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Also available in English from Margaret Mazzantini:

Don’t Move




To Sergio

 

To our children




Oh human tenderness,
 where are you to be found?
 Perhaps in books alone?

 

IZET SARAJLIĆ




Chapter 1

A journey of hope. Leftover words among the many that remain at day’s end. I saw them on a jar beside the drugstore cash register. There was a slot on top for donations and a photo of a child who must travel a long way for an operation. A journey of hope. I turn my head on the pillow. Giuliano’s heavy body is still. He sleeps as always, bare-chested and on his back. Every so often he lets out a little grunt, like a placid animal shaking off flies.

Hope. As it takes shape in the dark, the word has the face of a bewildered woman dragging her failures along but still moving forward with dignity. It could be my face, the face of a girl grown old but frozen in time out of loyalty, out of fear.

I step onto the balcony and rest my eyes on the familiar surroundings. The shutters are closed on the building across the way. The electric sign in front of the café has yet to be turned on. I hear the silence of the city, the dust of distant noises. Rome—its celebration, its stagnation—is asleep. The outskirts are asleep. So is the Pope. His red shoes are empty.

 

The phone call comes early one morning. I wake with a start and trip down the hall. I yell, probably to seem like I’m awake. “Who is it?”

There is a noise in the receiver like wind rustling through branches. “May I speak to Gemma?” The Italian is good, but the words are enunciated with excessive care.

“This is Gemma.”

“Gemma? You’re Gemma?”

“Yes.”

“Gemma ...” He repeats my name and now he’s laughing. It only takes me a second to recognize the sharp, hoarse laugh.

“Gojko ...”

He pauses. “Yes, it’s your Gojko.”

It’s like a motionless explosion, a long void full of detritus.

“My Gojko,” I stammer.

“Gojko himself.”

His smell. His face. All these years.

“I’ve been trying to track you down for months.”

Out of nowhere, he came to my mind a couple of days ago. I was taking a walk. A boy on the street made me think of him.

We talk. He’s fine. He lived for a while in Paris. Now he’s back home.

“There’s going to be an exhibit to commemorate the siege. Some of Diego’s photos will be in the show.” I feel the cold of the floor climb up my legs and come to a stop in my gut. “It’s an opportunity.” He laughs again, just like always, without real cheer, as if trying to console a slight but perennial sadness. “Come.”

“I’ll think about it . . .”

“Don’t think about it. Come.”

“Why?”

“Because life passes and we with her . . . do you remember?”

Of course I remember.

“... and laughs at us, like a toothless old whore awaiting her last client.”

Gojko’s poetry, life transformed into one long ballad. I recall his habit of touching his nose as he recited the poems he scribbled on match covers, on his hands. I suddenly wonder how I’ve managed without Gojko for all this time. Why do we insist on depriving ourselves of the best people in life? Why do we spend so much time with people who don’t interest us, who don’t do us any good—people who simply happen along to corrupt us with their lies and train us to keep our heads down? “Okay. I’ll come.”

And now the still mud of life is flying toward me like dust.

Gojko shouts with joy.

When I left Sarajevo there was dust everywhere, displaced by the gelid wind to rise up in the air and whirl through the streets, blotting things out as it went, covering minarets and buildings and the dead in the marketplace who lay buried beneath vegetables and knickknacks and pieces of blown-apart stalls.

I ask Gojko why he waited all this time to look for me, why he didn’t miss me before now.

“I’ve been missing you for years.”

His voice disappears behind a sigh and again there’s that sound of wind, of kilometers of distance.

Suddenly I’m afraid the line will be disconnected and the silence that lasted all those years will return. I ask for his phone number. It’s a cell phone. I scratch the numbers onto a piece of paper with a pen that doesn’t write. I’m scared to put the phone down to go look for another. The noise grows louder. I picture a telephone wire snapping and letting out sparks as it falls to the ground. How many dangling wires did I see in that isolated city? I press the pen into the paper and grab hold of the past. I’m afraid I’ll lose it once again.

“I’ll call to let you know when my flight will get in.”

I go to Pietro’s room and rummage through his pens so I can trace over the white number. Pietro is sleeping, his long feet sticking out of the sheets. I think what I think every time I see him lying down, which is that his bed is too short and we should get him a new one. I pick up his guitar from beside his slippers. It’s not going to be easy to convince him to come with me.

I shower and join Giuliano in the kitchen, where he’s already made coffee.

“Who was that?”

I don’t answer right away. My eyes are glazed. In the shower, my skin seemed tougher, like long ago, when I’d soap up quickly and leave the house without drying my hair. I tell Giuliano about Gojko, tell him I want to go.

“All of a sudden, just like that?” But he doesn’t seem surprised. “Have you told Pietro?”

“He’s sleeping.”

“Maybe you should wake him.”

Giuliano needs a shave. His mussed hair falls over his forehead, making the balder part in the center of his head more visible. By day, a creature of the city, he’s always tidy, at home in carabinieri stations and state archives. This untidiness is for my eyes only. To my mind, it’s the best, most pungent and secret part of us. It goes way back to the beginning, when we’d make love and then sit looking at each other, naked and disheveled. We’re husband and wife. He came to my aid in a military airport sixteen years ago. Yet when I tell him he saved my life he shakes his head and blushes and says it’s not true, says, It was the two of you, you and Pietro, who saved my life.

He’s got a sweet tooth. Taking advantage of my distraction, he eats another piece of pastry.

“Don’t come complaining to me if your belly gets any bigger.”

“You’re the one who complains. I accept myself as I am.”

It’s true, he does, and that’s why he was able to welcome us, why it’s so comfortable to be with him. He stands and puts his hand on my shoulder. “You’re doing the right thing.”

He’s read second thoughts in my look. Suddenly I’m scared. I’ve fallen backward in time too quickly into the ardor of youth. Now it all seems like nothing but regret. My neck is cold beneath my damp hair. I’d better go back to the bathroom to dry it. I’m myself again, a vanquished girl on the threshold of old age.

“I’ve got to get ready. I’ll have to stop by the office. I don’t know ...”

“You know.”

He says he’ll call me from the office after he’s checked the Internet for cheap tickets. He smiles. “I doubt people are lining up to go to Sarajevo.”

 

I go back to Pietro’s room and open the shutters. He pulls the sheet over his head.

This year he shed his childhood skin, abandoned his little-boy bones and became a big limping heron incapable of controlling its own movements, always staring down at the ground, coming in and out without saying goodbye, standing in front of the fridge to stuff his face. Without even trying to, hiding behind an absurd insolence, he managed, with disarming foolishness, to fail the year at school. His loud, surly voice is a constant irritation. He seeks me out only to demand things, to scold. Whatever happened to the plaintive little voice that accompanied me for years and seemed to be in perfect harmony with my own?

