpa
again, who was already stretched over the right sneaker of the
man in the grey coat. He wasn’t trying to hump the man’s leg,
he was just lying still. Strange, | thought. “I’'m so sorry,” | said.
“C’mon, Grandpa, let’s go.”

And then our eyes met for the first time. While Grandpa
was still lying on his right foot, my eyes met the eyes of the
man in the grey coat - his eyes were as blue as Greek beaches
put through six Instagram filters. Eyes so dazzling that you
could hardly look at them. Eyes that every ambitious singer
would kill for, or at any rate give up her fat pay-checks from six
Gastarbeiter weddings for, if she could only buy those eyes, like
she’d bought her tits.

“l would, my child, if  had anywhere to go,” those eyes said.

| realized that the man thought | was talking to him. “No,
no... sorry. My dog is called Grandpa. | wasn’t...”

“I know, I just wanted to have a bit of fun,* said the man
in the grey coat. The first person in the world who didn’t ask
why Grandpa was called Grandpa. And that’s how it began, our
companionship. On that bench in the park full of dog poop.

The second time we met him, he was sitting on the same
bench. Grandpa ran directly to him, and sat on his sneaker. We
talked about the weather. And then, as he scratched Grandpa
between his ears while rummaging through his bags in search
of a treat for him, he said: “It’s beautiful, this Vojvodina of
yours. Bountiful, green, flat. Lucky the war didn’t come here,
it would have been a real sin against these fields, this fertile
land. There’s nothing more shameful before God than pouring
human blood on ploughed land. Land needs seed. If seeds of
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blood were sown here, it would be blasphemous. It would be
shameful.”

“Yes,” | said, “we were lucky.”

“Listen, my dear, | have nothing against luck. But luck is not
for everyone.”

And that’s how the man in the grey coat started his story.
Grandpa and | just listened. We both kept quiet. The man was
called Borislav Stoji¢. He was 78. He was born and he died in the
village of Kravica, near Srebrenica. That’s what he said - that he
died the day he escaped from that village. | felt ashamed that
I’d never heard of the tragedy in Kravica. Borislav didn’t talk
much about it either. He only said that on Christmas the bloody
dogs of war entered the village and killed people. Those they
could, or those they wanted to kill. Why they didn’t kill him — he
had no idea. He was in his house, he said, and when the shots
and screams erupted, he knew what it was. He just lay in his
bed. He intended, he said, to ask whoever came for him, to beg
him, as a human being, to kill him in his own bed.

“That’s how gentlemen die,” he said. “I’ve always wanted
to die in my bed, with my underpants on. It would be shameful
to die differently.”

But nobody came for him; he didn’t know why.

“Why they skipped my house, only dear God knows, and
He’s silent. He’s kept silent for twenty years now,” he said.

Then he told me about how he fled from the village through
the woods at night. How he walked for seven days through the
woods until he got to the river, and after that, to people. He
took only a knife and some bacon from his house. It was cold,
very cold in that forest. “My feet froze, you see. See the foot
this Grandpa of yours is lying on - four frostbitten toes had to
be cut off. But the toe-eating cold is nothing compared to the
coldness of the hearts of those who killed Kravica, those who
slaughtered Srebrenica, those who killed Bosnia,” Borislav said.

It was March 8th when we met for the third and last time. He
sat there with his bags, waved to me and Grandpa, beckoning
to us with his hand to come over. He handed me a box of Jaffa
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biscuits. “Happy 8th of March, my dear young lady. Sorry it’s
so little. And sorry for burdening you with that story of mine
last time. You shouldn’t have listened to it. It would have been
better if | had told you how Mira, who gives us medicine at the
Centre, how she helped me for over a year with that internet of
yours to find my best friend; | was his best man at his wedding,
you know. He’s dead now, but | found his children, whom I love
as my own. | don’t have any children of my own, and I never got
married either. His children now live in Sweden. Little Milada
cried with joy when | found her. She told me that her father had
never stopped praying that | had stayed alive. And that he had
talked a lot about me, even on the day he died. There, you see,
these people are Muslims, and they still love me. They know it
wasn’t my fault.”

Why we never met him again | don’t know. I think he was
embarrassed about telling me his story. Though he’s the last
person in the world who should be embarrassed by his story.
| thought Grandpa and | might visit the Centres around town;
there aren’t many. But | didn’t. | was embarrassed, too. | was
embarrassed for not knowing what to tell him. For not knowing
what to ask.

Grandpa has never lain on anyone’s foot in that park again.
Maybe because the people there have all their toes but don’t
know how to love. Or forgive. Or present a girl with a box of
biscuits on the 8th of March, International Women’s Day. Or
stroke someone else’s frustrated dog. Or lighten up someone’s
morning, someone’s day. And every time | get drunk with my
friends downtown, | remember that Twitter post where a guy
said “I got so drunk, | betrayed Kosovo.” Because no Kosovo,
no Bosnia, no village in Baranja is worth anyone’s life. They are
not worth a single one of Borislav’s toes, if you ask me. Only
those who love are worthy. Those whose hearts are so warm
that the coldness of hatred will never be able to freeze them.
Sleep tight, Borislav. | know you haven’t died again.

Translation: Mirjana Evtov

58



Nobody Does It Like They Do

Bojana Babic

The raffleis over. I don’t know who won, but ’'m glad | don’t
have to listen to that voice from the loudspeaker anymore, and
I’m happy to see the pensioners leaving. There’s no music.
There’s no heating either. I’'m always cold here in Edinburgh,
but I've got used to it. People here have thicker skin than we
do. We heat our homes and cafés until the air is so sickeningly
hot that we can’t breathe. | wear Paulo’s long sweater that he
bought to hide his belly fat. | wonder what he uses to cover it
now, as it’s over forty degrees in Cairo. Paulo tells me that he
met a young film director from Kosovo at the Festival there.
They started talking during a group tour of the pyramids. The
guy’s name is Jim. Or Chim. Or Chin. “I’m not exactly sure
which,” Paulo tells me.

This makes me think of Afrodita and how I first met her in
the Zurich refugee camp, when | was volunteering there. She
was seven, with long hair and a very serious face. She didn’t
play with the other children because she had to look after her
younger brother Bruno. | tried to persuade her to join the others
on the football field, but she refused. In the end, however,
she agreed, after Diana, a German teacher with a soft voice,
had spoken to her for a while. Bruno and | then sat together
watching Afrodita’s attempts to shoot at the goal; we sat on
the bench until he peed himself. Then I took him to their room.
The two of them lived with their mother, but she wasn’t there.
| spoke to Bruno in Serbian while looking for his clothes. He
put his thumb in his mouth and looked at me in astonishment,
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but didn’t object. | couldn’t find two small socks of the same
colour, or any trousers to match Bruno’s T-shirt. While he was
running onto the football field to hug Afrodita, he looked like
a fruit salad. “Who dressed you like that?” she asked, and he
pointed his finger in my direction. It was the only time | saw
her laugh.

“It may sound silly, but Jim and | got close very quickly,”
Paulo tells me over the phone. “We hate the same movies and
the same books.” He sends me a photo of the two of them
smiling in Tahrir Square. Jim had a sparse beard and a tight
T-shirt which showed off his abdominal muscles. “I have to go,”
Paulo says. “They announce the winners tonight. So keep your
fingers crossed.” For six months now, we have been sharing an
apartment with a forty-eight-year-old garbage collector called
George. George talks a lot, but the only thing we understand is
“ay, ay, ay”, so we repeat it after him. He has two ex-wives and
two daughters whom he never mentions, although he drinks
his coffee every morning from a mug that says To the best dad
ever.

| often come to this pub to write. | always sit at the same
table because that’s where the only power socket is. An older
man with fingerless gloves kindly asks if he could sit at my table.
Ilook at him over the laptop screen as he explains that he comes
here for a pint of pale ale every morning. He says he is a retired
auto mechanic. “Where are you from?” he asks. When 1 tell
him, his expression becomes very serious. He scratches his grey
head, takes a sip, then says, “You did terrible things in Bosnia.”
”Yes, we did,” | reply. “Sarajevo. Srebrenica,” he says. “Yes,” |
admit. “Kravice,” he continues. “How do you know all this?” |
ask. “l watch the news,” he says, “and read the newspapers.” |
stare at the dead screen in front of me. He wipes the beer foam
from his moustache. “Do you like animals?’’ he asks. “Yes, | do,”
| say. “This is my dog Charlie. He’s thirteen.” He hands me a
photo of a black cocker spaniel on a leather armchair. They look
alike. ““May he live another thirteen years in good health,” | say,
and he laughs. “I’m Daniel,” he says. “And you? Who are you?”

