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CHAPTER ONE
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The small black box screamed, mercilessly repeating itself. Irritating - just like everyday life. In the spacious bedroom of an apartment in an Austro-Hungarian building, the sound of a cheap Chinese alarm clock was the only thing moving. Its synthetic tone cut through the calm interior.

An older man, his hair still black, lay on his right side beneath a duvet covered with shapes meant to resemble palm leaves or perhaps linden leaves. Meant to. In reality, it was a chaos of twisted lines that might have made sense only to a lucid eye. The pillowcase followed the same pattern, the lines thinner, paler.

He slowly opened his left eye and shot an angry look at the Chinese monster announcing yet another day.

Does it really have to get light? 

He glanced at the digital display. Blue numbers read 6:00. He knew it was exactly six just like every morning when the alarm went off but, for some reason, he checked the screen anyway, to make sure it was time for his first pill.

Slowly, as if lowering his feet into a pool of piranhas, he set down the left foot, then the right. He moved them in small circles until he found his slippers. The soft fabric curled, then slid over the wrinkled skin of his feet. The rough creak of the parquet followed every step, and each faint shift of light behind the curtains felt frozen, almost suffocating. There was something eerily familiar in that sound every morning, the same.

He straightened up carefully, holding on to the bed frame.

“Here we are again. Another day from the start,” he murmured to himself. He rose slowly, as if afraid a bone might crack if he moved too fast, and glanced wistfully at the row of photographs on the shelf set into the wall above the nightstand.

The Chinese monster kept chanting its shrill hymn, while the soft hum of the air conditioner filled the room.

“Enough,” the man said, pressing the orange button that covered nearly half the top of the device with his index finger. The irritating sound stopped, leaving behind a silence that felt almost heavier than the alarm itself.

He turned toward the other side of the bed, his face filled with disappointment, almost disgust. A woman in her early sixties lay there. Once very beautiful. No creams, lotions, gels or peels could fight what time had done to her. From beneath the brightly patterned duvet, her head, neck and shoulders emerged, wrapped in a pink plush pajama top.

“At least she’s not snoring,” he said quietly.

The rough creak of the parquet followed every step. Even the faint shifts of light behind the curtains felt frozen — almost suffocating.

The kitchen lay in half-light. What little brightness there was came from a window facing the grey façade of the neighbouring building. On the walls hung paintings of imaginary landscapes, places that existed nowhere. The room served as both kitchen and dining area. A narrow, elongated space tiled in green ceramic with blue and yellow squares. On the right stood a slim table with four minimalist chairs. On the left, kitchen cabinets whose best days were decades behind them. At the far end on the left rose a grey refrigerator, nearly two metres tall the only thing in the kitchen that wasn’t “of age.” Just behind it, on the left, was a door leading out to the terrace.

The man slowly poured water into the kettle and pressed the switch. On a small tray he placed an ashtray, cigarettes, and a knock-off Zippo lighter. The kettle began to gurgle, steam rising toward the ceiling, forming a small white cloud that smelled of metal and dampness.

He poured the boiling water into a cup where instant coffee powder was already waiting and stirred with a teaspoon, making a dozen nervous circles until the liquid darkened and a brown foam gathered on the surface. The smell of coffee quickly filled the kitchen.

He stepped out onto the terrace and sat down. He placed the tray with the coffee and cigarettes on a small white metal table, badly scarred with brown rust stains. As he took the first sips, he put a cigarette between his lips, flicked the lighter two or three times, and lit it. The flame danced briefly along the paper and loose strands of tobacco before the cigarette caught. He took one deep drag. The smoke curled upward in thin spirals, mixing with the smell of coffee and the mild bitterness of tobacco.

In a voice thick with resentment, he said,
“Rusmir... you really fucked up your life.”
As he alternated between hot sips and cigarette smoke, a sparrow landed curiously on the terrace railing, hopping into a flower pot that still bore traces of someone’s failed attempt to grow something. The little bird danced over the dry soil, lifting tiny clouds of dust. Then it stopped, turned toward the man, and flew down to the small metal table, right beside the coffee tray. For a few seconds it stood there, frozen, eye to eye with Rusmir then fluttered away.