Now I feel sorry for him—when he’s sleeping, when his face is relaxed. He must miss that graceful little body just like I do. Perhaps he looks for it in his sleep and that’s why he never wants to wake up.

I touch his newly bristly hair as I pull down the sheet. He pushes me away.

Now that it’s summer, he regrets having failed the year. He leaves the house with his tennis racket and his huge shoes and comes back angry at his friends, grumbling that he doesn’t want to see them because next year they won’t be in the same class anymore. In his mind, they’re the ones who betrayed him.

“I need to talk to you.”

He sits up with a jolt. “I’m hungry.”

In the kitchen, he spreads Nutella on cookies, making little sandwiches that he swallows in a single bite. His mouth is dirty and the table is full of crumbs. He opened the cookies the wrong way. The package is ripped down the side.

I don’t say anything. I can’t always be scolding him about everything. In silence I watch him eat. Then I tell him about the trip.

He shakes his head. “No way, Mom. You’ll have to go without me.”

“Sarajevo is a beautiful city.”

He smiles and looks at me with an appealing, cunning expression on his face. “What are you talking about? That’s pathetic. Everyone knows Yugoslavia’s horrible.”

I bristle. “It’s not Yugoslavia anymore.”

He crams another Nutella-sodden bundle into his mouth, wipes a droplet off the table and sucks it off his finger. “Same difference.”

“It is not.” I lower my voice, practically begging him. “A week. Pietro. Just the two of us. It will be fun.”

He looks at me sincerely this time. “Come on, Mom. How could it be fun?”

“We’ll go to the coast. The sea there is gorgeous.”

“Why don’t we just go to Sardinia?”

I’m doing all I can to hold myself together and this fool starts in about Sardinia. He stands up and stretches, then turns, and I look at his back, the down along his neck. “You really don’t care about the place where your father died?”

He puts his cup down in the sink. “Give me a break, Mom.”

I’m begging him. My voice is weak, uncertain, just like his when he was a little boy. “Pietro!”

“What do you want?”

I stand abruptly, accidentally spilling the milk.

“What do you mean, what do I want? He was your father!”

He shakes his head and studies the floor. “I’m so sick of this story.”

This story is his story, our story, but he doesn’t want to hear it anymore. When he was little he was braver and more curious. He’d ask questions and hug me, lean against me, as he looked at the yellowed photo of Diego that I kept on the fridge. But then, as he grew older, he stopped asking questions.  His universe shrank to fit his needs, his selfishness. He doesn’t want complications. To him it’s enough to know that Giuliano is his father, Giuliano who brought him to school and to the pediatrician’s, Giuliano who slapped him once when he dove into shallow water at the beach.

 

I brush my teeth, put on my jacket and go back to his room. He’s still in his underpants, playing the guitar with his eyes closed, the pick brushing against the strings. A journey of hope. Those words, which caught my attention by chance, come once again to mind and make me think of Pietro. Hope belongs to children. We adults have already hoped, and almost always we’ve lost.

“Pack a small bag, a carry-on.”

He doesn’t reply.

 

We’re in the car. Rome at this hour is wan, colorless. Pietro is sitting in the back with his Ray-Bans on, his hair shiny with gel.

You can’t do this to your mother, Giuliano said to him last night at dinner. Pietro called his friend Davide to tell him he wouldn’t be going to sailing lessons because he had to go away with me. His friend must have asked him when we’d be back. He pulled his cell phone away from his mouth and asked, When will we be back?

I looked at Giuliano. Soon.

Soon, Pietro said to his friend.

“Come back soon,” Giuliano says as we kiss goodbye in the airport. Then he hugs Pietro, puts his hand behind his neck and pulls him close. Pietro lowers his head and rubs it against Giuliano’s. They stand that way for a few moments.

“Be good.”

“Yes, Dad.”

I put my bag on the conveyor belt and we go through to the other side. We walk alongside luminous ads for Lancôme, for Prada eyewear. The wheels of my little bag roll along behind us. I stop and turn around. Giuliano is still standing there, looking after us, his legs wide apart, his hands in his pockets, like a waiting driver, an anonymous figure in the bustle of the crowd, as if he’s lost his identity now that we’re gone. His face is different, inert, as if his  muscles had given way. For a moment I’m conscious of the solitude I’m leaving him with. Then he sees me and all of a sudden springs back to life, waving his arms and smiling. He gestures to me to hurry, to go, and blows lots of kisses, his mouth curling in the empty air.

 

We’re on the plane. Pietro’s guitar takes up an entire overhead compartment. The flight attendant didn’t complain. Economy class is relatively empty. Business class, on the other hand, is full of businessmen in designer ties rather than the dark, synthetic ones they might have worn years ago—nouveaux riches from the East grown fat on the sorrows of their people. They read the financial papers, eat hot meals and drink champagne.

Our trays arrive, cold and meager. Two slices of smoked ham, a salad of pickled vegetables, a plastic-wrapped dessert. Pietro devours his food. I pass him my tray as well. He calls the flight attendant and asks for more bread, in English, with a decent accent. I’m surprised. He smiles at her. My son is very handsome this morning. His eyes shine like two bits of sea.

We’re flying over the Adriatic. He chews and looks down at the blue below. I look at him. The light coming in the window limns the contours of his profile.

The flight attendant comes back with the bread and when Pietro thanks her there’s something downright charming about his rocky voice. His friends’ mothers always compliment me on his politeness. My son is a terrible hypocrite. He shows his worst side only to me.

He bites into the dessert, a buttery little rectangle covered with frosting. He doesn’t like it. “Do you want it?”

“No, thanks.”

He sits there with the buttery thing melting in his hand. “I don’t want it.”

“Then don’t eat it.”

He takes the empty containers from the meals he’s just eaten and puts them on my tray table. Then he puts his own tray table up and rests his knees against it. He puts on his earphones and settles into his seat. He glances at me. “You seem kind of out of it.”

It’s true. I am out of it. Before we boarded the plane I fretted like a novice traveler, even thought I’d lost our boarding passes. Pietro stood there looking around him with his lynxlike face, scrutinizing the world and leaving me to  worry, to empty out my bag. He didn’t care if I lost the boarding passes. Let’s go back home, he said, before I found the two pieces of paper and told him to get moving.

When we went through security, he didn’t like the security man putting his hand inside his guitar. I told him the man was just doing his job. He said, for the umpteenth time, Give me a break. Then, as we walked to the breezeway, he said it would be a cinch to go through security armed to the teeth and drove me crazy hypothesizing hiding places for box cutters and forks from one of the airport restaurants.

I asked him if he’d brought a book. He said no, he didn’t have books to read over the summer because he’d been held back. I’m going to rest, he said.