“We won,” Paulo shouts over the phone. “I had to go on
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stage to receive the award. Do you think | look fat?”” he asks
sending me a photo from the ceremony. The shirt button on
his belly barely holds. “No, you don’t. That shirt looks great on
you,” | say, and he thanks me. “I’m going to get drunk with Jim,
| promised,” says Paulo. “Jim’s become like a brother to me.”

Teuta Pireva was born in Gjilan in 1964. She worked there as
a journalist and editor in local television. She fled to Scotland
in 1999. Today, she works at a refugee centre in Glasgow,
where she lives with her husband, daughter, and son. Among
the comments | read: Shadow Behind the Sun is a book that will
open minds and change hearts. | order a copy through Amazon.

Paulo arrives early in the morning with deep purple rings
under his eyes, and with back pain. The Festival didn’t pay for
accommodation on his return, so he spent the whole night at
the Istanbul airport. He wakes up in the evening, and we go for
drinks in the pub. Paulo says his throat hurts. He recounts what
he heard from Jim. “They burned his house,” he tells me. “And
he lost his father.” He’s not sure whether the latter was due to
the war. “Jim didn’t want to go into detail.” I bring us another
round of beer. Paulo says he clearly remembers when he first
asked me to explain it to him. We were still studying together
back then. | told him it was all very complicated. “What’s
complicated? Tell me,” Paulo insisted.

We go to bed and | cling to him. I breathe into his thick, black
hair. Paulo tells me that he’s too tired. “We’ll do it tomorrow,”
he says before falling asleep. He’s been telling me that a lot
lately.

In the morning, Paulo coughs and beats himself in the chest.
His eyes are red, his forehead hot. He shouts that he doesn’t
understand what’s happened to him. | accompany him to the
hospital, near the last stop of the No. 40 bus line. The lady
doctor tells him to sit on the bed, and take off his sweater. In
that position, his belly clearly hangs over his pants. She seems
younger than me. She listens to his lungs and asks him if he
smokes. “Sometimes,” Paulo replies unconvincingly. As we
enter the apartment, Paulo tells me that Jim invited him to
Pristina. He explains that there will be a festival there soon. “If
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you want, you can come with me. Jim would love to meet you.
You’ve never been there?” he asks. “No,” | tell him and | turn
off the lights in the room.

The next day, in the afternoon, the postman inserts a
package through the mail slot in our door. It falls on the floor
with a thud. The cover is black, ineptly designed. Not wanting
to wake Paulo up, | make coffee in George’s To the best dad
ever mug and stay in the kitchen. Teuta writes about her
grandmother’s stories she listened to as a child. “Remember
this,” her grandmother told her, “They destroy everything that
is not theirs. They burn mosques, books, paintings. They crush
people and obliterate history. Nobody does that like they do.”
Soon, George and his new girlfriend Lucy arrive. They wave at
me and go to the living room. They play Elvis’s hits on the bad
turntable, they dance and laugh. I peek into our room. Paulo is
still asleep. | put Shadow Behind the Sun in my bag and go out.

| drink weak beer, but it goes straight to my head. There are
not many guests in the pub. | see a skinny boy come in and sit
at a table opposite mine. He has fair hair and fair eyes. He’s not
ours. Nobody here is ours. Teuta writes about how her brother
was killed. And then her father as well. She writes about how she
ended up in a temporary camp in Macedonia, from where they
were transported to Scotland. The pilots and crew members
wore protective gloves and masks during that flight, fearing
the refugees might infect them. As soon as | finish the book,
I’m going to email Teuta and explain who | am. I’m going to tell
her that I’ve read her book and that I think that people need to
hear about all that. And that I’m going to translate it. No, that
I’m going to write a screenplay, and one day make a film. Or |
will suggest to Jim that he make a film about it. Shadow Behind
the Sun. Behind the Sun. I’m sure Jim would be interested.

The fair boy approaches me and asks what | am reading.
“Something interesting? ‘“Very,” | say, “but it’s painful.”
“Why?” he asks. “The book is about Kosova,” | tell him. | see
he doesn’t understand. “There was a war there.” He sits across
from me and folds his arms on the table. “I’m sorry,” he says.
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“If you want to talk about it ...” We’re interrupted by a waiter
who alerts us that they close in fifteen minutes. The fair boy
orders another beer. “I’'m good,” | say putting my hand on
his bony knee. When the waiter brings his beer, the fair boy
drinks it bottoms up, like a shot of brandy. He holds my fake
leather jacket for me, and we walk out of the pub. “I have my
bike here. I'll take you,” he says. “I’m heavy,” | tell him, but he
competently places me in the front basket. He puts his chin on
my shoulder and rides off. I’m scared, but he tells me that he
lives close by. The streets are empty. We reach a tall building,
and he leaves his bike in front of its entrance. He doesn’t secure
it in any way. “My roommate’s asleep,” he says leading me to
a small room with large windows overlooking the building
across the street. There are no curtains. | undress him carefully,
as if opening a New Year’s package received from Petrohemija
Company. He kisses my neck while | scratch his freckled back.

“My roommate is from Kenya. He’s here for his PhD; he
always works hard and goes to bed early. What about you?
You live alone?” he asks while we share a cigarette in front of
the open window. “No, I live with a Scot,” | say. “He’s a waste
collector. And with my Brazilian boyfriend.” “Cool,” he says.
While | pull on my boots with the close-fitting ankles, he holds
the door for me. As people here don’t hug, | just wave at him
and start down the stairs. I’'m trying to remember his name,
to preserve it. Maybe | never asked his name? | save his phone
number under Jim.

Fortunately, he lives very close to our apartment. Hoping to
sneak in without waking anyone up, | squeeze my tattered bag
and realize it’s empty. Teuta Pireva’s book is not in there. There
is no shadow behind the sun. I've lost it. | reach the building
and look for my keys. My index finger goes through the bottom
of my bag. | press on the intercom button. A dreamy male
voice asks: “Who is it? Quem é2”” | say nothing. The door opens
anyway.

Translation: Mirjana Evtov
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Cold Light

Afrim Demiri

Every time Buti opens the refridgerator door, a cold, damp
light envelops his body. Swiftly everything he looks at in the
room becomes indistinct. Instinctively, he quickly closes the
door and things return to normal, he regains a sense of calm.
Since the war, day by day, year by year, Buti has become
dependent on the opening and closing of the refridgerator
door. It only happens when he is alone in the room. The sense
that something of his remains locked inside the refridgerator
makes him anxious. As the door closes, pulled shut with a light
clunk by the suction of the vacuum, his mind focuses on the
darkness inside. The movement of the refrigerator door has
become the boundary between the transcendental and the
real for Buti, just as in a game of chance, when everyday life
is no longer discernible. He has begun to see himself as much
outside, as inside, the refrigerator, as if he were a being who
might start to decompose if he stayed outside for too long, and
thus it is necessary to take refuge inside the white box.

Buti remembers as if it were today, the day in his childhood
when the Obod brand refrigerator first appeared in the hallway
of his three-room house. The phrase “white goods” entered his
childhood vocabulary, together with all the enigma of how ice
formed inside a fridge.

His mother had covered the refrigerator with embroidered
linen, thus categorising it as part of the household furniture.
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Before the refrigerator arrived, a peaceful solitude pervaded
Buti’s house. But later, the opening and closing, the humming
of the refrigerator, merged together into a chorus of industrial
whining. To Buti, the refrigerator seemed like an unknown
white animal that had suddenly entered the heart of the house,
immersed in the scent of lilacs.

Still today, Buti cannot erase that whining hum from his
head. For a long time, it seemed to him that the war had been
preserved in the freezer section of the refridgerator. And
whenever the door opened, it seemed to him that the war had
got out, like a whiff of rotten cheese. He often gritted his teeth
and uttered the word “Frigo”, which in Albanian sounds like the
word fear. After all, was not fear always accompanied by a cold
chill?

Cold fear had overwhelmed Buti during the war. In the sky
above his neighbourhood, while the bright bombs from NATO
planes created lightning bolts of hope, he collected leftover
food from the refrigerators of abandoned houses, as if it were
the last crumbs of bread in a fairytale. Every time he opened
the door of one of the neighbourhood refrigerators, the cold
light would blind him for a moment, and many times an empty
white space destroyed his hopes of survival. With the threat of
death spreading through the neighbourhood like a fetid spirit,
the cold yellow light and whining hum of the refridgerator
cured his murderous hunger. The neighbourhood refrigerators
seemed as if there were barns storing grain, and similarly, day
by day, they emptied, little by little. And when he came across
a refrigerator without light or whining hum, he imagined that it
foretold the end of his life and that of his family. How often as
a small child had he played secretly in empty grain barns, and
now, all he wanted was to get inside an empty refrigerator and
never get out again.