Rusmir stared at the empty spot and muttered to himself,
“It must be nice to be free... and here I am, stuck in my own life.”
He inhaled deeply and felt the morning air on his face, mixing with the smell of coffee and the light breeze passing over the terrace, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

From his pajama pocket he pulled out a piece of blister packaging and popped a small pill free. He placed it on his tongue and washed it down with the last sip of coffee.

He glanced nervously at the clock shaped like a ship’s wheel with an anchor, the word Makarska printed across it, and listened through the terrace door toward the kitchen. There were no sounds except the low hum of the refrigerator compressor.

“The ghost still hasn’t gotten up... that late-night coffee from the reception really did her good. We’re not in shape anymore, madam,” he said, with a faint, mocking edge.

With mild surprise, he raised his eyebrows and looked into the bottom of the cup he had just been drinking from. A few drops clung stubbornly to the porcelain. With visible disappointment, he set the cup down, took one last drag of the cigarette, and crushed it out in a metal ashtray made from the casing of an artillery shell. Then he cast a thoughtful glance toward the flower pot where the bird had been playing moments earlier, stood up, and slowly headed back inside the apartment.
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He stopped in the doorway and leaned his shoulder against the frame. He looked at the woman’s face, framed by grey hair, resting on the pillow. With disbelief, his gaze drifted back to the Chinese monster that stole from him every morning the only thing he still looked forward to sleep.

So what now, the hag won’t get up. What did I do to deserve this? She needs her meds. And when she does get up, it’ll be the same old shit...
The thoughts came one after another.
He took in the room with a quiet sadness.

Fuck it... she has to take her pills, he told himself.

He moved toward her side of the bed, slow and lazy. When he reached her, he lifted his hand toward her shoulder then stopped. Something about her expression wasn’t right. Something was off. There was no familiar snoring, no lip-smacking.

He gently pulled the blanket down from her chest to her waist. On the pink shirt, in large rainbow letters, it read: I’m sexy and I know it.

“Sexy like a donkey’s ass,” he muttered, letting out a short laugh.

His eyes traced her body, searching for even the smallest sign of movement. There was none. A strange numbness settled over him. Slowly, he placed his hands on her shoulders. She had to be messing with him. He shook her lightly.

No response.

He laid his left palm against her face. Cold. Unnaturally so. He took her chin between his fingers and shook her again.

Nothing.

He moved his hand to her neck.

There was no pulse.
The numbness washed over him. His eyes drifted to the strip of trim peeling away from the top of the nightstand.
What could I glue this with?

The silence in the room was louder than anything.

He rose slowly and went back out to the terrace. He sat down again, mechanically, without thinking. He took a cigarette, put it in his mouth, and lit it. His gaze drifted past the building across the way, somewhere far off, in a direction he couldn’t place. Minutes passed. One cigarette burned out. Then another. Then a third.

As he crushed the remains with his thumb in the ashtray, his eyes fell on the flower pot. The sparrow had returned and was hopping around again, cheerful as before. The man stood up slowly and headed back toward the bedroom.

Maybe, somewhere deep inside, he had hoped the scene would be different.
But there it was the lifeless body of a woman, still lying on their marital bed.
He sat down slowly, right next to what had once been his life partner.

“Hey, Spomenka... this is the end. Yours.
It was nice, sometimes. What happened to us?
I think I should cry, but I can’t. Not because of you 
but because there’s nothing left to cry for.
Years have passed, and still, you and me 
here, in my father’s apartment.”
He lifted his gaze toward the ceiling and let out a quiet breath.

Photographs were everywhere parents, relatives, Salko and Minela. Dozens of faces, smiling, serious, frozen forever. Only one was black and white: Grandpa Favzija and Grandma Ševala, right beside the television, on the cabinet.

He stood up slowly and walked toward the living room.

He tried to move as quietly as possible, as if afraid of waking Spomenka.

On the shelf by the door stood the telephone a small marvel of technology whose design didn’t belong with the rest of the room.

The moment he lifted the receiver, the pale green display greeted him with the words:

“Hello, Spomenka.”

He pressed the Menu button and opened the contacts. In that moment, he was glad he had kept the emergency numbers.

Who do I call? Emergency... or the funeral home? The police?
I didn’t kill her.
He stopped.

“I’ll call emergency. Whatever happens.”

The display lit up red. Large black digits 124 and the faint image of a nurse, more suggested than seen.

A beep came through the speaker.
Once.
Twice.
“Emergency Medical Services Sarajevo, how may I help you?” The voice of a young woman — casual, as if answering from a coffee break with friends.