When we got on the plane, he said it was old and that Eastern European airlines bought the airplanes other companies threw away, airplanes that crash. We’ll end up on YouTube, he said. I asked myself, Why did I bring him? He’ll drive me crazy.

Now his eyes are closed and he’s moving his head to the music on his iPod. He’s happy. He’s stopped complaining about our destination. When all is said and done, he can still get excited about things. He’s got plenty of faults, but at least he isn’t apathetic like so many kids his age.

He falls asleep, mouth open, head bent, iPod droning on. The sky outside the plane is white with clouds, motionless and unreal.

I force myself to think about something else, about the summer to come. We’ve made plans to spend time with friends in Liguria. There will be adults and kids Pietro’s age. We’ll go to barefooted parties, read, take walks along the rocks with the crabs in their pools. Giuliano will go to the hardware shop to buy the hooks and screws he needs to fix one of the shutters. We’ll make love in the middle of the night, in the velvety coolness when the wind comes up off the sea and the dark allows us to forget our age.

Pietro wakes up, looks my way and yawns.

“What do you know about Sarajevo?”

“Isn’t it where they killed the Archduke?”

I nod. Better than I expected. “What else do you know?”

“It’s where the First World War began.”

“What else?”

“Don’t ask me.”

“And all the things I told you?”

He doesn’t answer, just stares out the window.

The plane begins its descent. I feel the landing gear move beneath us. My arms and legs are stiff with tension. The wheels, readying themselves to land, could be coming straight out of my gut.

I look down at the black flank of Mount Igman. It’s still there, long, horizontal, a sleeping giant, a slain bison covered by a wild dark overgrowth. And yet I recall having seen it once covered with flowers, or perhaps they were flags, little white flags like lilies marking the trails for the Olympic athletes and greeting from above all those who descended upon this golden valley, this Jerusalem of Europe, where the snow fell on the black spires of the Orthodox churches, the lead domes of the mosques, the crooked stones of the old Jewish cemetery.

There’s no bus to take us to the terminal. We walk across the tarmac. The air is white. There’s no sun. It’s at least ten degrees colder than in Italy.

Pietro is wearing a T-shirt with a cannabis leaf.

“Are you cold?”

“No.”

The façade of the airport looks the same, impermanent as an industrial warehouse. I thought they would have torn it down, but all they did was refinish it.

There’s only one little plane on the tarmac. It has a red cross on the side, like an ambulance. It could be a medevac craft, but it’s just a Swissair plane, a tourist plane for times of peace.

People jumped down from the military planes with their eyes lowered and ran across that wide-open space toward a blurry wall of camouflage uniforms. Everyone was yelling; it felt like anyone might take a shot at you. The airport was the only way out of the besieged city. Every so often some wretch would attempt a nighttime crossing, a stupid idea. Out in the open like that, even a crummy marksman could get you.

The entrance hall is quiet, almost empty. Fluorescent lights, plywood walls, the sad lighting of a provincial train station.

The boy at the passport desk wears a fixed smile on his colorless face. “Italians.”

I nod. He hands the passports back.

IZLAZ, exit. We follow the sign. Pietro’s guitar is slung over his shoulder. He’s looking at the people around us. A Muslim girl wearing a lot of makeup and a flesh-colored veil is hugging a desk attendant. They kiss in the middle of the crowd, blocking the way.

It’s chaos in the arrivals hall. I scan the people leaning up against the metal barriers, look over the heads of those nearest me toward the people in the distance. There’s cigarette smoke everywhere, a fog that blurs and dirties the colors.

I put on lipstick and fluffed up my hair in the airplane bathroom shortly before we landed, hoping it would make me look better.

To the right there’s a bar with a curved counter and high tables where people are eating and drinking and smoking standing up. A man steps away from the counter and comes toward me. I’d wondered if I would recognize him; I know him right away. He’s gained a few pounds. His black linen shirt is wrinkled. He’s got a red beard, and his hair’s not so thick. His walk is unmistakable: legs apart, relaxed even as he hurries, gangly arms slightly akimbo. He hugs me without hesitation, holds me tight as if I were a parcel of things belonging to him. Then he plants his eyes on my face and takes everything in, my lips, my chin, my forehead. He doesn’t leave my eyes but lingers, penetrating, like seawater that’s taken separate paths and then crashes back together. He digs thirstily back through lost time with this shameless, lacerating, joyful gaze.

I’m the first to give in. I lower my eyes and pull back from that pathos out of shyness, discomfort. Back in Italy, no one looks at you like that. I scratch at my arm as if I had scabies. Two damp hands, fleshy and perhaps not all that clean, surround my face.

“Beautiful woman!”

“Old woman,” I mock myself.

“Fuck you, Gemma,” Gojko says.

I smile, recognizing his derisive humor, the kind that comes to chase off deep feeling after a bout of drinking, bringing on laughter instead. He kisses me, hugs me again, enclosing my breath in a cage. I breathe in the linen smell of his shirt, his excitement, the warmth of his body. I feel him pass his hand over my back, feeling my bones like a blind man, counting my vertebrae with those boiling hands. I recognize the smell of neck, of sweaty hair, of houses  with oilcloth on the tables and jars of white cherries in brandy, of offices where laden ashtrays burst into flames and the photocopy machines keep breaking down.

The knot in my throat rises but pride makes me push it back down. I promised myself not to give in; at fifty-three it’s easy to piss out incontinent tears. I pat Gojko’s arm. “You’re a little chubby.”

“Yes, well, I’ve started eating again.”

He looks at Pietro and steps forward on his swaying legs, stumbling without falling as he raises a hand. Pietro immediately raises his own. Their palms slap against each other. Gojko points to the guitar.

“Musician?”

Pietro looks at him and smiles. “Amateur.”

 

Gojko is sitting up front with the taxi driver, his arm out the open window; they’re talking.

“Mom, can you understand them?”

“A little.”

“What are they saying?”

“That it’s going to rain.”

“Fuck you, Gemma,” Pietro whispers.

I sit still on the gray upholstered seat. Beyond the dusty window lies that long, unforgettable boulevard. If I can make it through this moment, maybe I’ll manage to make it through the rest. I refuse to let this city get to me. I let the first things glide by without really taking them in, furtive little glances, scraps, like burnt stamps.

The trick is to slide through without absorbing what I see. I’ve learned that anything can be banished. Even horror can lose its shape, dissolve into something too ridiculous, too absurd to ever have been true, like the black carcasses of cars, exploded windows, a child’s heart burst alive from his chest to splatter against a white wall.

I fiddle with an earring.

I’m calm. It helps to have Pietro here, to feel his jeans-clad knee against mine. He’s unfazed, unaware of all that happened here, if anything bored by the urban dreariness.