Buti no longer needed keys to enter the houses of
his neighbourhood, and he and Rushi, the only guard of
the abandoned homes left, began emptying not only the
refrigerators, but also the bottles of alcohol. Alcohol muffled
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the sound of the bombing, making it sound instead like doors
slamming in the wind. And fear emboldened him a little.
Innocence had fallen on the neighbourhood houses, as it falls
upon the faces of the newly dead. They began to resemble their
former owners who had long gone. Buti and Rushi became the
neighbourhood couple, acting out the final scene of a movie
which was unfolding before their eyes. They looked like “Little
and Large” in a black and white film.

At night, fear began to feed not only on the darkness. When
the electricity stopped, everyone said that they had turned it
off because tonight the Serbian police planned to massacre
everyone, but when the electricity came back on, no one dared
to celebrate because now they suspected it had returned
precisely so that they could all be massacred. The local radio
broadcast instructions that windows should be blacked out so
that not even a candle could be seen, otherwise the houses
might become a target of the NATO bombing. Buti was not
mad, everyone began to see light as dangerous. The link
between fear and light, like a virus, even affected the Serbian
army. They broke down the door of Buti’s neighbour’s house,
fearing that someone was turning the lights on and off on the
third floor of the house opposite, ostensibly sending secret
signals to soldiers on the mountains. Unsurprisingly suspicion
turned to paradox, as it turned out that it was just a light
bulb with an unstable connection, so sometimes it turned on
and off all by itself. When Buti learned this, he was reminded
of how sometimes the light of his refrigerator didn’t turn on
automatically, but a slam of the door was sufficient to switch it
on again. This analogy equated the fear of the anxious Buti with
that of the armed soldiers, and Buti had felt a small victory.
Imagine, Buti had discovered that men who fought and wore a
uniform were also afraid.

Even peacetime jokes and stories about the war could not
release Buti from the fear of cold light. He split up the Albanian
word for refrigerator, “frigorifer”, into three terrifying syllables
“frigo-ri-ferr”, spelling out the words, “fear-new-hell”. This
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morbid game became more frequent when he learned that in
a lake in Serbia, corpses were escaping from a refrigerator in
the water. Like a legendary monster, corpses were coming out
of the refrigerator without light or sound, giving the water the
opportunity to speak on their behalf. The water brought out
the truth, like a wave of anger. What were dead Albanian bodies
seeking on the shores of an unknown lake. Serb residents
planning to sunbathe by the lake on a summer’s day came
across the half-decomposed bodies of Albanians. The lake was
unable to swallow a second massacre of the murdered.

Upon hearing this news at home, Buti had turned off the
television and opened the refrigerator door, afraid that he
could hear a roaring voice from within. He thought he could
hear the voices of the dead. But there was only a cold light
illuminating his lonely room, and he hoped that he had put the
war into the deep freeze and that it would never melt again.

Buti could not accept that the war was over so long as
corpses were flooding out of the lake.

He left the bedroom, to sleep, far away from the whining
hum of the refrigerator, and he wondered fleetingly whether
the brand of the refridgerator in the lake might also be an Obod.

Translation: Alexandra Channer
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The Crystal Vase

Nadia Geras

She spread the meat from the freezer all around the house.
Being summer, it soon stank.

Who would eat this? If | live through this, I’'m never eating
meat again, she vowed. And so at sixty-five she became a
vegetarian. When it all started, everybody picked up and ran
away before the army thundering in the distance.

Where would she go? There were things to do, a full barn.
The terrible heat. She poured water into all the buckets she
could find to make sure the cattle didn’t die of thirst. Then she
let them go.

Justin case.

What could the army do to her? What could she fear?

Her son was killed in the army. In the first year of the war.

No one knew who killed him. His side or theirs. He didn’t get
along either with his side or with theirs.

They carried him to her so she could kiss him. His head was
bandaged. When they laid him down on the bed, she started
taking off his boots. They were muddy. Some boy stood beside
her until she shooed him out of the small room. He didn’t put up
a fuss. They had sent him to help her, but she was not the kind
who needed help. Crying, screaming in the throes of despair
was not something she would do.

She just wanted to be alone with her son. She pulled down
the green canvas blinds on the windows and secured the door

68



shut with a chair. She could hear movements in the hallway.
The wails of her daughter-in-law who had just lost her husband.
Her grandson trying to calm his mother, still not understanding.

She took off his socks. Handsome feet, not a corn in sight.
Asif he were a gentleman’s son. She covered them all the same.
She listened for his heart. It was quiet. She knew what that
meant, but still she took off the bandage covering his mouth.
She did it quickly, racing against the hope that was abandoning
her.

He had come down with scarlet fever somewhere around
his fourth birthday. They were snowed in. A high fever had held
him for three days. She had wrapped him whole in brandied
sheets to tease the heat out of his body. She’d abandoned her
chores and shut herself in the room with him. Counting his
breaths. Joyful at the deep ones, shaking him awake when they
became short, shallow, dangerous.

On the fourth day he said, Mother, I’'m hungry.

The brandy had pulled the fever out.

Now he was too far gone for brandy.

She stayed with him like that in peace until the beating on
the door became harder and the cries so loud she couldn’t hear
herself think.

She stayed by his side in the room even when they took him
away, and after the burial at the cemetery, and amidst all those
people who had come to say something to her.

She saw him from where she was hiding in the corn. He
was very young. The army uniform too big for him. He had
separated from the group that was circling around the house
and was walking straight to her, as if he knew where she was
hiding.

They were loud, like all liberators. He must have strayed
from them to take a leak in peace. He saw the crystal vase. He
bent down, picked it up, looked at it and then gently put it down
again. He had ared stain on his cheek, the kind you’re born with
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that never goes away but just gets a bit darker with time, there
to torment you every morning. And remind you how lucky you
are, because it could have been worse. He looked around for a
moment and their eyes met. He flinched and took a step back.

“I won’t hurt you!”” she cried.

“Fuck!” was the only thing he said as he took his gun down
from his shoulder and started spraying bullets into the corn.
He did not hit her, and neither did the rest of his unit, who had
also started shooting. When night fell and she was left alone in
the liberated village, she crept into the hayloft and fell asleep
in the scent of summer. She woke up fifteen years later with
lung cancer.

How handsome he was when he graduated. She had dressed
up for the occasion too. A white blouse with a pattern of tiny
blue flowers. She took the kerchief off her head. She always
wore it, not because she was a meek and servile woman, but to
keep the dust and hay out of her hair.

They drove all the way to Zagreb.

Everyone goinginto war thinksit won’t be them, and parents
think it won’t be their son. She wasn’t like that. She knew: if
war started, her son would get killed. The ones with character
are the first to get killed, so she listened to the trumpets of war
screaming on television with growing apprehension. She liked
westerns, Sunday afternoon programmes, the newscaster with
the deep voice and the one who had a daughter named Doe
and a son named East.

She liked that the names were different. In her village it
seemed there was only one male name.

She had grown to resent television just before the war. She
would switch it on and then quarrel with it, without holding
back, swearing and cursing.

She had tried to get him to go to Australia, Canada,
anywhere. While there was still time. He could have gone
anywhere, what with his diplomas, but he wouldn’t budge. He
didn’t know, he couldn’t understand, that the war would be so
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horrendous. People are smart, they’re not fools, he would say,
trying to pacify her when she started on him.

Who still listens to his mother? You try being a mother and
letting your child rush to his doom, without trying to warn him,
without pleading.

Only Danica returned to the village after the Storm, she had
not liked it in Serbia. So the two of them lived together in her
old house for a while.

She thought she would never laugh again, but Danica could
make her laugh.

She had kept the radiators from the big house safe from the
first wave of looters. The stench had driven them away. By the
time they came again, they didn’t care about the stench. They
took down the radiators, loaded them carefully onto a truck
and drove away. They only had trouble with the central heating
furnace because it was so heavy. One morning she gathered up
the crystal she had sowed in the cornfield behind the house and
sent it to her daughter-in-law in a suitcase, with some money
she had kept hidden for God forbid. And God forbid had come.
She had not washed the items thoroughly before she packed
them up. Soil had gotten into the many crevices and the crystal
had changed colour. You’d have to use a toothbrush. She never
cared for them, not even when they were displayed in her
cabinet.

Now they just reminded her of a time when crystal dishware
made sense. That’s why she sent them to her daughter-in-law
and her grandson to be of use in their new life.

She wrapped them in embroidered dowry towels with
tassels.

She didn’t want to go to hospital.

“Is it cancer?” she had asked the doctor. She hadn’t got
to know the doctor on her own account, but because of her
grandson. He had always been a sickly child, so they made
friends with the doctor. He would come to their house for
sausages and home-cooked food.
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“What can | say?”

“No matter, doctor,” she comforted him.

“I still have some work to do. Just don’t send me to hospital.
I’ll make do at home.”