“Spomenka is dead.”

“I’m sorry could you repeat that?” The voice turned slightly more serious.

“Spomenka... my wife is dead.”

Rusmir’s tongue refused to cooperate, while his thoughts moved at their own, oddly relaxed pace.

“Sir, where are you calling from? What happened? Was the death natural or violent?”
Her voice was now official, rigid.
“How did you determine death? When did it happen?”

The questions came too fast for Rusmir to even understand them, let alone answer.

And finally:

“What is your address? We’re sending a team.”

“Pijačna 17B, third floor, apartment eight. The name on the door says Dizdan,” he said barely audibly, and pressed the red button.

The device went silent. The screen went dark.

Silence crashed back in.

Seconds stretched into eternity.

Somewhere in the building, a hammer drill roared. It lasted ten seconds far too long.

Then it stopped.

A few dull thuds followed.

Then nothing.

Someone was mounting a new memory on a wall. A dream. Or a regret.

And again silence.

Cruel. Heavy.

Rusmir slowly crossed the living room and sat down in the corner.

His eyes began to explore the room as if seeing it for the first time the apartment where he was born, grew up, built a family, reached retirement... and now, here he was, sitting alone.
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The only movement came from the blinking on the cable receiver’s clock. Two dots kept appearing and disappearing, stubbornly unaware of what had happened.

Rusmir glanced toward the phone, as if waiting for a messenger with good news the kind that never comes.

A tiny movement on the table caught his eye. An ant was carrying a crumb larger than itself, but it didn’t slow down. It had its own mission.

Rusmir followed it with his eyes to the end of the table, until it slipped over the edge and disappeared.

***
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The doorbell rang.
Twice.
Rusmir took a deep breath, held it for a few seconds, then let it out loudly.

“Let’s go,” he said, unlocking the door.

On the threshold stood Fikreta, the neighbour from the apartment below.
Hair a mess, wearing a house dress and pink trainers, as if she were on her way to audition for a Monty Python sketch.
She was holding a phone charger.

“Sorry, neighbour, I didn’t get a chance to return this to Spomenka yesterday. I had guests over, and they left late.”

Fikreta was a plump woman in her late forties, always borrowing something.

Rusmir thought, She’s probably borrowed a shoe brush from Uncle Miša at some point, too.

He reached out to take the charger, but she didn’t let go.

“Mine burned out yesterday, and today’s Sunday there’s nowhere to buy a new one.
Would it be a problem if I borrowed it again tonight?”
“Keep it until you buy a new one, neighbour.
Spomenka won’t be needing it now.”
Rusmir stepped back into the apartment and closed the door without another word.

***
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He sat down again in the same spot and, in his thoughts, drifted back into his youth.

It was some party in a weekend house near Bugojno Kera, Zlaja, Dubo, Medo, and him.

The band that was supposed to play fell apart when the singer snorted a line, attacked the bus driver, smashed his head with a beer bottle or maybe a flask and tried to drive off with the workers’ bus.

The police showed up fast. After a few educational slaps, they buried what was left of the band.

That’s when they stepped in Fanatikosi, as they had named their band, dreaming that one day they’d open for the Rolling Stones.

They played Jagode, Vatreni poljubac, Dugme hits that could get all of Yugoslavia on its feet.

The feeling fire in the veins.

They played well. Better than ever before.

There were mistakes, slips in rhythm, notes off here and there, but the atmosphere was boiling, and they were young full of dreams.

They and their instruments had been driven to Bugojno by Dubo’s uncle, in a white Zastava van with no seats, the same one he usually used to haul chopped firewood.

After dropping them off, the uncle asked who was going to pay.

Dubo, bursting with pride:
“Uncle, we’re playing for money tonight! They promised us three heads!”
The uncle laughed deeply, the way people laugh when they already know how things will end.

“Dubo, son, three heads won’t even cover the fuel.
But if you get lucky tonight I’ll let it slide.”
That night, they were prouder than ever.

For the first time, they were playing for money. They felt like the Stones.

Back then, three heads felt huge like all the cash in the National Bank vault.

As silent rhythms thundered through his head, Rusmir began to play Motori on invisible drums.

***
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Thud.
Thud.
Thud.
The sound wasn’t drums.

Someone was knocking on the door.