The old gray social-realist buildings are still here, balconies piled one atop  the next like shabby filing cabinets in a public office. The shell marks have been covered over with cement.

All it takes is a rut in the pavement and I have to resist the impulse to duck my head. Those mad dashes; you had to cross the sniper boulevard at 120 miles an hour, head bent between the seats, breath down between your knees, the red carcasses of trams leaning against each other as a defense against the line of fire. I turn toward Pietro. He’s not wearing a bulletproof vest, I catch myself thinking. I clench my inner cheek between my teeth. Stay calm.

Gojko is silent. He turned once, then left me to myself.

I look at him, alive, safe along this long road, a man of today in the forward-moving world.

The lights at the intersection seem strange, the pauses at regular intervals, the people calmly crossing in front of us. Gardens climb the hills that rise above us, calm little white houses among the fir trees. They used to fire from up there. Every opening between two buildings, every bit of green, of light, meant a sniper who might have a bullet for you.

The seat of the legendary Oslobodjenje newspaper has replanted itself upon its own ruins, squashed into a low, orderly building. Next to it stands an immense skyscraper, looking unperturbed through its mirrored glass windows upon the ruins of the old city hospice. Red letters on top say AVAZ.

“It’s the most widely read paper, the owner has become a very rich man ...” Gojko rubs his head. “It doesn’t even have a cultural page.”

A man waits near a flower bed of freshly tilled dirt for a dog to finish doing his business. A girl crosses the boulevard on her bicycle. A family with blond children smiles in an ad for Sarajevo-osiguranje. Near them, two EUFOR soldiers, a chubby man and woman, arms folded over their camouflage jackets, smile out of a billboard. People walk along the sidewalks, flesh moving along in an orderly routine.

Birds cross overhead, flying above the pedestrians as they move from tree to tree, descending to earth now and then to gather a morsel.

One morning I woke up and saw a huge black swath in the sky. The birds were all flying away, frightened by the constant explosions, the smoke from the fires, the unbearable odor of half-buried bodies. They flew up the Miljacka to take refuge in the most distant woods, where people used to picnic in the cool areas beside little waterfalls that glittered like silver knots. There wasn’t  an inhabitant of Sarajevo who didn’t envy the birds their freedom to rise up from the ground and leave the city, undisturbed.

I turn and there it is, the Holiday Inn, a yellow slap in the face, a motionless cube made up of so many smaller, mobile-looking cubes. Throughout the siege it was the haven of the foreign press. The front faced the Grbavica snipers. You had to enter through the back, car slipping along the ramp to the parking garage. And yet, once you’d made it inside, it was a sort of paradise beyond the reach of those who in the meantime were dying. There were satellite telephones and hot food and journalists who recorded news clips from their rooms, lucky people who could come and go.

 

We’re in the center. In the geometric seraglio of the old Austro-Hungarian buildings the traffic flows with difficulty. People cross where they can, grazing the slow-moving cars. The trees have grown back, youthful trunks with no past. I look at the stores, new windows next to tidy, sad old-fashioned ones with far fewer wares than those back home. Consumerism has taken root only here and there in this city still in need of reconstruction, her face corroded by war as if by acid. We pass a mosque with little domes like a basket of dark eggs and then we’re pulling to a stop in front of our hotel in a side street behind the old Ottoman market in the Baščaršija.

Gojko won’t hear of my paying for the taxi. He carries in my bag for me. Inside, it’s cozy and welcoming like the entry to a house. There’s a light-colored, almost silvery curtain over the door and a red carpet with little black diamonds. A big vase of stiff, patently artificial flowers stands in a corner. Pietro touches them to see if they are real, then rubs his hands on his jeans. He observes the girl at the reception desk, walled in behind a dark wood counter, as she looks up our reservation on the computer. Men’s voices come from an adjacent lounge. I notice shoddy shoes, too-short socks. They’re smoking; the air is terribly foul. The smoke accompanies us up the stairs, insinuates itself into the little elevator. Pietro says, “If we stay here more than one night we’ll go back to Rome with cancer.”

The room is decent-sized, with a blue synthetic bedspread and two brand-new bedside tables. I open the window and look down onto the street. It’s a dead-end street, with a few parked cars, a tree with red foliage, a tin shed spotted with pigeon turds.

Pietro laughs in the bathroom. “Look, Mom.”

“What?”

I turn. He comes out with a glass in his hands and shows me the bag it’s in, which says HYGIENIC CLEANING.

“So?”

“The bag isn’t sealed and the glass is an old Nutella jar.”

I smile and tell him to put the glass back where he found it.

I wash my hands, sit on the bed and start organizing my purse. Pietro throws his backpack in the wardrobe without even pulling out his pajamas.

“Let’s go, Mom. What are we doing in here?”

If it were up to me I’d stay in the room. I have a travel-worn banana in my bag, all I really need. I want to stretch out my legs and lie here until tomorrow. Last night I couldn’t sleep for thinking about this trip. Now, from the taste of blood in my mouth, I realize that I must have bit the inside of my cheek in the taxi. I have to put my slippers under the bed, check to make sure the blinds close and that the shower has a decent spray. That’s all I want to do. But Gojko’s waiting for us downstairs.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

 

It’s seven in the evening and night is falling; all of a sudden I feel cold. I listen to the noise of the feet around us. They sound like horseshoes on ancient flagstones. We’re on the road that leads to the Gazi Husrev-beg Mosque. Crowds of girls wearing veils joke among themselves and push each other. There’s an exhibition of local crafts in a courtyard full of little arches behind the madrassa. A long series of tunics with embroidered plastrons hang off a clothesline to form a multicolored curtain. A pale woman dressed in white gestures delicately, an invitation to look inside her little embroidery shop. She brings her hands to her chest and bows as I leave.

Pietro takes pictures with his cell phone of bags of spices and copper utensils that fill the shops floor to ceiling.

We wander over the fluvial stones of the narrow little streets. The stores begin to close, their lights buried behind their wooden doors. Pietro stops at a stall selling shell fragments and shiny shell cases—souvenirs. He lifts a shell case, sets it back down, laughs and lifts another, heavier one. “How many people could this one kill?”

I want to kick him.

Gojko doesn’t seem to mind, even seems amused.

“Recycled war materials, our green energy.”

“Were you in the war?”

Gojko nods, lights a cigarette and lowers his voice. Maybe he doesn’t want to say more. “Like everyone.”

“Were you a soldier?”

“No, a poet.”

Pietro is disappointed. Poets, in his mind, are an order of pathetic cripples steeped in misfortune, responsible for poisoning the lives of millions of normal, carefree kids. “I’m hungry,” he says.

