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Translator’s Note
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In this book, personal names and place names weave a tapestry of memory, play, and loss. Some names—like Marina or Stefan—remain unchanged, echoing their universal resonance, while others—like Danče or Rubi—stay in their Serbian form to preserve the authentic flavor of the ex-YU world. The author has playfully altered names of individuals, not for secrecy, but as an international game, mirroring the shifting identities of a region once united. Geographic names, too, blend real, historical, and invented forms—Singidunum, Kuzum Exit—left untranslated to reflect the transience and nostalgia for a vanished Yugoslavia. This translation aims to honor that spirit: natural in English, yet raw with the echoes of a lost homeland.
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Well, that’s nothing



[image: image]


Why should I write about other people I didn’t know, situations I didn’t experience, or landscapes I didn’t see? 

Is my world something for others? 

What is from the past and the present? 

What is from the present and the future? 

Am I afraid to write about myself, even the worst parts? 

Will I manage to write only the best about others, or just whatever comes up? 

My Eros didn’t have the strength and power to unite the universe! 

My language from the Land of the Japodes is the language of a poet-legionary in the IV Happy Flavian Legion in Singidunum. 

What do I need all this for!

In Peter Bogdanovich’s black-and-white film The Last Picture Show, there’s a scene: a mother and son sit at a small kitchen table, leaning their chairs against the wall, seemingly relaxed, drinking and talking. In response to her son’s question, the mother is supposed to recount her private, beautiful life experiences. Relaxed, and perhaps a little carried away by the drink, she told one memory.

“And that’s it?” the son asked, disappointed, ending the sentence uncomfortably: “Well, that’s nothing!”

“How can you say that’s nothing? That’s my life,” the mother replied. 

The son abruptly stood up and left. Judging by the look in her eyes, the mother remained immersed in her life’s memory. Her son’s thoughtless reaction didn’t shake her.

That’s how I experienced and remembered that scene, which, to me at least, is anthology- worthy. If I got everything or the key parts of that film frame wrong, or if it’s not really such an anthology scene after all, then I have a big problem with what follows.

The names have been changed—not to encode anything, hide something, or lead anyone astray. It’s just an open-hearted attempt to make this something—or nothing—perhaps more accessible, both to the one navigating through Fram Strait amid the collapse of icebergs and to another on the scorching sand of Cat Island, which belongs to the Bahamas.
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1969 Sky Above Corfu Melena
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Like a prophecy from the first grade of elementary school, I interpreted the praise from my teacher Helen, who said I wrote the letter “K” the most beautifully out of everyone. Everything revolved around the letter “K.” The city I lived in was called Karlstadt, but I always found it easier to call it by its other name, Karolivaroš. 

I kept returning to that letter “K,” as if it were a sign that I might one day work with books in my life.

Being among the taller kids in class, I sat in the last row. On the first day of school, I pressed my knees against the edge of the desk and rocked back in my chair. There was a wall behind me, and I wasn’t bothering anyone. Even now, I can’t properly explain why I did it. I guess maybe I thought a lot was allowed in school, and, of course, I was unconsciously showing some kind of feeling. Teacher Helen approached me and, as a warning not to sit like that, lightly tapped me on the head with a book. Whether because of that or not, I was the quietest student in class and, several times at the end of the school year, received a book as a reward for my silence, thoughtfulness, or obedience.

In fifth grade, during one lesson, Professor Acer commented that I was as pretty as a girl. A chubby—or rather, pleasantly plump—classmate, Vili, turned that remark into a nickname and persistently called me “girl.” On the street, whenever he approached me, I’d cross to the other side or turn and walk off in a different direction. Professor Verona, while a few of us stood in front of the blackboard with our readers analyzing a text, accused me of plucking my eyebrows. She herself visibly did it, sometimes even during class. All this happened in a school founded by the Jesuits, where Nikola Tesla had also been a student. It was said that at some point he had gotten a D in physics. No matter how hard I tried to stand out, it always ended ingloriously. Toward the end of elementary school, during a game, I pulled a chair out from under an Ajdar. Everyone did it, but my victim didn’t get up from the floor. It all turned out fine, with no consequences, but I was terribly scared.