Someone doesn’t know how to use a doorbell, he thought, snapped out of his daydream.

He went to the door and looked through the peephole.

Red uniforms.
The emergency team.
Rusmir opened the door slowly and offered something that vaguely resembled a welcoming smile.

In front of him stood a blonde woman with curly hair, dressed in an emergency medical uniform whose seams seemed to be fighting a losing battle. She carried a few extra kilos, but she was clearly in shape the subtle play of muscle showed that climbing to the third floor had barely shaken her.

With her were two men: a middle-aged one, obviously a regular at the gym, and a bony, almost two-metre-tall young man, barely over twenty.

“Good morning. I’m Dr Selma. We have a report of a death at this address.
May we come in?” The blonde’s voice was surprisingly pleasant, despite its official tone.
“Of course, please,” Rusmir said awkwardly.
“You could’ve rung the bell. There is a doorbell,” he added, in the same tone.
“It doesn’t work,” the doctor said, mildly surprised.

Rusmir reached for the button and pressed it the bell rang.

He then stepped aside, making room for the team to enter.

They moved into the hallway and instinctively headed toward the living room.

The muscular man carried a large rectangular red bag, while the tall one held something that looked like folded stretchers a tangled bundle of aluminium tubes and fabric.

“No, no this way. Spomenka’s in here,” Rusmir said, pointing toward the bedroom door.
“The children’s rooms, the living room, and the kitchen are over there.”
“And the children... where are they?” the doctor asked, puzzled.

“Minela... I don’t know where she is. She left a week before I came back.
And Salko went to America not long after.”
The team exchanged silent glances. The muscular man instinctively positioned himself between the doctor and Rusmir.

As they entered the bedroom, the doctor extended her hand toward the woman’s body on the bed.

“This is Spomenka?”

She stepped closer and leaned over the body.

The team pulled on white gloves. The doctor checked the pulse at the neck.

“Kasim, give me the equipment,” she said.

The muscular man took a bundle of wires from the bag adhesive pads at one end, connected at the other to a device that remained inside the case.

The device emitted a steady tone. On the display, multiple flat lines appeared.

The doctor looked at her watch.

“It’s 7:32. I’m confirming death.”

“The body temperature is between thirty-one and thirty-two degrees Celsius. Death most likely occurred sometime between one and two after midnight.”

She turned toward Rusmir.

“Did you notice anything unusual?”

“No. She came home around eleven last night, she was out with some friends, and she went straight to bed.”

“Was she suffering from anything? Was she on any medication? Did she complain about anything in particular over the past few days?”

Rusmir opened a cupboard and pulled out a transparent folder stuffed with medical reports and prescriptions.

“I can’t even pronounce whatever it is she has. Her medication is by the bedside.”

The doctor glanced briefly at the top report from the messy stack.

“With this diagnosis, she shouldn’t have been drinking alcohol. Especially not with this therapy.”

“But she doesn’t drink. There isn’t a drop of alcohol in the house. I might have a beer now and then with friends over at Ruža, by the market.”

“Sir, there’s a smell of alcohol on her breath. And if she drank last night while on this medication... unfortunately, this outcome was predictable.”

The doctor’s voice turned officially cold.

“My condolences.
Do you have any identification for the deceased? An ID card, driver’s licence, or passport?”
Rusmir paused for a moment, looked around, then awkwardly headed into the living room.

The team exchanged a meaningful glance, and the doctor said quietly:

“Not everyone reacts the same way to shock. Kasim, Rade keep an eye on him.”

Rusmir soon returned with a women’s wallet made of faux leather, an indeterminate shade of green.

He slowly opened the thin zip and began laying out paper after paper on the cabinet.

It felt like an eternity.

The doctor sat calmly, letting him find the document himself, unwilling to confuse him further.

He pulled out several bank cards long past their expiry dates, which Spomenka had kept to impress shop assistants when paying. She believed the girls at the till would be dazzled by the amount of plastic in her wallet, though it mostly provoked smirks and comments like:

“When one gets blocked, there’s always another.”

Finally, an ID card appeared between Rusmir’s fingers.

He turned it over a few times, then handed it to the doctor, as if offering something freshly taken from a treasure jar.

With a vague, misplaced smile, he said:

“Well... looks like it expires next month. If she’d lived, she would’ve had to replace it.”