We leave Baščaršija and stop to eat at a little wooden stand, a squalid hut with aluminum tables and fluorescent lights. The smell of onions and roasting meat wafts out, the unmistakable odor of food that will give you heartburn. Gojko says their ćevapčići is good. The girl who serves us has three careless fingers stuck inside our glasses. Pietro orders a Coke and asks Gojko how to say “straw.”

We eat. The meat in the ćevapčići is savory and delicious. It fills our mouths with blood and life. The pepper burns the cut inside my mouth but it doesn’t matter. I’m feeling a little less tired and have an appetite now, thanks to this aroma that doesn’t seem to have changed over the years. And perhaps the alcohol helps, as well, a bottle of red Montenegrin wine. “It’s not Brunello,” Gojko says, “but it’s muddy.” He probably meant to say “mellow.” Every so often he makes a mistake, despite his nearly perfect Italian, but his mistakes are fitting. This is a muddy wine. It takes us back in time, protects us with a sort of muddy slowness.

 

We ate ćevapčići the day we first met. We bought them from a kiosk and ate them standing. It was an icy-cold day. The woman roasting them wore a woolen jacket and a cook’s cap. She observed our hunger, watched our every bite, delighted in our appreciation of her ćevapčići. They were the pride of her life as a purveyor of street fare. I see her as if it were yesterday, with her proletarian face, worn but infinitely sweet. She was one of those beneficent people you meet by chance and want to hug because they smile at you from the depths of their human experience and just like that make up for the other  half of the world, the disheartening half of humanity closed inside its dark well. How many happy people I met during that first time in Sarajevo. All of them had red cheeks from the cold, of course, but it was from shyness, as well, because they dared to hope.

The Winter Olympics were going on. The imposing Moorish-revival National Library looked like a city unto itself. I met Gojko there, in one of those giant rooms with columns fleeing upward toward the light of distant windows like something you’d see in a cathedral. I was sitting on a little office chair beneath an overhang of ancient volumes that made me feel insignificant. In came a redheaded boy wrapped in a leather jacket lined with crushed wool. He moved in bursts like a big mechanical doll.

“Are you Gemma?”

“Yes.”

“I’m your guide.”

We shook hands. I smiled. He was enormous.

“You speak Italian well.”

“I go to Trieste at least once a month.”

“Are you studying there?”

“No, I sell yo-yos.” He pulled one out of his pocket. “They’re all the rage here. They relieve tension. People are really agitated. Thanks to the Olympics we’ve had to work really hard, and we don’t like working hard. But the city had to be spiffed up, you see?” He laughed. I didn’t understand why. “Is your hotel okay?”

I shook my head. I was staying in a guesthouse full of tourists.

“Do you appreciate the glories of a star-studded sky?”

“Why?”

“If you want, you can sleep beneath one of the countless bridges along the Miljacka. No one will bother you. All the drunks and purse snatchers have disappeared. A Communist cleanup. For the first time, we’re showing our ass to the world.”

I had to finish my doctoral thesis on Andrić. I’d requested a decent guide and instead here I was with a yo-yo salesman.

He pulled his yo-yo out of his pocket again and started doing tricks. Maybe I wanted to buy one? “Now, that would be something to be proud of,  selling a yo-yo I bought in Trieste to an Italian. My friends would buy me a drink for that.”

I’d been in Sarajevo for a few days. The enchantment of the snow and of the festive city did not match my mood. I was unhappy. I couldn’t get used to the place. I had decided on my research project at my professor’s urging; his ulterior motive was for me to gather information for something he was writing on the literature of the Balkans. To top it off, I’d had dysentery for two days, and the smells of the robust cooking, the unbearable cold and the breath of this pathetic show-off of a hick with his ridiculous black leather jacket that looked like it was lined with Siamese cat fur were enough to sour my mood.

I look with distaste at his greasy ponytail. I can’t decide if his pointy-toed boots make him look more like a parody of a rocker or of a wolf hunter. I say, “Listen, maybe you’re not the right person to bring me to Andrić’s places in Sarajevo and to Višegrad, to Travnik.”

“Why not?”

“You hardly strike me as an intellectual.”

“No problem. I have a car.”

I expected a goddamn Yugo, its exhaust pipe spitting out black smoke like most of the cars around the city, but instead he has a Golf, not the cleanest car I’ve ever seen, but decent.

“They assemble them here,” he says. “You know why the Germans trust us?”

“No, I don’t.” I look out the window. It’s early in the morning. He’d arrived punctually, but it’s clear he didn’t get much sleep.

“Because we’re so precise about what we do, even though we’re expensive.”

He laughs, too hard. Alone. Then a sort of hiccup—perhaps the consequence of a drunken night—swallows up the fringes of his laugh. “Did you believe me?”

I want to tell him to shut up, that I’m not paying him for all this chatter. He stinks like a wet dog, his hiccups smell like putrid slivovitz and, I now discover, he’s got a terrible disposition. It seems that my lack of interest in what he has to say has angered him.

“Maybe we’re not all that precise, but we’re cheap, that’s for sure.” He says it in a rough tone of voice, almost as if he were angry with me.

“I’m paying you well.”

He looks at me instead of the road.

“You must be a real bitch.”

I don’t look at him. My neck goes rigid. I’m scared, but I’m too proud to give in to my fear. I’m the perfect victim for a maniac. I can picture him delightedly wringing my neck. He’s a big Slav made even bigger by his lined jacket. He must be messed up, just like Communism since the death of Tito. I am a reluctant bourgeois, part of the backlash, the new wave of young women who in the aftermath of feminism put on high heels to enjoy the opulence of the new decade, the opposite of those raving ragamuffins in clogs.

Politely I ask him to pull over. I want to get out. He yells in his language. I yell, too. “Shut your mouth. Your breath stinks.”

He looks as if he’d like to kill me, but instead he stops the car.

I get out and walk for a while on the edge of the terrifying road that leads out of the city. Dirty trucks brush past me.

He drives off but waits for me around a curve, where I find him leaning against the open door and smoking. “Get in. This is ridiculous.”

I don’t get in. He drives at a walking pace, the door open. “It’s a friend’s car. I have to bring it back by this evening.” Then he thrusts a book out at me. I take it. It’s a collection of Andrić’s poetry in Serbo-Croatian. “Poetry cannot be translated!” he proclaims.

Imbecile, I think. But I’m tired, the dirty snow on the sides of the road is piled high, my calves are freezing. And the faces looking out at me from the trucks aren’t any more reassuring than his.

I don’t speak to him while he drives. After a while he starts speaking in Bosnian, his voice deeply moved. I think he’s completely crazy.

I say I don’t understand a single word. He tells me to listen to the sound, blathers something about poetry being like a musical score, with the sound of invisible elements: night, the wind, nostalgia. “Close your eyes.”