They drove her to the hospital when she could no longer
breathe and fell on the stairs. Danica called for an ambulance
and she found herself in a room with five beds. She could
breathe again.

Even those who jump into the sea to drown themselves still
flounder to catch just one more breath. No one jumps in and
simply stops breathing. Breathing has a will of its own and she
thirstily took in the oxygen.

She’d known that fresh air was important, but the air from
the bottle was miraculous. She could even sit up in bed. She
listened to the women in the room. Observed their visitors.
Their fancy handbags. Their gold jewellery. Varnished toenails
peering out of sandals. Even small children wear nail polish
these days. She wondered at it from her bed. She wondered
also at everyone bringing chocolates, mints and juice. Every
patient had a whole convenience store piled up in her small
bedside cabinet. Cartons of juice arranged on the bedside
tables. There was nothing on her cabinet. She had put all her
things in the drawer. They would keep offering, but she was
never too fond of sweets. She would thank them and decline.

She recognised him as soon as he stepped through the door.
The red stain on his cheek. He had grown and filled out since.

His face had widened slightly, the stain had stretched and
swelled.

“Come, granny, I’'m taking you up for your x-ray.”

He was gentle. He crouched down to find her slippers under
the bed and rolled the wheelchair right up to the edge as he
kept talking to her.

“Now, granny, you put your arm around my neck, that’s the
best way.”

When he had her in the wheelchair, he tidied up the bed so
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it wasn’t left dishevelled and bare, and that seemed nice to her.
You could tell he was a well brought up boy.

“Thank you, son.”

He took her to the lift. Pushed her along the winding dark
corridors of the hospital, even pulled her up the stairs, and then
they were sitting next to each other waiting in front of the x-ray
room.

“I’'m going out for a smoke. You want to stay here or should
| wheel you out for some fresh air?”

“l want to go with you, son.”

He pushed her out onto a small platform beyond the metal
delivery door and he sat down on the stoop. He took out a pack
of cigarettes.

“It’s not healthy, but it feels good. I’'m not offering you any
because you really shouldn’t.”

She laughed.

“Where are you from, granny?” he asked between two long
drags.

“From a village you’ve been to. You came to my house. You
found my vase.

| didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Was it you | shot at?”

“It was.”

“My, I’'m so glad | missed.”

The next day they took her for another test.

They told her not to move until they said she could. She
barely made it. She was disappointed he hadn’t shown up to
take her. And now she felt sorry for telling him it had been her.

He was the only person she knew there. And now she’d
scared him away.

When they brought her back after that second test, there
was a small crystal vase on her bedside table with three purple
baubles of hydrangea.

He had picked them in his garden. She just knew.

She was glad for the flowers, but sorry about the vase.
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He didn’t buy it, she hoped.

That afternoon he came wearing a tracksuit and freshly
shaven. He sat on the edge of her bed and took her hand. He
had large hands, and hers had receded into themselves, just
a few sinews wrapped around bones. As if they had never
worked a day or borne the weight of her life.

“You shouldn’t have.”

“My mother sent you the vase, and | picked the flowers,” he
said. “She was also glad to know you were alive.”

Translation: Ulvija Tanovic¢
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Lazar

Adam Pakai

This isn’t the same kind of darkness. The darkness in my
village back then used to be thicker, it had a smell, it had a taste.
| remember my mouth being full of that darkness. It was early
autumn, summer hadn’t yet realised it had come to an end. At
the edge of the village a forest began, plummeting downwards,
plunging down the slopes of that damned mountain. That
forest was where darkness lived. | remember they used to scare
me with that forest when | was little. Whenever | wouldn’t eat,
get dressed, undress, go to bed... they would also scare me
when | didn’t want to go and get an injection, or say hello to
an aunt who’d come for a visit from Germany and who | was
supposed to be happy to see even though I’d never seen her
before in my life. At any rate, darkness came out of that forest,
that’s where it appeared first, and then slowly, house by house,
overcame the entire hamlet. Laza had taken a side road to the
village, the one on the other side. He didn’t even know there
was a forest, or a steep ravine in it. He was silly. Laza was
crazy, only | didn’t know it back then. | thought he was unruly
because he was a puppy, and that one day he’d grow up and
settle down. A mongrel, with long, knotted fur, about 30 cm
tall. He was misshapen and disproportionate, as if composed
of multiple different dogs. As if he were a mixture of something
between a terrier and a bad feeling about the future. And yet
he was happy, pointlessly and unreservedly happy. | remember
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him dashing off the porch, running around with all his might,
his pink tongue dangling this way and that, almost touching his
ears. | remember him running between the wheels of tractors
driving down the road, frantically lapping water by sinking his
entire snout in it, and then walking across the porch, the water
dripping off his nose and my mother cursing at the both of us.
He’s looking at me, recognising himself in every single one of
her curses, but only ever looking at me. Checking if she’s only
cursing me, or him too. If she’s cursing the both of us, it’s not
that bad. Laza could tell the difference between the two from
my face. For a long time, Laza wasn’t Laza either, he didn’t
have a name. We tried different dog names on him, but he
never reacted to any one of them. Blackie, Cuddly, Tramp; he
never reacted to any of those. That name of his seems to have
been a bad omen too. Silly as he was, he never even needed
a name to start with, and yet all of us in the household were
anxious to give him one at all costs, because, come on, a dog
can’t go without a name. That’s what they told me. At some
point, Granddad was reading a newspaper on the porch and
started swearing at the top of his lungs. “Enough of that Prince
Lazar of theirs, and this Kosovo, and history and wars...” |
can’t remember what else he cursed, or for how long, but | do
remember mother running out of the house to hush him up and
calm him down. Those were the years when Granddad swore
ever more and more frequently when reading newspapers or
watching the news. At any rate, that was the first time that Laza
winced, at that swearing of his. That’s how Laza got his name.
To make matters worse, | hadn’t even known it as a child, but
the road Laza took coming to our house was on the east side
and led to another village, a Serb village. | hadn’t recognised
this traitorous difference or understood the resentment people
in my village felt towards my Laza, a poor little dog, unaware
of his ill-suited name. When | walked through the village calling
for him, since he always wandered about, sometimes people
looked askance at me. Other times not. Laza was the only one
who was invariably happy to see me when | did manage to find
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him, as though he had been the one looking for me, and not
the other way around. Granddad never liked him, and when |
asked him why, he said, ‘“He soils the well he drinks from.” As
a child, I thought this sentence had a special meaning, that it
contained a piece of wisdom I’d only fathom by growing up.
Now | know, it never meant anything at all. It was with Laza
that | first went to the forest where the darkness in our village
lived. He was roaming about, | roamed about behind him, he
didn’t stop at the edge of the forest, he walked in through the
thick bramble bushes, and | walked in after him. It was daytime,
a day as clear and bright as the water from a brook, but in the
forest it was cold and the daylight was dim. Only after | reached
the depth of the forest with Laza did I realise where | was.
And it was the first time | didn’t get scared. From the outside,
from the road and the village, the forest looked much more
frightening than after one walked in. It was only frightening
from the outside, inside it was just a slope with a thick growth
of centuries-old trees, so tall | couldn’t even make out the tips
of their foliage. Laza walked in front of me, ten or twenty steps
ahead, maybe closer. There was nothing there to disturb his
canine soul and, hence, nothing to disturb me either. That’s
how, with Laza, | first learned that the things that frighten me
most are only scary from the outside and that they only appear
scary, and yet when you enter them, the fear that was piling up
while you were observing them from the outside disappears.
That some fears become quite ordinary once you get to their
core. Still, with the first hints of the evening approaching, the
forest produced a darkness thick and dark enough to engulf
the entire village. That day Laza and | were home long before
the darkness started creeping out of the forest. We watched
it bravely, staring it straight in the eye, and we weren’t afraid.
What was there to be afraid of, we had seen this same darkness
from the inside.