The tall, bony one chimed in:

“A blessing in disguise,” trying, clumsily, to make contact.

The doctor cut him off with a look.

“I can see, Rade, that you didn’t have your coffee this morning.”

“Oh sorry,” Rusmir blurted out, and hurried out of the room.

The team exchanged another glance visibly uncomfortable.

The doctor took a form and a red pen from her bag and began filling it in.

She went through it field by field, each time reading the heading out loud, then what she had just written.

She lifted Spomenka’s pajama top and pulled down the lower part.

“No visible signs of violence. Two bruises on the thigh, roughly at the same height, relatively old. Most likely a piece of furniture in the wrong place.”

She motioned to the technicians to pull the pajamas back up.

“Cause of death: heart failure due to the combined use of alcohol and prescribed therapy.”

From the report on top of the stack Rusmir had handed her, she began copying the names of the medications.

Then she turned toward the bedside cabinet and picked up a small yellow box with a red lid.

“This is not part of the prescribed therapy.”

She looked at the rest of the team, as if expecting confirmation.

They stared back at her in silence, without reaction as if she had said it all in Chinese.

“Where did he go? Rade, put the stretcher down and see where he is. I’m missing information. Make sure he doesn’t hurt himself or do something else stupid.”

“I’m going.”

The lanky one set the stretcher down and headed for the door.

There he almost collided with Rusmir, who was just coming in with a tray holding four steaming cups.

“Here’s some coffee... sorry, we don’t sorry, I don’t have proper coffee. Just this instant, three-in-one.”

He gently set the tray down on the cabinet.

For a moment, the doctor froze.

“Sugar or Natreen? Sorry, I completely forgot to offer. If you hadn’t said anything, doctor, I would’ve really embarrassed myself. Do you need anything else?”

“These pills whose are they? Who takes them?”

“They’re all hers. Mine are in the kitchen so they don’t get mixed up.”

“This medication wasn’t prescribed to her and is under a special regime. Where did she get these pills?”

“From the pharmacy.”

“I’ll have to confiscate these pills and file a report.”

“Why me? I didn’t take them Spomenka did. You can see they’re hers. And the pills take them all. I don’t take them, and she won’t need them anymore.”

The doctor felt she’d already had enough work for one day right here, at the very start of her shift.

In front of her stood a man whom logical thinking had abandoned sometime that morning.

She knew what she was supposed to do. And she knew she couldn’t.

“Please sit down, sir. We’ll need a few more answers, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course. Go ahead.”

“Spomenka’s father’s and mother’s names?”

“Her father was Milorad a former milicioner, now that’s police. Her mother was Stanislava, she was a schoolteacher.”

The doctor wrote down: “Milorad and Stanislava.”

“What level of education did Spomenka have?”

“Secondary medical school... I think she finished it in Čačak.”

“I see. And was she employed?”

“She first worked at the clinic in Vojničko, then later at the Clinical Centre. She was a nurse... until she fell ill, and not long after that they retired her.
She’s been retired for fifteen years now.”
“Listen, Rusmir, we’re done here and we’ll be leaving.
By procedure, the body has to remain here for twenty-four hours, and tomorrow you’ll need to go to the on-duty doctor to obtain the death certificate.
Until then, you must not move the body I mean, take it out of the apartment.”
The doctor zipped up her equipment bag and began to stand.

“Wait at least have a coffee. You there was it Rade? He didn’t have coffee this morning. Fifteen minutes.”

The doctor started to say something, but at that moment the lanky one picked up a cup from the tray and brought it to his lips.

The muscular one, Kasim, did the same.

Rusmir took the remaining two cups and handed one to the doctor.

For the next fifteen minutes, they drank coffee in silence.

The smell of instant coffee spread through the room, while somewhere in the building came the hum of a machine like scraping against canvas, only deeper and louder.
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As the team was leaving the apartment, a soft vibration came from the living room.

Rusmir walked over to the TV cabinet where Spomenka’s phone lay.

The screen was lit.

Unknown number.

A message:

“It was great. We should do it again.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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A light breeze stirred. As if a heavy weight had been lifted from his shoulders, Rusmir took a deep breath, held the cool air in his lungs, then let it out slowly. Standing by the open grave, he glanced once more at the people around him, then let his gaze drift across the countless graves — grey concrete shapes, bearing only meagre traces of those buried beneath.