I shouldn’t close my eyes because he might strangle me. He’s turned on the heat for me because I’m freezing, and he’s sweating in his leather jacket. I almost feel bad for him. I close my eyes.

After a while I really hear something, dirt falling in the dusk. “What’s this poem about?”

“The gravedigger, burying a poet and swearing while he does it, smoking over the grave.”

“And spitting?”

“Yes, he spits.”

“You know,” I whisper, “I understood some of it.”

He nods and hands the book over. “It’s a phonetic language, you pronounce it as it’s written.” He watches me as I stumble over the verses. “It’s full of sweet sounds, without many vowels. The words infect each other, each harmonizing with the ones around it. If there’s a feminine term, everything becomes feminine. We’re very gallant.”

He brought me to Travnik, to the house where Andrić was born. We looked at the manuscripts and photographs. We stopped in front of the crib where the writer slept as an infant. I fell asleep on the way back. Gojko woke me by blowing air over my eyes. “Does my breath still smell?”

“ No.”

We were hungry after all those miles on those rough roads. We found the kiosk with the ćevapčići, the best I’ve ever had, tightly packed into bread stuffed with onions. The woman’s smile blessed our hunger, our youth. “What a lovely couple.”

“We’re just friends.”

Who knows what became of her, of her saucepan full of grease, her woolen sweater, her face? I still see her on the corner in front of the Bezistan market, smiling at us while she satisfies our hunger, encouraging us to eat and believe in what’s good.

Even if a bomb carried her away and a burst of flames scattered her poor belongings, she’s alive tonight in the street vendor and in our damp eyes as they meet over the muddy red from Montenegro.

 

Gojko loved the poet Mak Dizdar, Bruce Springsteen and Levi’s 501 jeans. He longed for a black pair to impress everyone in the bars where he went to get drunk and draw satirical vignettes on the walls. Over the next few days he took me by the hand and showed me Sarajevo through his eyes. The old public baths, the Marijin Dvor tobacco factory, the little Magribija Mosque, the Bogumil stećci. He knew every nook, every legend. He dragged me up long,  pungent-smelling stairways to garrets with wooden ceilings where tough artists carved out canvases full of dramatic tension, to Sevdah-rock and New Primitives clubs where barefoot girls danced in each other’s arms beside piles of boots dirtied with snow, to shops where women rolled out white pita dough on pans as big as shields and old men in red fezzes played dice on the threshold. He knew almost everyone and was loved by them all. I followed his ponytail, like the crooked tail of a tomcat.

One night he recited one of his poems for me.

Keep your mouth closed, boy 
until someone tells you to keep it closed. 
Then, rebel, and speak. 
Speak of your youth and impatience, 
of the moon, yellow like the sun. 
Your mother is a good woman, 
But she’s gone away 
and your dog hasn’t eaten for two days. 
Speak of the empty streets, 
they’ve all gone home to bed 
and you want to sing, 
before your old Anela wakes 
to wring the neck of a crazy hen 
who no longer lays eggs 
but sings like a rooster.



“What do you think?”

I play with his yo-yo. I’m determined to learn how to do it.

“Who is the crazy hen?”

“Sarajevo.”

“Interesting.”

He takes back his yo-yo. He needs it. He’s agitated, and anyway, I don’t know how to do it. He can’t stand watching me mess it up. He says that I should just tell him if I don’t like his poems. He says I’m an asshole, that all I care about is my career, that I’ll become one of those literary critics who squashes fresh talent because I’m a stupid frigid schoolmarm, a leech who sucks others’ blood.

We’re walking along the Miljacka. Gojko waves his hand in the air toward a miserable winter branch. “Any one of these leaves throbs with more life than you.”

“Leaves fall,” I say with a snicker.

“Like poets. They fertilize the earth too young.” He has the yellow eyes of a rebellious bear and his usual alcoholic breath.

I can’t take it anymore. I tell him he has to take a shower and stop stinking of slivovitz, because the world is full of great poets who live, sober and clean, to a ripe old age. He stares at me like an offended child. He says he’s never been drunk in his life, that his hair looks dirty because of the styling cream he uses and that if I want to have children I had better learn to use the yo-yo because it’s something little children love.

He teaches me, his hand on mine so I can feel the way my wrist is supposed to move, the rustling of the string, the silent click as the magic spool starts its upward journey.

And that night, before he said good night, he said, Volim te iskreno.

“What’s that mean?”

“I love you truly.”

I took a small step backward. Gojko squashed his nose with his thumb as if it were clay. He stopped on the threshold. “That’s what I say to my mother before I leave at night.”

He skidded across a frozen puddle, then disappeared.

 

Now he’s here, on this warm night, elbows resting on a plastic tablecloth in this city compromised by sorrow and now silent, with litter on the ground, cigarette butts, the footsteps of people heading for home. We’ve finished the wine, and enjoyed it, and the miracle is the charitable normality of it all, this baklava we’re sharing, a sweet supple mixture of nuts and phyllo dough. Our spoons touch on the plate.

“You can have the last cherry.”

Pietro loudly slurps up his Coke. He’s not misbehaving. He talked about tennis with Gojko and stood to show him Federer’s forehand. Now he wants an ice cream, but all they have here are Bosnian desserts. Gojko points through the dark to an ice-cream shop.

“How do you say ‘ice cream’?”

“Sladoled.”

“And the flavors?”

“Čokolada, vanila, pistaci, limun ...”

“If I just say ‘ice cream,’ will they understand?”

Gojko nods, smiles at him, watches him as he goes. “He’s a nice kid.”

I study the road where Pietro’s gone and already I feel the empty space I feel every time he leaves my sight. “He’s just like his father.”

A rustling noise comes from Gojko’s narrowed mouth.

“What?” I ask him.

“Nothing. I’m just looking at you.” He takes my hand, asks if I’m okay.

I tell him yes, though my voice is shrill, as if I want to defend myself.

“Call me whenever you want, for whatever reason. I sleep sitting up.”

“Don’t you have a bed?”

“I don’t like to sleep lying down. I can feel my heart in my eyes.”

I look at him, at the eyes his heart climbs into at night. He crinkles them slightly, as if he wanted to smile but without actually managing to do it. It’s as if the two of us were stuck back in that time, as if nothing had happened in between, not even an hour’s peace.

His hand is slightly puffy, with freckles and a too-tight wedding ring. “You’re married?”

He nods.

“What’s she like?”

“I got lucky.”

He tells me about the years he spent as a refugee, the odd jobs working in gas stations and parking garages and as a watchman in a campground. “It was an advantage to be Bosnian, everyone felt so sorry for us at first.” He smiles and orders two glasses of rakija. “It didn’t last very long. Europe tired early of feeling guilty. We don’t have a good reputation and we waste time because we’re always lost in contemplation.”