The war came soon afterwards. | remember Granddad dying
with the very first news about it, with a profound uneasiness in
his soul and a frightened look in his eyes. And | remember

77



thinking, as a boy, that Granddad was afraid of dying. Only now
do I realise it wasn’t a fear of dying. He was afraid of life. The
war started somewhere far away, on a plain | had never seen
before, it also started at the seaside, in coastal cities | had never
seen either. All of that was far beyond the forest at the end of
the village. Laza wasn’t particularly affected. He didn’t become
quieter or more subdued, unlike the people in my village and
their dogs and their livestock, he didn’t get overly fat that
autumn as our tomcat did, and he didn’t stop barking proudly
when walking through the village, disturbing the pensive
villagers with sunken eyes. Then the war came closer, much
closer. Shells were heard, their reflections could be seen clearly,
piercing the darkness coming from the forest. The first flash of
an explosion scared me to death, | was shaking. Laza wasn’t.
He barked at the flash as he barked at everything. Flashes and
explosions came from all sides, as if surrounding the village,
they became ordinary sounds and ordinary light, | wasn’t even
scared any more. Even Laza stopped barking at them. They
became ordinary to such an extent that any time anything
banged, flashed or exploded, Laza would only look at me.
That’s how we communicated, with our glances, and it was
never clear to me whether he was checking where | was or if |
was alright, or checking if he was alright himself. | don’t know
whether he wanted me to look after him or whether he was
looking after me instead. It’s a strange thing when evil becomes
routine and ordinary. People came out of the war with horrible
stories to tell, and yet | have none. Even though | was still a
child, I remember the first time they drove a cart full of corpses
along the road in front of our house. An arm was hanging from
the cart, it looked like the arm of my neighbour Ibro, our school
janitor. To this very day | can’t understand how an arm can look
like a person, but there, | saw that indeed it could. | wasn’t
afraid, it wasn’t scary and | didn’t dream of this scene for nights
on end afterwards. Simply put, it was a human load on a cart,
just as before these same carts would drive by loaded with hay,
wood or potatoes. The horses dragged themselves uphill, a
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man walked next to the cart and made sure that nothing fell
off.  remember the passage of this cart by Laza’s going to the
fence, watching for a bit longer then he normally would, turning
around and never barking once. And he normally did bark. That
was the first time | thought Laza had grown up and become a
proper dog, that he no longer was a silly, playful puppy. Like
everyone else, we were hungry too, we had nothing to eat, we
would cover our heads and hide in the sheds, whenever and
wherever we were sent away. Sent away by armies, neighbours,
our parents’ forebodings, whatever. | saw them withering
away, my parents, vanishing as people. They were alive and
well, and yet they were melting like the snow on the slopes in
the forest where darkness lived. The silences, | could tell from
the silences, when a whole day would go by without them
saying a single word, either to each other or to us children,
when a whole day would go by without them telling Laza off for
some mischief, the slippers he dragged around the yard, a cup
of water he spilled or the noise he made barking at a crow
perching on a laundry line in the yard. This is when all memories
of them end, at that time and that place. The second wartime
autumn doesn’t change this truth either, when father’s
toothache started, when he stayed awake for nights on end,
tossing and turning on his straw mattress. He haunted
infirmaries and community health centres, but there were no
dentists, no medication, everyone and everything was in the
war. The truth is not changed by the fact that at one point he
left for the forest, his eyes bloodshot with pain and lack of
sleep, and never came back. Did he kill himself because of the
toothache, was he killed, was it done by our people or theirs?
No difference. | remember he was brought back on a cart, and
that he was alone in it. We buried him hurriedly, just us, the
family. Laza was there too. Years later, whenever | recounted
this, here, in the big wide world, it so happened that other
people started crying instead of me. I never felt anything about
the fact that he had left once and never returned. | knew he
had had a toothache for days on end and then he had to leave.
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Soon afterwards, mother started talking more and more about
how we all had to leave, us children, one by one, and find refuge
somewhere. People were coming, our people, their people, in
big cars, in plain clothes, in uniforms. Laza only barked at them.
He had stopped barking at shells by then. They brought
packages and canned food and | remember Laza cutting his
tongue on the lid of a half opened can once. | think that’s why
he barked at them later. We didn’t run, we left, one by one, the
house got empty. | was the last to leave. | didn’t want to leave,
because of Laza, and | didn’t want to stay either, also because
of Laza. The idea of me, a young boy, walking down the road
past that forest, until | reached a lorry waiting there in the dark
was not clear to me. None of it felt any safer than our barn or
the hole in the yard covered with dirt that my father had made
for us children before he got his toothache. I could even hide in
the stable, in the trough the cows used to be fed from.
Everything made more sense than just walking past the forest,
at night, by myself. | did go, though, then, when the grown-ups
agreed on it, and | did so because | had to. | didn’t have a
particular opinion about it, about the steps | took down the
road and then uphill, past the forest where darkness lived, and
then across the field. Laza walked with me, it was the first time
he walked right next to me. He acted dignified, well brought up
and grown up, his head bowed down, no running about or
barking. That was the first time Laza acted that way. Not a trace
of the silly pup for whom everything was just play. Along that
road, Laza grew up, and | watched him grow up. In the dead of
night we reached the lorry, it was hidden in the bushes and
Laza spotted it first. That’s how | knew we were there, if it
hadn’t been for him, | would have just carried on and walked
past the grove. They threw me onto the lorry like a sack, a child-
sack, in silence, without a word, without a single bark from
Laza. | remember watching him sitting in the road there, not
even attempting to follow me, or bark, or call for me. When
we’d set out, he knew he was only allowed to see me off. | had
still hoped | could ask and beg for us to bring him along. He had
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no misgivings about that whatsoever. Afterwards, some
military check-points arrived, some lists from which our names
were called. We arrived at temporary accommodation facilities,
the first one, the second, the third. Bunk beds with worn out
mattresses, some weird toys, used and torn, “humanitarian”.
Talks followed as well, for hours, with foreigners, with locals,
soldiers wearing white uniforms to help us children not be
afraid of them. Eventually, | ended up with that auntin Germany
after all, the one | wasn’t happy to see when she had come to
visit. She wasn’t happy to see me either. A letter for me arrived
at her address, it got there before | did. Mother wrote about
everything in the village being the same, with Laza wandering
about just as he had before the war and her having to go out to
look for him every night. She’s walking around the village,
calling for him, making sure he’s with her every night, so she
can feel as though | was there with her. She even let him sleep
inside. | stayed in Germany for a while. Then | went on to a care
home of some sort, and then across the ocean, to a reception
centre. | would find it all out later, in front of a committee
composed of these people who always cried in my stead. |
learned that my mother was killed in the war. Just that. Only
later, I heard from a man from my village that they found herin
our backyard, her throat slit, and that it looked as if she had
been brought there from somewhere else in the village. Strange
people cried over my fate as though it had been a film. And |
pictured that sight, | remembered our backyard and | could
clearly see my mother walking through the village at nightfall,
calling out, “Lazar, Lazar...” at the top of her lungs. | pictured
soldiers surrounding her. Perhaps it was “them”, who killed her
for giving a dog a Serbian name, after that emperor of theirs.
Maybe it was our soldiers too, who killed her because they
thought she was looking for a Serb in our village. That man, the
last of all the people | saw who’d seen her alive, confirmed that
she walked around the village every night, looking for Lazar, to
take him home, and that she and the dog were closer than
most children were with their parents, at that time and that
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place. From this man | heard the last piece of news in my life
that concerned me and that | even bothered listening to. | have
no more questions, and there are no more answers. | started
mouthing something, but stopped, | never said it out loud, the
final question for him that night. So to this very day | don’t
know how Lazar ended up. It’s not right to ask about a dog
when someone’s telling you about how your mother was killed.
It’s not appropriate and it’s not decent.

I’ve become a hydrotechnics engineer in Canada, | lead a
good life. | have two young daughters, a wife. The first time |
made a substantial amount of money, | went to a doctor and
asked him to have all my teeth removed and replaced with
dentures. | was only 26 years of age and they thought | was
mad. All of my teeth were good. | had to go see a psychiatrist.
When they heard the story of my father and his toothache,
they issued a notice saying the dentist could pull all of my good
teeth out. That’s how | met my wife too, she was doing her
internship with the psychiatrist who issued that paper. The
certificate that | was allowed to do whatever | pleased with my
teeth. That’s how things work around here, there’s a procedure
for everything and a paper for everything. | have paid back
the bank loan for the house, we have two cars, two vacations
each year, a winter vacation and a summer vacation. On bank
holidays we go for picnics, we take pictures, we go to family
functions as a family... but somehow, none of this has any real
colour; the taste, the smell, the intensity is missing... it’s all a
bunch of nothing, my Lazar.

Translation: Marija Stojanovic
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Six

Imer Topanica

Screams. Gunshots. Prayers that pierce the heavens.

The poor woman. It now seemed the mistake of a lifetime
to have let her husband go to war while she sought refuge
alone with her two small children. What had she been thinking?
How to look after them now that everyone was disappearing
from sight? In whatever direction she ventured, there rushed
another burning flame, another billowing cloud of smoke.
Houses were collapsing in the fire, transformed into ash and
charred remains.

She took shelter in the home of Merjemja’s family, in a low
shed, with a roof of stone slabs on top of corrugated iron. She
gathered the children together and said:

“Be quiet! | don’t want to hear a sound!”

Together with Merjemja, the woman who was giving her
shelter, she peered through a narrow window, hoping that it
was camouflaged by the copse of saplings, watching and trying
not to scream as they emptied the village of people and set the
houses on fire.