That same year, we went on a field trip to Corfu Melena. I insisted so much to Professor Acer that he take us to a disco that I got on his nerves. And that wasn’t typical of me—what came over me? Now, looking back on that distant past, I feel warmth toward him. He was patient and gentle. Of course, that evening I wasn’t thinking about the burden of his responsibility for the 30 of us, all buzzing with energy. He took everyone along, but he punished me by leaving me at the hotel. I even started following them, and he noticed me on the winding, dimly lit road. He came over and ordered me to return to the hotel. His discipline created a horrible feeling of rejection in me. As I walked back to the hotel, I prayed to aliens to pick me up and make me disappear. The sky above Corfu Melena was clear and bright, full of stars and hope that this misery wasn’t everywhere.

So much pent-up energy went irretrievably into a vast nothing. Golden streams of desire flowed as if no one noticed them. I didn’t have luck with my roommate. There was no mutual joking around like in some of the other rooms. Maybe there was even real sex happening with one couple. Kristor had been seriously dating Mihaela for a year already. I wanted to room with Buker, but I didn’t. He and two others were in the shower—or so it seemed when I accidentally walked by. They didn’t include me; they closed the bathroom door. 

Eros Curriculum—not only did it fail to do its job well, but everything turned out catastrophically the opposite.
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1973 Headfirst Dive into the Water
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The fact that I never learned to dive headfirst into the water or drive a car largely shaped my life. It wasn’t about the technique of entering the water or simply having a driver’s license, but rather a pattern of giving up that often followed me through life. As a kid, I tried diving headfirst a few times, always belly-flopping into the water and then giving up. When I finally decided to take driving lessons, I did it during snow and ice. To make matters worse, the car was an old Yugo with a shaky gearshift, and the instructor was a bit too nervous or impatient. When it all added up, I quit. The driving school owner offered me a different car and instructor. I put all the blame on myself, saying I wasn’t ready to drive and that maybe I’d sign up again another time. They refunded my money. I told myself I’d only sign up for training once I bought a car and someone taught me to drive it. Of course, that never happened.

With me, a lot of things came late, and I was often in some kind of lag. The closer I got to the end of a process, the harder it was for me to achieve the goal. I failed biology and math and had to retake them. In August, I didn’t pass biology, so the end of my high school education was postponed until January. How did I even end up in the science track? For a while, I thought I’d study architecture.

In elementary school, we were talented at everything. We drew, sang in the choir, ran on a wonderful athletic track by the river. When I think about how I used to be able to read sheet music, it feels unreal now. In high school, all of that died out. It was a mistake not to continue with some activities outside of school—there were so many options... What to choose... I fell into a vicious, unproductive cycle of searching for my own path.

All of this would have been acceptable and could be justified, if only it hadn’t lasted so long.
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1974 The Hanging Tree in Luxor
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I was preparing for the entrance exam for Dramaturgy. I wrote a short one-act play that needed to be submitted with the application materials: Love on a Blind Track. I didn’t have a typewriter, so my classmate Nirvana typed it for me. She was studying molecular biology. Measured, reserved, unobtrusive, yet direct and witty. Success on the Dramaturgy entrance exam was exactly what I needed—to rise to the surface of the water, to break my chain of failures. But it didn’t happen.

In high school, I wrote a notable essay—I remember because I read it in front of the whole class. It was a homework assignment based on The Brothers Karamazov. Inspired by the novel’s atmosphere, instead of the assigned technical analysis, I offered a free interpretation.

That I had a knack for the completely unexpected was evident even earlier, at the City Library, when they asked me for the local radio station what I liked to read. Back then, still in fifth grade, as soon as the microphone was gone, I knew I should’ve said something other than fairy tales about kings. 

I read one or two poems at some expanded city literary club meeting, held for some reason in a very unusual place—the Kominterna Hall at Universe Square. Later, I was in that hall again, when they invited us freshman philosophy students to explain the process of removing a group of our professors from teaching. They’d been shuffied off to institutes.