A crooked, stick-thin woman dragging along a leg like a broom handle passes next to me and lays an open hand on the table without saying a word. Gojko gives her five convertible marks. She’s so weak she doesn’t even have the strength to close her hand. I watch her walk away, her dirty jeans over an ass that’s all bones.

“Do you remember her? She used to sell lottery tickets.”

I have a vague recollection of a hand, a silly good-luck doll.

“She was one of the most beautiful girls in Sarajevo. Now she’s a junkie.” He gulps down his rakija and crinkles his eyes again. “It was easier to run from the bombs beforehand than to walk on the ruins later.”

Pietro comes back with his ice cream. He watches the woman who is holding on to the wall, bent over like a dog that needs to piss.

“Why is she limping like that?”

“One of those baubles you saw at the market today went into her hip.”

My son is agitated. He fiddles in his chair. “And there’s nothing anyone can do to help her?”

“No. How’s the ice cream?”

For a while the only sound is the noise of Pietro finishing his ice cream. Then he rests his sleepy face in the palm of his hand.

“Let’s go,” he says. “I’m beat.”

I, on the other hand, could walk for hours now. Cross the city, go all the way to Ilidža through this summer fog that cancels out some of this reality, dive into a steaming jumble of memories.

I look up at Mount Trebević. I ask Gojko about the refuge where they served tangy cheese and warm brandy. He doesn’t answer right away as he turns over the flavor of those memories in his closed mouth.

“You’re the one who brings it all back. You.” Then, brusquely, he says there’s nothing left. The forgotten cabins of the ski lift hang in the sky like rotten teeth. “It’s full of mines. It took no time to plant them, but finding them will take years and years and mountains of money. But if you want, we can go. We can risk our hide to go back.” There’s a flash in his eyes, as if he expects some sort of challenge from me, a folly.

“Good night.”

 

We take the stairs because Pietro doesn’t trust the elevator.

“Is your friend crazy?”

“For Bosnians, being crazy is a matter of pride.” I stagger from one step to the next.

“Are you drunk?”

“A little.”

“That’s disgusting.”

I sit on the bed to wait while he finishes brushing his teeth. He’s in his underpants, bent over the sink, his wide-open mouth full of foam while he brushes, elbow held high. He’s a maniac about oral hygiene. He’s already had two cavities and can’t figure out why. Once, he asked me to open my mouth. He wanted to see the state of my teeth because the dentist told him cavities are hereditary. I opened and closed my mouth quickly. Leave me alone, I said. I’m not a horse. Then he asked me about his father, just to know what kind of teeth he had.

Now he’s sleeping. A hiss comes out of his half-open mouth. He’s not wearing a shirt. His nipples are a little swollen. Pubertal mastitis, the doctor said.

“I’m not going to get boobs, am I?”

The doctor laughed. This boy puts you in a good mood. It’s hard to find funny kids nowadays. Yes, everyone likes him. He’s got a nice sense of humor, ready to make fun of himself before mocking others. He’s only a jerk with his mother.

Pietro.

Maybe it’s the rakija, but tonight his name is enough to make me cry.

Tonight it’s easy to be lacerated by a name.

The window has a wide sill with space to sit and stretch my legs. I lean against the glass. Giuliano calls, his voice hoarse as if he’d been thinking in silence. “I left you so many messages.” His voice is worn with tiredness and worry. “You sound far away.”

“I am far away.”

I picture our house, the carabinieri calendar hanging in the entry, the salad I left for him in the fridge, the list for the cleaning lady, the sponge I use to clean my face at night.

Tonight I haven’t taken off my makeup. The creases around my eyes are full of eyeliner.

Pietro sleeps. The closed lashes in the white of his lids are a row of bare trees in the snow, earth cut in two by a trench.

I leave the window and go down to the lobby in my bare feet. Men are drinking and smoking. Men are always drinking and smoking in this hotel. They look at me, offer me a drink. I ask for a cigarette. They give me two. Drina cigarettes, good old Drina cigarettes, I haven’t had a cigarette in years,  but tonight I smoke barefoot on the sidewalk because I need something that burns when it goes down into my belly.

Someone walks by, a man who hovers over a dumpster, a poor beggar looking for something, a leftover that still holds its flavor, some scrap that’s worth the bother. Like me, in the end.



Chapter 2

It was Gojko who brought me there.

We’d spent the whole day walking, from Bistrik to Nedžarići, but all the same I let him drag me out with him that night. Fog swirled around us. The Miljacka was milky pale, like colostrum. It was my last night in Sarajevo.

Italy won the gold in the luge race and there was a celebration. Sports journalists and athletes who should already have been sleeping in the Mojmilo Olympic Village were dancing on the tables and downing slivovitz.

“Come on, I’ll introduce you to the Italians.”

I end up squashed in between strangers with smoke-bleared eyes and sunburned faces. The bar is a warren. Stuffed heads of brown bears and chamois decorate its low archways. Flags dangle from the vaulted ceilings. I’m sitting below East Germany.

He isn’t there. He’s already said goodbye and gone for his coat, but he can’t find it among all the snow-covered parkas and overcoats in the coat check and the coat-check girl is off getting a beer. He comes back to look for her.

I see a long thin back in a colorful Peruvian wool sweater. Gojko calls out, “Hey, Diego!”

Diego lifts his hand to the nape of his neck as he turns. He has a wispy beard and hollow cheeks like a thin little boy’s. Later he’ll tell me that his head was pounding, his eyes burning after a day in the path of fast-moving sprays of snow. He walks toward us. Later he’ll say that he came over to speak to Gojko even though his eyes hurt, even though he was tired, because he saw me and was attracted like a bull to a red flag. I watch him come toward us. One can never say what it is, exactly, that connects two people—some kind of membrane, a prison from the start. Another life has traveled a great distance toward our own. We’ve felt the wind as it moved, breathed in the scent when it paused. The sweat and toil of that life have always been inside us. Its every effort has been for us.

We’re still for a moment, listening to that simultaneous rhythm of so  many things. My cheeks are red. There’s too much smoke, there’re too many elbows, too many voices. Then there’s nothing else, only the colored splotch of that sweater moving toward me. In a second my eyes burn the contours of his flesh; it seems I can feel his soul. That’s it.

He reaches our table. In the meantime, the coat-check girl has given him his stiff blue jacket. He puts it on and stands there all bundled up and sweating. Gojko leans forward to hug him across the table of dancing revelers. “Are you leaving?”

The pom-pom on the woolen cap dances as he nods.

“This is my friend Diego. Remember? I told you about him.”

I don’t remember.

Diego puts out his bony hand. It burns as it lingers in mine. Already, it’s Pietro’s hand. Time rends time. A body stands before you, young and strong, and yet another body is already taking its place, the son already in the father, the boy within the boy.