The bitter smell of smoke permeated the air. It was no longer
possible to see where the sky began. Drunk and drugged to the
eyeballs, they sang, all of them screeching, their Chetnik songs.

“Dear god, no! They’ll find us next!” Merjemja was terrified.

But they had already started celebrating the cleansing of
another village. The two women grew angry, trapped in the
shed, jumping up and down, one after the other, to squint
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through the tiny window. They could see straight towards
the stables of death, where in the evening the livestock were
slaughtered for fun.

At some point, as midnight approached, the men decided to
retreat to their lairs, leaving the deserted village in the hands
of a bloody night. After all that devastation nothing remained
except the burning fires, which mounted guard almost alone in
that desolate place.

They both saw with their own eyes how the cow was left
shut inside the stall, while its miserable calf was tied outside.
The men closed the door of the stall and left to sing about a
world without Albanians as neighbours. They no longer needed
meat, but there was a purpose to separating the cow and her
calf. They left them to bellow out their grief for the decimated
village.

Hours later, when all the fires had died out, the sad calls still
ripped through the acrid air. Listening to the two poor animals
crying in pain, the one frightened, the other terrified, made her
get up to go to the stall, open the gate and reunite the cow and
calf. But Merjemja grabbed her by the arm, saying:

“Are you mad? Do you want them to find us?”

She reminded her that in order to join the fugitives surviving
in the mountains, besides needing to break through the
surrounding forces, it would be necessary to find a way out for
the exhausted children. She encouraged her saying that before
dawn, as soon as they collected enough food for everyone,
they would gather their remaining strength and courage, and
set out for the mountain.

Finally, exhausted, and only after the darkness had weighed
down their eyelids, they fell asleep. The children were already
swimming in dreams which perhaps were not so frightening,
since the gunshots had faded and become less frequent, and
then had disappeared completely. She squeezed onto the old,
half-eaten mattress, which could barely fit her children. She had
nothing to cover herself with, just a horror that made her shiver
to the bone. Only God knew what was to come the next day.
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Stillness finally crept over the horror and trembling in the
shed. The crying of the two animals seemed further away. Moo,
Moo. At some point, she fell asleep listening to them. But their
cries penetrated her dreams, and turned into words.

Moooo,

Mooo,

Moo,

Moo, oh mum, moo,

What do they want with me?

Mooo,

Let me see you,

Oh my son, moo,

| can’t help you.

You grieve so,

| can’t live without you.

Mooo,

Dear mum,

Tell me:

Do they like me,
Or do they want
To chop me up,
Into bits,

Skinned,

Nothing left, moo?

Mooo,

My boy,

[ don’t want anything else,
Let them attack me,

Cut me up.

Without you, mooo,

The life | have

This life, mooo
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How to grow old?
Mooo!

Take me!

Cut me up!
Mooo!

Pray for me mum,

Pray for me

Oh, dear mum

If only you could only save me
Moo,

Moo...

Moooo...
Moo...

*%

She could hear the calf charging around outside the
stall. After a while, it found shelter in a corner behind her. It
looked at her with blind eyes full of sadness. So she smiled at
it. It lowered its head and slowly started to come closer. She
wanted to move closer too, but when she tried to take a step,
she noticed, with great consternation, that she could not move.
Her feet were fixed to the ground. She didn’t make a sound,
worried that it would upset the calf. She extended her arm and
two fingers, and she stroked the calf’s nose. Bizarrely, it started
to transform into a human nose. The calf was becoming ...

She woke up. She realized that her body was drenched in
sweat and she recognised the face that she was touching. It
was Merjemja.

“Wake up! You have to go and find some eggs, if you let the
sun rise too high there’s a risk they’ll spot us.”

It took a few seconds before she was properly awake. Then
she asked:

“And you ... where are you going?”

“I’'m going to milk the cow.”
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“The cow? Ah ... I'll go. | have to unite the cow with its calf.
It even came to me in my dream.”

“Maybe it’s not necessary. Let me go for the eggs, and we’ll
send you to the mountains with just the eggs.”

“But my children are begging me for milk.”

“Come on then, let’s go and get the jobs done before it gets
light.”

They got up and dressed. She took the milk bucket. Merjemja
lent her some clothes of her own and now she too looked like
an Ashkali woman. Like this, she felt stronger and braver about
going outside.

*%

She climbed over the fence. Just then, the poplar tree
alongside the stable spewed out a chorus of cawing and black
fluttering wings. She froze. Her heart pounded. The ominous
birds complained in the half-darkness that lingered under the
looming mountain right behind the row of sheds where they
roosted.

She took a few steps and stopped to listen again. Like
a deer, she carefully observed every movement, every tiny
sound. She squinted her eyes and through twilight curtains
could distinguish the shells of the houses. Burned windows
and doors, like the eye sockets of a skull waiting for something
terrible to be said, appeared from time to time through
tendrils of fog. She shuddered. She remembered the dream.
She wondered for a moment whether to turn back to or not.
Strangely, she wanted Merjemja to help her decide. She turned
her head to check whether she could see her somewhere, but
beyond the fence everything was immersed in grey smoke, and
it was no longer clear whether it was morning or whether the
night was returning again.

She took heart. She remembered her children fast asleep.
Right then, she clearly heard the cow’s bellow from inside
the stable. “Thank God,” she whispered to herself and forced
herself to walk.
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The old stable door, warped by hot summers and cleansed
by cold winters, appeared right in front of her. Her heart
pounded. She lifted the latch and opened it. The squeak of the
door invited her into the depths of the dung-smelling darkness.
It took a few seconds for her eyes to grow accustomed to the
dark.

Something moved. The cow? It did not look like a cow. O
Lord, two huge men rushed at her and seized her. Her scream
died in her throat. The bucket fell from her hands. She did
not know what was happening. She was breathless with fear.
They dragged her along the ground. One of them, a swarthy,
bearded, sweaty man, who spat out a cigarette butt, grabbed
her by the hair and shook her. He began to slap her with the
palm of his hand as he violently ripped her shirt. She tried to
face him, gasping for breath. He grabbed her by the throat and
squeezed it. Just before he stopped her breath entirely, he let
go.

“Albanian bitch!”

He slammed her head on the ground, and dissolved into
hysterical laughter.

The other man was shaven, wearing a dirty uniform, with
dead eyes, and he was pulling her skirt down her legs. Behind
him, hanging upside down, was the slaughtered body of the calf.
She saw it because the light flickered and penetrated between
the cracks of the stable to shine on a butcher’s knife stuck in
the animal’s thigh. Horrified by the sight of the man above her,
the stink of brandy, the stench of his sweat, she tried again to
escape his grip, but again, it was completely impossible. He was
strong as an ox. She noticed he had six fingers on one hand,
which seemed somehow familiar. She felt his dirty nails digging
into the white flesh of her arms which he was holding tightly
with one hand to stop her escaping.

“Come on, take the bitch, uncle!” he screamed, while
unbuttoning his belt with his other hand.

The other man had withdrawn and was talking to him. She
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did not understand what he was saying. But she did recognise
his language: he was speaking Russian.

She screamed from the searing pain of penetration. She felt
the damp, strange sweat on her chest like slime from a swamp.
One foot pressed on her head, squashing it into the dung in
the straw. Between the six fingers of this monster’s hand, she
looked at the terrifying face of a rapist, delirious with his own
pleasure. She could clearly see his bloodshot eyes. Evil eyes.
She feared her body might split in two, like the crown of a tree.
Everything went dark.

After the first one had had his fill, he called the other man.
But she lifted her head slightly, thinking of how to escape, and
then vomited everything inside her onto her chest. The other
man was disgusted. Angry, he kicked her hard in the abdomen
until she lost consciousness. Everything went dark again.

*%*

She woke up. She the saw the two men standing not far
away. The swarthy one now wore a black uniform, and the
other, the Russian, was just in his trousers, but he also wore two
bullet bandoliers around his body, and a large cross on a chain
around his neck. They smoked cigarettes while communicating
with someone via a radio. They noticed that she had regained
consciousness.

“Hurry, you're late!” said a faint voice on the device.

They seemed to be asking for permission, but the voice
was getting irritated. It seemed to be an urgent matter. That
much she managed to understand. They got up, put on their
jackets, took their weapons, and as they started to leave, one
of them remembered her. He came to give her another kick in
the abdomen. She didn’t make a sound.

“Wait here, we’re coming back immediately!” He spoke
Russian, but she did not understand.

“For God’s sake, there are children waiting for me!” she
begged in Albanian.

“Look, you’ll have more children with us. Ha-ha-ha! Get it?”
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the swarthy man joked in his own language, having understood
her plea.

Just then the radio came to life again, so they had no time
for more torture. They left. She struggled up, gathered the
remains of her clothes, and dressed as best she could. She
quickly cut off some pieces of lean beef from the calf, collected
herself and the fragments of her pain, and soon after she also
left.