That very word — remains — kept echoing in his head as he looked at the coffin where Spomenka lay, stripped of everything, carrying her memories and secrets with her.

He didn’t know most of the people there. Some had come on behalf of the healthcare workers’ union; others were Spomenka’s relatives he was seeing for the first time in his life.

He began to think about how much of her life he hadn’t known — and how he had never got around to asking, or how it had simply never crossed his mind.

One face stood out in the crowd—the lanky one from the emergency team, Rade. He was standing slightly aside, an older woman in black leaning against him, wearing glasses with frames as thick as a garden hose.

What was he doing here, and who was the woman who seemed to be hanging on him more than leaning?

He felt a hand on his left shoulder. He turned—it was Smajo, the neighbour from the apartment below, Fikreta’s husband.

Life had clearly been hard on his face. As far as Rusmir knew, he was still formally married to Fikreta, but living with his mother. He came to the apartment occasionally—to see the kids, fix a thing or two, pay the bills.

“My condolences,” he said briefly, offering his right hand.

“They told me this morning—that fat guy, the building rep...”

“Abdurahman. Or Abdulrahman, something like that. I forget his name all the time too, Smajo,” Rusmir said, nodding lightly.

“He’s a nuisance, sticking his nose into everything. Everyone knows what happened between me and Fikreta, that it’s over, but every time I see him—questions. So, what’s new? Anything new? He never stops. I asked Fikreta this morning, she said she didn’t know, mentioned some damn charger.”

Rusmir let out a faint, barely audible laugh.

“When she rang the bell, I thought it was the emergency team—the ones who confirmed the death. I thought, leave me alone, you and the charger. For a moment, I didn’t even know my own name.”

“She never uses her head. There are two unopened chargers at home, but no—she has to go begging from people. As if she’s not alive unless she’s asking someone for something. I told her to return it to you as soon as possible. Who did you organise the funeral through?”

“Zdenko—the one who lives right next to Abdurahman. His sister died two months ago, so he’d already done a doctorate in all this—the hard way. Had the contacts, knew how things worked, even helped me choose the coffin.”

“I don’t see him. He didn’t come.”

“He’s got something of his own going on. He apologised this morning, said he couldn’t make it. I told him—Zdenko, it’s as if you were here, with how much you helped me. He said he’d stop by this evening.”

A thin man in his early sixties stepped out of the crowd, his hair cut short. He was a representative of the healthcare workers’ union. His face carried the look of a professional bureaucrat. He approached Rusmir and placed a hand on his left shoulder.

“A few colleagues who knew her thought one of them might say a few words, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind. That’s very kind of them. Please,” Rusmir said quietly, adding to himself, I just hope they don’t drag it out like a tarawih prayer.

He turned back to Smajo and continued:

“Zdenko’s a smart man. And he knows his way around things. He contacted the pensioners’ association and this union straight away,” he said, nodding toward where the union representative had just been standing.
“They’ll cover most of the funeral costs. And they’ll notify the pension office to stop the pension, so I don’t end up in violation.”
“When a man knows—he knows. So tell me, can I help with anything?”

“Nothing, Smajo. Thank you for coming. Some people should have—didn’t. And here you are.”

He paused briefly, then went on:

“Look how many people are lying here.”

He turned slowly, then added in the same tone:

“I know at least two hundred people who are here now. One day, we’ll all lie down.”

“I know,” Smajo sighed softly, sinking into his own thoughts, his gaze dropping to the ground.

A brunette woman in a brown leather outfit, boots in the same shade, stepped out of the crowd. She took her place at the head of the open grave, nodded lightly to Rusmir, and began reading from a printed sheet bearing the union’s letterhead.

“Dear colleague Spomenka... On this sad day...”
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The rest of the speech drifted past Rusmir, somewhere beside him, as he stared into the open grave. At moments it seemed as if he could see what lay inside it—then a darkness would slip over it, covering everything.

Just like life — you think you see, and then it opens your eyes, he thought.

The brunette had just finished her speech and stepped back among her colleagues, her face carrying an expression that was missing only a tear—though none came. She was there more out of duty than grief for Spomenka.

Four workers approached the coffin and looked for approval from the older man in the brown hat. He pulled a confused face, so the workers stopped and turned, searching for anyone who might give them permission to continue.