The son will be the memory, the child who will carry the flame.

I slide over to make room for him, a couple of inches for him to fit himself into on the bench. We laugh because we’re sitting so close. I don’t remember what we talked about. There’s a strange singsong to his voice that makes me think of the sea.

“Where are you from?”

“Genoa.”

He hasn’t even taken off his cap. Drops of sweat roll off his forehead and fall into his eyes.

“You’re sweating.”

“Let’s go outside.”

We get up and leave, just like that, the two of us together out past the tables and the dirty glasses, the bear heads, the people pushing their way into the restrooms. Gojko doesn’t say a word, just lifts his hand like a traffic cop ordering a car to stop. Later he’ll say he saw it right away, that a blind man would have known what was happening. He’ll say that lightning strikes and kills the poor cat as it lies in wait for its prey.

 

Diego walks beside me in his blue jacket that looks like part of a navy uniform. He seems very young. I wonder how old he is.

“My plane tomorrow morning will probably be crammed full like the one coming over.” He’s here for work, he says.

“What do you do?”

“I’m a photographer. It was hot in there.” He smiles. It’s a gentle smile.

I tell him about my thesis and about Gojko, who’s been so generous, who’s made me fall in love with the city.

“Why are you up so late?”

“I was waiting to hear the bells ring and the muezzin’s call to prayer.”

He tells me we can wait together. We’ll climb up to the old railway station; the minarets down below look like lances piercing the sky.

How far will we walk tonight? A sanitation truck follows us for a while. When it stops the street cleaners pick up empty beer bottles and sodden leaflets. Long black brooms rustle over the pavement. The chilled and weary men sweep and gather, climb back up on the truck, stop to sweep and gather again. We wouldn’t have noticed the mess if we’d been left alone. We’re used to dirty cities. Instead, it’s as if we were in a spell; the streets are being cleaned for us as we go along.

“Are you here with a newspaper?”

“No, I’m freelance.”

He spent days lying on the ground with his chin in the snow at Bjelašnica and Malo Polje while bobsleds and ski jumpers splattered him with snow. He says he’s fucked up his eyes.

“Why didn’t you wear sunglasses?”

He laughs and says that would be like making love with your clothes on; nothing should come between the eye and the lens. He looks at me.

“Do you think I’m photogenic?” I tilt my head, showing him my best side, like a teenager.

“Are you with someone?”

I’m about to get married. I don’t say so. I say I’ve got a long-term boyfriend. “And you?”

He spreads his arms and smiles. “I’m free.”

We sit on the edge of the frozen Sebilj Fountain. There’s a half-frozen bird walking on the ice. It lets Diego approach. He picks it up and shelters it in his two hands and lowers his mouth to blow in warm air.

“Come with me.”

“Where?”

“To Brazil. I’m going to photograph the children in the red mines of Cumaru.”

 

Lit cigarette in hand, Gojko appears from behind a market stall in his fur jacket, as if he’d been waiting for us. “I promised the young lady I’d take her up into the hills to see Sarajevo from Andrić’s window.”

“Who’s this Andrić?”

“A poet, but don’t worry. Gemma doesn’t like Bosnian poets. They’re smelly and they drink too much.”

His presence protects me from the embarrassing torment of emotions I feel. We can pretend to be three friends, three innocent siblings out for a walk.

The gelid wind moves the gaunt trees. Gusts of sleet burn our faces and settle in our hair.

We look down on the city, the bony points of the minarets among the snow-laden roofs. Sarajevo looks like a supine woman. The streets are the lines of a wedding gown.

My own wedding gown awaits me back home, a stiff satin swirl like a calla lily, a motionless flower.

Night is departing. The electric lights below us dance in the dawn like candles on the sea. Gojko stretches his arms wide and yells in German, “Das ist Walter! ”

“Who’s Walter?”

“He’s the main character in a propaganda film they showed us at school, a partisan hero. The Germans spend the whole film trying to find him, without any success. At the end, the SS officer looks down on the city and says, ‘Now I know who Walter is. This is Walter. It’s the whole city, it’s the spirit of Sarajevo.’ It was a crappy film, but it made us cry.”

We sit on the ground beneath a canopy at the old station. Gojko pulls a bottle of rakija out of his jacket.

“Ladies first.”

It’s like lava going down. Diego takes a sip after me. He looks at me as he puts his mouth where my own had just rested. It’s our first erotic exchange. Sweat pours down my back despite the cold.

“Damn.”

“What?”

“I wish I had my camera.” He wants to take a picture of my reflection in a frozen puddle between the tracks.

Gojko drains the rest of the bottle as if it were water and then throws it into the snow. He blathers on in his crumbling voice about the future, the poems he’ll write, the new toy he wants to import, a magic cube, a puzzle that’ll make him rich. We let him drone on. It’s like nighttime radio. Every once in a while Diego says something, anything, so it’s like we’re a trio of friends enjoying the night. When Gojko lights another cigarette, Diego elbows him. “Careful with that lighter. You’re so full of rakija that we’ll explode if you burp.”

“I see you’ve learned something about Bosnian humor.”

I laugh even though my jaws are paralyzed with cold. Gojko looks at me and I can tell he’s angry. He shakes his head, gestures that we should go to hell and turns over on his side in the snow. “Let me know when you’re done making out.”

He’s completely wasted, but he doesn’t want to leave us alone. He stays there like a guard dog pretending to sleep. Diego takes my hand.

“And so ...”

I wait for him to finish. His breath is white in the air.

“... you’re you.”

“What does that mean?”

His voice goes hoarse. “Don’t go. Don’t leave.”

He lowers his head, buries his eyes in my hand and breathes there like the frozen bird at the fountain. I run my fingers through his hair.

“Do that some more.”

“I’m getting married in forty days.”

He looks up brusquely. “Who to? The old flame?”

 

I pull myself together, stand up and brush the snow off my rear end. I say it’s freezing and that I have to go finish packing. I prod Gojko with my foot. “Get moving, Walter!”

We go back toward the hotel. No one talks and none of us mind. We’ve gone too far and now we’re tired. Now I don’t like this thin, intense boy walking beside me. His mood is defeated like Gojko’s, black like the night. All of  a sudden I can’t stand either of them. I’m surrounded by stupid men, gloomy admirers. Dawn curls itself around the furtive city like a big gray cat. I scold myself. Why did I stay up all night, drink so much, get so cold? Taking advantage of Gojko’s bulk, I squeeze his arm. Diego slinks along ahead of us, close to the wall like a dog. Gojko runs his hand up and down my back, glad to warm me. He senses the change in Diego’s mood, can tell something happened while he was sleeping. Now it’s his turn again. He doesn’t mind my fickleness. He picks up a piece of wood and tosses it at Diego. “Hey, photographer!”
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