Gunfire and shelling split the sky from time to time. Smoke
mingled with the clouds. Cursing with prayers. The acrid smell
of ash made it difficult to breathe and the pain that came from
the depths of her abdomen spread throughout her whole body
which stank so badly that she was full of self-loathing. Stooped
over in pain, she just made it to the fence. She climbed over it
with great effort. From afar she heard a voice.

“Stop bitch!”” the swarthy man was shouting.

But she did not stop. The thought of her children lit up her
mind like lightning. She gathered her strength and ran to a
nearby thicket.

About half an hour later, with great care, she carefully
approached and returned to the garden where the evening
shadows hid in fear. Before entering the shed, she took a deep
breath, and resolved to leave everything that had happened to
her outside and in the past. She did not want her children to see
the terror in her face. Thundering booms in the village across
the river shook the ground beneath her feet, but she walked
on through the garden of saplings and towards the entrance of
the stone shed. Inside, everyone was waiting for her.

“Did you milk the cow?”

“No ... | couldn’t!”

The two small children ran like birds towards her, but she
avoided hugging them because she was covered in filth.

“Wait, because Mummy ... | ... | touched the cow. | have to
clean up first.”

She found cold water. She cleaned herself from head to
foot. She put on new clothes which covered everything but her
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face, which soothed her. She put on a scarf, tied it behind her
hair and returned to the room. She hugged her children. For a
long time. Tightly. The girl was curious and touched her cheek
to ask why she was bleeding.

“It was the thorns ... look, I’'m cooking you some veal,” she
tried to change the topic.

“Mum, why did you have to kill the calf?”

“Oh, they had already slaughtered it, god damn them!”

Merjemja put three boiled eggs on the table. The women
exchanged meaningful glances. A cut on her cheek was still
bleeding. The cuts on her neck were swollen, but they had
stopped bleeding. Merjemja came to her aid with a rag, which
she bound around her to cover the cuts. Thousands of invisible
wounds exploded in her heart. She could not hold them in,
she started crying. Merjemja hugged her. The children started
crying too, without knowing why.

*%

She was walking beside her husband. It was raining on the
bridge overlooking the north side of the city, eleven years
later. As she walked among the three or four people who were
crossing the bridge, she felt her body weaken.

“It makes sense, if he’d pay us, I’d sell up immediately! No
need to delay! He’s been enjoying it for so many years anyway,
not us,” so her husband was saying, when she noticed from a
distance, police uniforms on the other side of the bridge.

She went white as they approached the police.

“Where are you going?” asked the policeman who came out
to talk to them, after slowly exhaling tobacco smoke from the
depths of his throat.

“We’re visiting our house. We want to go there.”

“Aha, no problem neighbour. We are looking after your
house!” said the policeman with his sunburned face.

He wore alocal police uniform. He turned to look at her. She
kept her head down. He lifted his hand to bring his cigarette
to his lips. Six fingers. This time she remembered. The heavy
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stench of sweat made her nauseous. Fear, her old friend, beat
in her heart. She could barely muster the courage to look up at
him. Yes. It was him. He was fatter, without a beard and a little
grey, but it was him.

“Go on! Take a look at your house!”

After taking a few steps, her husband asked her what was
wrong, but she replied that it was probably the heat of the sun.
They walked a bit further. She turned her head once more to
look at the policeman. He was smoking a cigarette. He watched
her. She could clearly see his blood stained eyes.

Translation: Alexandra Channer
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Nermina, Dearest

Blagica Gjorgievska

Clop, clop, clop, echoed the wooden clogs. Fast, and then
faster and faster. Clop, clop, along the cobbled road leading
upwards to their house. Thump-thump, beat her heart, faster
than the wooden clogs. There, over there, just a little bit more, |
can see the tall white garden walls, the wooden gate. One more
step, or a thousand, perhaps. Milana was not sure anymore
how many steps she needed to make to reach the gate. Clop,
clop went the clogs, thump, thump went her heart.

“Just alittle bit more, I'll get there and I’ll tell her everything,
I’ll say... what will I say? Nermina, dearest!”

Milana stopped just a step away from the gate behind which
the people that had become her second family lived. Uncle
Adem, Auntie Alma, Nermina and who else? Oh, and Said, of
course, but he was no more. Said with the blond lock over his
forehead, of whom Milana was as proud as if he had been her
older brother.

Father Milosh said to Mother Ela when we were little
children, yes, he said the following: “Ela, Adem is like a brother
to me, let us invite him to our family celebration of our saint’s
feast day.” Mother Ela was very glad, she and Auntie Alma
were like sisters. And I, my parents’ only child, | considered Said
and Nermina to be my brother and sister.

But how, how can I say it: “Nermina, dearest, forgive us!
Forgive us!”
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Father Milosh said that Said was a good boy and that he
hadn’t strayed from the right path.

Thump-thump, my chest was going to explode! The wooden
clogs stopped making noise. Milana sat down on the ground a
step away from the house. But the thumping of her heart did
not stop.

Father said that it was very bad in the city. He said, “Be
careful where you go and what you do, with whom you hang
out.” And Uncle Adem said, “Beware, some evil people are out
to destroy our nests.”

Our nests? Father and Uncle Adem sat together, drank
coffee together, and listened to the news on television and
talked. Worried. Scared. Anxious.

Said occasionally went down to the city. He was scared
too, he spoke less and less. Father and Mother whispered, yes,
| heard them saying, “They should hide Said somewhere, to
protect him.” Why?

She had run out of breath and strength. She lay down
under the tree, in front of the gate. She took off the wooden
clogs, made by Uncle Adem. For the first time in her life, they
felt heavy. She took them off and dropped them to her side.
She lay down under the tree in front of the gate. She could
not remember what kind of tree it was, even though she had
swung her feet from its branches, sitting there together with
Nermina and Said. Is it an apple tree? Maybe.

Father said that a man was killed. A Muslim. He did not
know what had happened exactly. Then someone whispered
that they had killed one of ours. Of ours? Who are these ‘ours”?
Nermina and Adem are not ours? Thump-thump-thump, her
heart wanted to leave her chest and lie down next to her under
the tree.

Said continued coming to their house just as he used to.
But he stopped smiling. He was very grave and had serious
conversations with Father. Only once a quiet word reached
her eavesdropping ears: “I will try and protect you as much
as | can.” Said protecting us? From whom, from what? Father
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hugged him, | wanted to hug him as well, but Father would
have discovered that | was lying hidden behind the tall barrel
in the yard.

Thump-thump-thump, my heart wants out of my chest, that
isit, | cannot holditinanylonger, | just need to see Nermina, yes,
to tell her, oh, yes, to tell her, “Forgive us, Nermina, dearest.”

Father brought a rifle home. | saw him bringing it in. He
wrapped it and hid it, but | saw it, hiding myself from view.

Shadows gathered around the house, they paced the yard.
Father kept listening in and we were not allowed out. Uncle
Adem visited us less and less. Only Said crept up to our house,
entering through the back yard. He then talked to Father, and
after embracing Father, Said wouldjust slip out quietly. | wanted
to give Said a hug too, but | was always hiding somewhere from
Father.

Said said, yes, that is what he said, that we should be very
cautious the following few days and that he would look after
us. Father embraced him and Said left.

For several days some noiseless shadows circled the yard.
Said stopped coming. We just kept quiet. A shot, a loud shot
tore our souls apart. Father jumped, picked up the rifle and ran
out. We could hear more shots. Did Father shoot too?

| closed my ears with my hands and knelt under the window.
The ground tremored.

Father barged in and said that he had shot at the shadows
creeping around the yard. But they were human shadows,
there is no shadow without a man, so Father must have shot
at a person. Everything went quiet. Completely quiet. The
silence was even scarier than the shooting. The time passed
very slowly. We just sat there and waited. The gate clinked and
Father ran out. Uncle Adem with his arms wide open, came into
the yard. Father ran towards him. He embraced him, but Uncle
Adem fell down on his knees and cried hoarsely, yes, he cried,
“Said, my son, Said.” Father looked at him in disbelief. Father
had only shot at the shadows, not at Said. Said was there to
protect us, why did he have to be a shadow too?
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The heartbeat slowed down somewhat, as if it had changed
its mind and took pity on Milana. Gently and barely audibly it
kept Milana’s thin body alive and prostate under the tree, right
in front of the gate in the high garden walls. Perhaps far too
inaudibly to keep her alive. Her mouth was half-opened and
forming the word ‘Forgive’. “Forgive us, Nermina, dearest, my
dearest friend, my dearest sister!”

The sun set, a gentle breeze picked up, the leaves of the
tree that might have been an apple tree rustled. Everything was
calm, serene and drowsy. The gate creaked open, someone
pushed their head out through the crack. A loud scream, a
piercing scream tore the silence that had fallen upon everything
around.