It’s bizarre that, out of everything said and read during my studies, I particularly remembered two details, spoken in specific contexts. 

One professor once talked about the difficult position of women in rural areas. It was completely unrelated to his subject, but he had a knack for cleverly connecting the unconnectable—educational, entertaining, and sometimes threatening, in those years of upheaval, which were always present: “You’ll see who so-and-so really is!” And indeed, we saw! “Just tilt your little heads to see who’s breaking down the door now!” 

A rural woman: when she marries, if the marriage becomes unbearable, her only option is to jump into a stream. 

The image of that woman stuck in my mind—dressed in black, walking across a field toward the stream. 

Another professor, very convincingly, declared that the one thing no one can deceive you about is sex. In bed, everything is revealed—there’s no lying. 

Her subject had nothing to do with sex, lies, and videotapes, or with being tied up in bed.

Dramaturgy.

I was very satisfied with how I wrote the essay for the written part of the entrance exam, on the topic of current cultural events, as well as the second task, a given scene. They called me for the oral part of the exam, in the group for the second day. Serious professors, and me, slouched in my chair, giving the impression that I didn’t even care about being accepted. I met the other candidates from that second day’s oral exam. A few of them, all lively, running up and down, chatting with everyone. Each of them was already studying something else at the Faculty of Philology or Philosophy—only I came straight from high school, like a stowaway and a shipwreck survivor to boot. 

One professor took a particular interest in my one-act play, asking where I got the idea to describe scenes of the rape of suffering soldiers entering Singidunum in 1944. He later wrote about it in his novel. Of course, I wanted to be interesting and provocative, at least so someone would notice me on the first reading. I didn’t say that out loud, but I’m sure I mentioned something about new topics that are talked about more than they’re written about. 

Another professor, perhaps bothered by my inexperience with suffering soldiers, asked if I’d seen any of Sergei Eisenstein’s films. Of course I’d seen Battleship Potemkin, Alexander Nevsky, and Ivan the Terrible. Because of Ivan, as a kid, I almost got a beating from Gruber, Aunt Roxy’s daughter, who was babysitting us one night while my parents were out. The film aired late on TV, and we were supposed to be asleep. I stayed silent—I didn’t list a single one. I had a dumb habit of not remembering the names of authors, writers, or directors. The work itself mattered, I thought, probably indulging my laziness and lack of system. The price was paid. Honestly, I hadn’t prepared at all for what’s called general culture; I didn’t review the material. All that mattered to me was writing the entrance play. Later, when I’d talk about the entrance exam, I didn’t specify that detail precisely, and it still makes me uncomfortable. Everyone from that day’s oral exam was accepted—except me. How cheerful and excited they were when they found their names on the bulletin board. I was on the verge of tears.

I remembered going to the Luxor cinema, near our first apartment in Karolivaroš. I hadn’t started school yet, and my older brother Bakster would read the subtitles to me off the screen. My first films—The Hangin Tree with Gary Cooper, The Day They Divided the Children, and Mother India—even then shaped and completed an emotional circle in me, a sense of transience and immense sadness. Add to that the conflict between the individual, Gary Cooper, and the crowd, and when the Luxor trilogy stirred me up too much, later, in various situations, people would tell me: “You react too emotionally.” Maybe I’m completely wrong, but for some reason, I think that excess of emotion started with those films too.

Instead of preparing for the next entrance exam, I reconciled myself with the thought: if I want to write and have the talent for it, I can do it without studying Dramaturgy.
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1975 KoKo the Snake
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After my unfulfilled ambitions to train as a professional dramaturg, I shifted to amateurism at Teatro Levo. They accepted me after an audition. For a while, I attended rehearsals—I don’t even remember which play anymore. I didn’t stick around for the premiere. Another invitation came to join a professional crew for a final diploma performance as an outsider, but it didn’t work out for me, even at the first rehearsal. All those graduates later became famous—kicking up dust to this day.