A younger man of slighter build, wearing a blue coat, came up to Rusmir. On the coat pocket, embroidered in yellow and blue thread, were the words “Pokop d.o.o.”

“Sir, shall we lower her now?”

“I’m not sure how the procedure goes... is there anything else that needs to be done?”

“No, umm... I mean, that’s it. We’ll lower her, cover her with earth, and then — if anyone wants to pray... I mean, those who pray. And that’s that.”

“All right then. Lower her and do what needs to be done.”

The man in the coat nodded to the workers. They slid two thick ropes under the coffin, lifted it, carried it over the grave, and slowly began to lower it down.

At that moment, carried by the wind, the clouds released their first drops. They fell slowly, in a kind of dignified rhythm. The workers, just as dignified and slow, lowered the coffin, while some in the crowd pulled out their phones and began recording.

The woman standing next to the brunette — the same one who had read the speech—pulled out a large smartphone with a case that shimmered in the fading light. Her appearance caught Rusmir’s eye.

A beige suit, a grey scarf, and a white handbag with gold straps and tassels. Makeup applied with a shovel. The whole look suggested someone with more money than taste—or at least someone pretending money wasn’t a problem.

A grey scarf was draped over her hair. As the coffin was lowered, she leaned forward conspicuously to get a better shot.

At one point, the expensive piece of technology slipped from her hand, fell onto the freshly dug earth, and began sliding toward the grave. The woman bent sharply to grab it, but lost her balance and slid into the grave—right beside the coffin that had just reached the bottom.

Two women screamed. The union representative, in a burst of fury, simply said:

“Don’t even pull her out!”

The woman had fallen headfirst, and since the space between the coffin and the grave wall was narrow, her head and ample breasts became wedged in the gap. Her skirt rode up, revealing legs in beige knee-high socks. Beneath the skirt, she was clearly wearing nothing but those socks and white underwear patterned with multicoloured hearts.

The workers, who had just finished lowering the coffin, stood frozen. Their eyes searched for the man in the blue coat—the boss—they didn’t know what to do.

The man in the blue coat had stepped away to make a phone call, so the new situation caught him completely unprepared. When he came back, he saw the coffin where it was supposed to be—and the lower half of a woman’s body, upside down, her legs flailing back and forth.

“What’s she doing down there?”

No one answered.

“Lift! Not the coffin—this idiot! Easy—Sifet, grab her by the ankles! Šemso, help him! Hey, don’t pull!”

The next moment, the coffin tipped onto its side.

Rusmir clenched his fists and looked up at the sky, from which drops were falling onto the chaos below, and groaned:

“Oh God, is this enough for you?”

The workers slowly managed to pull the woman halfway out, while she kept wriggling the whole time. Then she began slipping from their hands, sliding back into the grave. One of the workers panicked and tried to grab her by the hips—unsuccessfully.

Her face slammed into the wood—a short, dull sound cut through the silence—and the worker was left holding her underwear. It fluttered in the wind like a flag.

Someone behind him muttered, “There’s a gift for the deceased.”

Mirso, the man in the blue coat, stared at the scene that had formed. In the grave, the coffin lay tipped on its side, and on top of it—the unconscious body of a woman, her skirt pushed up over her hips, revealing bare buttocks marked with a tattoo of Bugs Bunny.

Smajo said quietly,
“Nice bunny.”
Rusmir gave a sour smile.

“Yeah, sure,” he muttered, then a little louder:
“Come on—get her out!”
No one reacted.

Rusmir stepped up to the grave, leaned on the edge, and, like an athlete, lowered himself in, straddling the coffin with his legs.

He slowly lifted the woman’s upper body from where she lay on the coffin and set her into a sitting position. There was a heavy bruise on her forehead and a cut along her left eyebrow, cheek, and lip, from which blood was slowly seeping.

The woman began to come around. She looked at Rusmir drowsily, then said:

“You’re very handsome.”

“Are you all right? You took a nasty fall. Nothing broken?”

He turned to the others.

“Does anyone have some water?”

The brunette handed him an unopened half-litre bottle of Oaza.

Rusmir opened the bottle, took a tissue from his pocket, poured water over it, and began wiping the blood from the woman’s face. When he had cleaned it away, he wrung the tissue out beside the coffin, soaked it again, and placed it on her forehead, over the bruise.

He helped her sit upright on the coffin and pulled her skirt back down over her hips.