“Father,” screamed Nermina, “Father, Faaaather!”

With a slow step, Adem came outside through the gate.
Before his legs lay the dear girl, his second daughter, Milana. He
kneeled down beside the lifeless body of the beloved girl and
burst out crying aloud, desolately and aloud. The wail of this
man who could not let himself mourn the death of his own Said
now freely shook the mountains and ripped up the trees, a dog
was howling within him. Out of the corner of his eye he stole a
glance at the girl lying in front of his gate. A word was written
over her lips. He stooped to read it better. It said: “Forgive me.”

He picked up the girl in his strong arms, pressed her against
his chest and set off on foot to the house he considered his
second home. Forming a kind of a solemn procession, his wife
Alma and Nermina followed behind him. Alma tightened the
knot on her long headscarf, as if wishing to strangle herself in
its shell. Nermina just walked speechless. All emotions seemed
to have deserted her, she could not cry or mourn. Just a few
words played around her mouth, but she could not string them
into a sentence. Something along the lines of “Milana, dearest.”

A lot of people gathered in front of Milosh and Ela’s gate.
Where had they all come from? When did they learn? Adem
could not make himself place the body in Milosh’s wide open
arms. He had clenched Milana next to his heart. The people
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started coming closer and surrounding them. They made a circle
and this circle of people kept closing up on them. The mood on
the people’s faces as they came closer was inscrutable. Adem
and Milosh looked at each other. They intertwined their arms
and made a bier for Milana. They looked around anxiously. The
people kept coming closer. No one could guess what would
happen next.

Adem and Milosh now came very close and held Milana’s
body in the middle against each other. Alma, Ela and Nermina
made a circle with their outstretched arms around them. The
circle of people was now very tight. People were mixed, both
‘ours’ and ‘theirs’. They extended their own arms too. They
embraced the circle that the two families formed, making a
larger circle, a new and larger family. Like a great, strong heart
with a healthy heartbeat, with healthy love. Milana, dearest!

Translation: Marija Jones
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Fractures

Danilo Luci¢

Uros? Where’s my Uros? | don’t know where he is. | don’t
know where you are either. Or where | am. Once upon a time,
such knowing seemed as natural and effortless as breathing,
looking, living. That knowing could easily have been back then,
when being the last to turnin, I’d go around the house to check
that all the lights and appliances were off, that Uros was tucked
in. That he was breathing. Walking into our bedroom, you
wouldn’t look like you were sleeping, but as if you had been
busy with something, thinking, tossing in bed, and sleep had
ambushed you like a bandit. Where is all that now, where is it
hiding? I’ve strictly forbidden myself from calling it life, because
that would mean this now wasn’t life. And it is, fuck it. This too
is life, to hell with it.

What could I have known back then, standing there with my
rifle unlocked, in the middle of that meadow, completely alone,
equally angry and scared? | felt behind me the chilly shade of
the grove spilling down my neck, cooling my sweaty back,
enticing, promising, singing... And in front of me | see Srecko
Vukovljak and my fellow fighters from the unit behind his back.
Their rifles unlocked too. They, too, equally angry and scared.
They watch me, they are tense and teetering on the edge of
madness, they wonder what’s wrong with me, what am | doing,
where do | think I’'m going, though they all know full well. 'm
doing what any of them would have done. I’'m running away.
I’m running away because of the horror that’s about to rain
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down on our heads, so horrendous it will have us plummeting
down with the dead, to writhe among them while we still live. A
few hours earlier, an order had come down from headquarters
and it was very clear what it meant, and what was expected -
head towards Kravica and Sandi¢i on the double.

He walks through the hallway in his old flat. Children run
past him dressed in a motley of colours. They laugh, squeal
and nudge past him. They look like pirates, nurses, soldiers,
singers, lawyers... He’s holding a large knife, its blade smeared
with whipped cream. A pale orange sunset weaves through
the windows opened just a crack and carries in the first cool
breeze of the evening. He’s holding the knife high above his
head, looking at the children, searching for his son’s face. The
living room door opens behind him, adults laughing in the
background, tobacco smoke spreading out and the fluttering
of the camera shutter. As the last child enters the room, there
are gasps of excitement at the sight of these small grown-ups,
while someone opens a bottle of champagne, saying it’s time
for the cake. Then the door closes and Milivoj is alone in the
hallway.

Srecko Vukovljak steps slowly towards him. Stalks, brown
and green, rustle as they bend beneath his heavy boots. Many
snap. Milivoj wonders whether Srec¢ko is grasping his automatic
rifle just as firmly. I think about you and Uro§, | don’t know
how to protect you with my death. Deserters were often dealt
with summarily in those times. Tension grows among the men
from the unit as they wait for the outcome. Both they and |
are wondering, what if officer Vukovljak orders them to shoot.
Sound ebbs away around Milivoj, everything retreats and
quietens down, light seems to withdraw from him, because
you’re always alone when you die, as you are when you’re
born. | want to wipe the sweat around my eyes with my sleeve,
but ’'m afraid my hand will shake. If you were here with me,
or between him and me, and if you were to ask me why I'm
doing this, why I’'m abandoning a woman and a child on their
own, I’d tell you, in the end, and not without struggling, but
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already close to ruin, that it was the only hope that tomorrow,
or the day after tomorrow, or whenever, that someone might
be saved, over there on the other side, because at least he
wouldn’t be chased by my bullets.

Timidly, he entered the room, quietly shutting the door and
leaving the noise outside. The lamps lolled around indifferently,
unlit, unconcerned about the darkness creeping in. You had
to tread carefully among the toys, dolls and discarded bits of
costume on the floor, as if walking through a minefield. Slowly,
he approached the edge of the sofa where UroS sat, softly
sobbing. He was wearing a garish skirt, an old sweater that
hung unappealingly from his shoulders, a polka-dotted scarf
tied around his head, and in his arms he was holding a large
black doll with shiny artificial curls and thick red lips. And he
was crying so bitterly and dejectedly. Milivoj had never seen a
child cry like that, he thought only adults could produce such
tears (as if they alone were entitled to ask desperate questions
of fate). But here was his son crying like that, making no effort
to conceal his face, pressing the smiling black doll-child to his
chest, alone in a darkening room.

What is that on Vukovljak’s face? Disgust? Contempt? What
exactly does he think is standing before him? A miserable,
cowardly deserter, refusing to serve his army and defend his
people, liberate the land. | turn my back and abandon my fellow
fighters and him. I’'m abandoning everything we often talked
about, Vukovljak and me, at night, sharing a rare cigarette. It’s
hard to say, always was, what he’s hiding behind those hard
eyes of his, my superior, Srecko Vukovljak. It could be: “Why,
my friend?” but also: “Why, my foe?” | lower my gaze. Not
from shame or fear. | lower my gaze because | have lost, | have
been defeated by the war and now I’m just old and tired. War
always wins, that’s how it is. A soldier has stepped off to the
side, watching Vukovljak and me, obviously at a loss. Perhaps
he wants to see us from a different angle. | feel Vukovljak’s eyes
on my forehead, later | feel his hands on me. He walks up to
me, coarsely grabbing my shoulders, like a soldier. He yanks at
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my body, tears at my uniform, his eyes never leaving my face.
Suddenly, he turns around and leaves, my rifle hanging off his
shoulder, my epaulettes in his hand. The fellows get back into
the vehicles, Vukovljak gives the sign and | am left alone, the
loneliest man in the world, it seems. | don’t know anything
anymore, and | don’t care, | can’t bear it anymore and | don’t
know if there’s anyone anywhere with whom I belong.

When | stepped into the woods behind me, it was already
dark.

Still holding the knife, he hugged his son. The boy’s face
always looked so old when he cried, as if suddenly weighed
down and crumpled by decades. Someone had dressed
him up as a beggar woman, given him a black doll that was
supposed to represent his godforsaken child and his role was
to go from guest to guest and beg. Today, on his birthday. To
beg friends and relatives for some money for himself and his
plastic child. The other children are revelling in the attention
of the guests, applauded and flattered. They lift them up in
their arms, they dance with the dancers, clink glasses with the
lawyers, surrender and kneel before the pirates... But Uros
doesn’t understand, how come he’s a beggar woman with a
sooty face, a child in his arms, instead of being the child in the
arms of someone who loves him. Perhaps that’s why he cries so
bitterly, so inconsolably, but with a resignation, an acceptance
of the burden he now bears and cries under, alone. Then
his father put away the doll and took the scarf off his head.
Carefully and slowly, with a steady hand, he lifted the knife to
the child’s lips, turning the blunt side towards them, and Uros,
slightly startled, took the knife and started licking the cream
from the cold, sweet blade. He was no longer crying, he 