I made my stage debut in a streaker duo: Hilda and I ran across the stage naked, wearing only sneakers. It was strange when they offered me that role, which lasted just a few seconds. I don’t know how global stars feel when they sign million-dollar contracts, but I couldn’t sleep. It was a huge dilemma and a major challenge for me. I was terribly shy, and when I finally agreed, I thought I’d free myself from my physical inhibitions in one fell swoop. The liberation was far from the positive effect I’d expected. Damn it, there are no shortcuts.

The premiere was in Barutana, a cave beneath the Fortress. I didn’t tell or invite anyone. Hilda naively believed she’d be unrecognizable with stage makeup and the element of surprise. Suddenly, and quite unexpectedly, without any particular reason, we’d dash out to perform our role, running diagonally across the improvised stage in the cold cave. We’d swing our arms in rhythm, lift our knees high, reciting the lines: “One, two, one, two, one, two,” and that was already the end. The audience stirred with murmurs, visibly excited, and Hilda’s friend Berta let out a scream when she recognized her. The drama backstage went on for a while, but then it all calmed down.

There were more performances at various locations around the city. We even made it to the fringes of BITEF. They allowed us to sell tickets for the show at the box office of Atelje 212. Actress Lorana and I sat at an improvised sales point. At one moment, Lorana asked the official ticket seller for access to the restroom since the theater building was closed. The ticket seller, a very charming older woman, directed Lorana to the courtyard behind the house, where there was a tree she could hide behind. 

“I’m not a dog to go by a tree,” Lorana blurted out, wide-eyed. To soften her words, the ticket seller added that, when she had no choice, she’d do it all in her booth, in the paper bin. The commercial success from ticket sales was nonexistent, but the laughter flowed in abundance.

The highlight was the trip to a festival in Parma, the city where the first modern theater in the world, Teatro Farnese, opened in 1618. We traveled by train via Koper. We dragged along several wooden platforms, stored separately in the cargo car. At the border, Italian customs officers told us we had to move the platforms into our passenger cabins to classify them as personal luggage— otherwise, they’d fall under export/import regulations. That ordeal with the Italians dragged on with lots of talking, explaining, and pleading. We were buried in stuff. The real chaos came in Bologna when we learned our car was staying there, and we had to switch to another one heading to Parma. At night, they uncoupled the cars, and in a panic, we transferred all that luggage—first onto the platform, then back into the new car. I was soaked. We arrived in Parma at dawn. The city was still fast asleep. We waited at the station in a windy, cold waiting room for a decent time to contact the organizers. I watched the clock hands intently. Rain was falling. None of that bothered a latecomer passenger sprawled near me, entertaining himself. When I later recounted that scene to the others, they said, “Something interesting always happens to you.”

During the day, we settled into a hotel. On the first night, actor Donatello, with whom I shared a room and slept in a big hotel bed, brought a girl from the Dutch troupe. He kindly offered me to join them. It was the perfect opportunity to finally lose my virginity. But even then, I still didn’t have a clearly defined mechanism in my head—a glitch that kicks in at critical moments and life’s turning points, even when a chance for meaningful change falls into my lap like a gift from the sky. I thanked him and remained an idiot.

During our performance, two carabinieri stood off to the side of the stage, right at the starting point of our athletic track, in their handsome, meticulously tailored uniforms. We didn’t know why, nor who was more confused—them or us—when we ran out. The audience reacted loudly there too, maybe with applause, certainly with laughter.

It was a beautiful time. Not just the people in the troupe and their characters in the play, but also the crowd coming and going—everything felt like a small version of New York’s La MaMa by Ellen Stewart. The project’s author, Prophet, and his Sulamit Mesera had lived with them in New York for a while. La MaMa was at BITEF that year with the mesmerizing Trojan Women- Electra. After them, I never again experienced such theatrical excitement as I did that night in the Košutnjak woods.

In our Secret Connection, there were three main characters: a ballerina, the two of us naked runners, and the incredible KoKo the Snake. Her role was very demanding. Constantly present on stage, half-naked—good thing she didn’t get sick—she moved with specifically snake-like gestures and had to carefully follow the speaking actors’ lines, as she was expected to flick her tongue at key moments.

That KoKo the Snake still reads my fortune in several types of tarot cards, with various spreads. She herself says, “I only speak of positive things!”
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