“I think you should climb out now. Smajo—help her.”

Smajo stepped onto the edge of the grave, positioning himself between the two funeral workers, whose grey matter had been completely paralysed by the way events had unfolded. He spread his legs for balance, bent down, and reached out both hands toward the woman, who was still in shock.

Confidently—like someone who’d done this a hundred times—he said:

“Give me your hands. You’ll be out in a second.”

The woman reached for Smajo. He grabbed her by the wrists and tried to pull her up.

“Neighbour, help!”

That was directed at Rusmir, who at that moment was the only one keeping his head.

Rusmir first placed the woman’s foot on the edge of the grave, then crouched and pushed her bare backside upward with both hands.

She shot out of the grave as if catapulted—straight into Smajo’s arms. Smajo grinned and said playfully:

“Easy there, girl—we’re at a funeral.”

Rusmir turned back toward the coffin, which at that moment lay tipped on its side between his legs.

The man in the blue coat, Mirso—who was the first to regain his composure—climbed down into the grave right after Rusmir.

Rusmir turned to him and said briefly:

“Shall we?”

After a few minutes, the coffin was set upright again.

As they were climbing out, Smajo leaned over the grave and said quietly:

“Her iPhone fell in, and some keys... see if you can find them.”

Rusmir bent down and soon found the phone and the keys. One of the keys had a BMW tag.

He handed them to Smajo.

“Here you go. Keep an eye on her—for her, it’s rear-wheel drive,” he said, winking.

The workers reached out to help Rusmir and Mirso climb out. Once they’d stepped a few paces away, the men grabbed their shovels and began hurriedly throwing earth onto the coffin—as if afraid someone else might fall in.

As the workers levelled the top of the mound, the rain began to pick up its pace. The people present—almost none of them with umbrellas—started to drift away.

Rusmir stood right at the foot of the grave, Smajo beside him, with the woman they had pulled out leaning against Smajo. Her face still bore visible injuries, and her expression showed that her head hadn’t fully cleared yet.

The workers gathered their tools and moved off slowly, without a word—no doubt replaying the chaos they had just witnessed.

Rusmir turned to Smajo.

“Neighbour, how did you get here? Do you need a ride?”

“By bus. Don’t trouble yourself—I’ll manage somehow.”

The woman turned to Smajo, pulled out the key, and said:

“I’ve got a car, but I’m really not fit to drive. Do you have a licence?”

Smajo laughed.

“Ma’am, the only things I’m not licensed to fly or drive are a helicopter and a plane—and even those I haven’t tried. Let’s go slowly. It’s coming down harder.”

Rusmir watched them as they walked away, arm in arm. The woman held the grey scarf over both their shoulders and handed one end to Smajo to pull over his head.

Smajo turned once more to wave at Rusmir. Rusmir shaped his hands as if holding two giant apples pressed together and mouthed the words:

“Good catch.”

Smajo just laughed and went on.

***
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Rusmir turned once more toward the fresh mound.

“That’s it,” he said quietly. “It didn’t have to be like this.”

He turned and walked on slowly, following the line of people already dispersing.

Near the cemetery gate, he arrived last. At the very back were the lanky paramedic from Emergency—Rade—and an old woman who could barely walk.

At that moment, a woman from a group nearing the gate said:

“There she goes, Spomenka. We’ll all go one day.”

A second later, the sky split with lightning, and thunder cracked so hard the ground trembled beneath their feet. Several people dropped to their knees in fear, and car alarms began wailing across the parking lot.

The woman Rade was supporting looked up at the sky and said:

“Looks like she’s arrived.”

There was bitterness in her voice.

She turned to Rusmir and said, her voice sharp with contempt:

“Well, you poor bastard... now even hell can’t be worse for you. You lay down with the devil, you woke up with the devil, you had children with the devil. I don’t know what you did to deserve all this, but you’ve paid it off now—with interest. It’s over.”

She then turned to Rade, who stood stunned by her words.

“Come on, son.”

Rusmir said, bewildered:

“Madam, I don’t understand what you’re talking about... and how do you know Spomenka?”

The woman took a deep breath and began:

“I knew her long ago, and I’ve never met a stupider woman in my life. Ungrateful. Two-faced. There was something devilish in her blood. Luckily, I had my people, so things turned out












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e A

AZERONI MERK





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





