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For my daughters, Ella, Isabel (R.I.P.), and Esther
For refugees of the world





Three kinds of dreams are fulfilled: a morning dream, a dream that a friend has about one, and a dream that is interpreted in the midst of a dream. Some say: Also, a dream that is repeated.

—BABYLONIAN TALMUD, Tractate Berakhot

If he is mine, why is he with others?

Since he’s not here, to what “there” did he go?

—JALĀL AL-DĪN RŪMĪ,

“Where Did the Handsome Beloved Go?”
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SARAJEVO, 1914

[image: ]
THE HOLY ONE kept creating worlds and destroying them, creating worlds and destroying them, and then, just before giving up, He finally came up with this one. And it could be much worse, this world and all that it holds, as I certainly know how to get my hands on some interesting stuff around here. Let’s see: LAPIS INFERNALIS, LAUDANUM, next to it, LAVENDER.

Pinto took the laudanum off the shelf, knocking over the lavender tin, which miraculously did not break open when it hit the floor. He released a drop of laudanum onto a sugar lump, watched the brown stain bloom, then placed it in his mouth. While the sugar and bitterness dissolved on his tongue, he picked up the lavender, dipped his nose into the tin, and inhaled—vast Mediterranean flower fields stretched inside him, the blue sea lapping at his soul, a turquoise sky and swallows floating above it all, the laudanum sailing on his blood all the way to his mind, and then beyond. To all the things created at twilight on the Šabat eve, the Lord wisely added laudanum, just to help make everything more beautiful and bearable.

Now was Rafael Pinto much better prepared for the Archduke Franz Ferdinand von Österreich-Este, Heir Apparent to the Habsburg Empire and Inspector General of the Imperial Armed Forces, and for the whole spectacle he was bringing to Sarajevo just to see how we live here. We live rather well, Your Highness, I must say, provided there is enough laudanum and lavender on hand, thank You very much for Your kind concern. And since this is an enterprise of providing remedy for the body as much as for the soul, we’re sure to have plenty of whatever we might need, long live the Emperor, the Lord be praised, and bless You too.

After a drab, rainy week, the morning was sunny and the light broke through the windows as never before, rearranging the checkered floor into unprecedented patterns. The sugar was now completely dissolved but the bitterness lingered, tickling his tongue. God wrapped Himself in white garments, and the radiance of His majesty illuminated the world, and right here on the floor of the Apotheke Pinto we can now behold a little patch of one of those very garments. There might be a poem for me to write about the light shifting and altering the visible: God’s Garments, it could be called. But then, who would ever care about any of it, no one cares about light and what it does to the soul, not here in this city behind God’s back.

Ever since Vienna, Pinto had been writing poetry in German; he wrote in Bosnian too, but only about Sarajevo. He even tried to write in Spanjol, but that always felt like his Nono was writing it, everything always sounding like an ancient proverb: Bonita de mijel, koransiko de fijel; Kazati i veras al anijo mi lo diras, and so on. Whereas light is everywhere and nowhere. It exists, but never by itself, always a garment, just as God is knowable only in the imperfection of His Creation. Even darkness is clothed in light; light makes itself present by its own absence. We carry the darkness inside and return it to the light when we die. That could sound good in German. Im Inneren tragen wir die Finsternis und geben sie dem Licht zurück wenn wir sterben.

He put the laudanum and lavender up on the shelf. The opiatic ease set in, slowly, like a deep breath, while he studied the floor smeared with shadows from letters in the window, APOTHEKE PINTO. He should finally get rid of all the silly herbs Padri Avram had bought from peasants and collected for decades. Padri had insisted that all that junk be moved from the old drogerija in the Čaršija and put up alongside the actual medicine, which he had derisively called the patranjas. But, moved though they may have been, all those obscure, old-fashioned herbs were now dry and dead, their ancient, cumbersome Turkish names (amber kabugi; bejturan; logla-ruhi) sticking out in the neat alphabetical order of the patranjas, which Pinto had established after the move. He didn’t even know what they were for, those magic herbs. In the old place, only Padri knew where to find things and what the principles of classification were—the drogerija had really represented the interiority of Padri’s head, all the books and the prikantes and segulot and basme on the shelves, and the burnt-sugar scent of the halva he had with coffee, crawling against the ceiling, the clouds of tobacco smoke as dense as his thoughts. Those ancient peasants of his still came by the Apotheke sometimes, clad in their sheep-stink clothes and animal-hide footwear, with their random ripe boils marring their mountain veneer, with their untold diseases, gnarled bones, and rotten teeth. They’d enter and look around as if they’d just disembarked from a ramshackle time machine, disoriented by the camphor smell and the serene medicinal quiet and the marble floor, awed by Emperor Franz Joseph’s baroque backenbart in the picture they could not fail to see. Only Nono Solomon’s picture on the opposite wall, dating from the last century, assured them they actually were where they were meant to be: they recognized Nono’s fez, his furrowed brow and stately white beard, even his kaftan adorned with a medal on his chest, pinned once upon a time by none other than a representative of the Sultan Abdul Hamid himself. The peasants would ask for the old Jewish hećim, and Pinto would have to tell them that the old hećim was dead and gone, and that he—Doktor Rafo to them—was now the rightful heir of this medicinal little empire and that the only herb he would ever be interested in buying from them was lavender. But there was little lavender in the grim mountains around Sarajevo, so the peasants returned unrewarded to their thick and ancient forests, where they lived and copulated with wild beasts, and never came back to the Apotheke Pinto, which was just as well. Because we now lived in a brand-new century, progress was everywhere to behold, the future was endless, like a sea—nobody could see the end of it. No one cared about bejturan anymore. Amber kabugi was probably something that summoned ghosts or killed witches and vilas, made your teeth fall out, caused a never-ending erection. Well, that wouldn’t be half as bad.

The morning had started with a cannon salvo, welcoming to our beloved Godforsaken city the Archduke Franz Ferdinand von Österreich-Este, Heir Apparent to the Habsburg Empire and Inspector General of the Imperial Armed Forces, accompanied by Her Highness the Duchess. Now there was another boom, an extra welcome to His and Her Highness. (Only later that day would Pinto find out that the boom had been caused by a hand grenade a hapless young assassin had hurled at the Archduke’s car. I can confirm, from personal experience, that we are always late to the history in which we live.) Across the street, Hadži-Besim had hung the imperial banner above his tobacco shop as per Governor’s order, and presently stood under it, his thumbs stuck in the vest pockets, the top of his claret fez nearly touching the black-and-yellow rag with the stiff Austrian eagle in the center. But the colors were pleasingly aligned, and the smooth rotundity of Hadži-Besim’s stomach was just as pleasant. Laudanum helps the world be snug inside God’s garments. Pinto realized he should’ve put the banner above the door as well; he was planning to, never got around to it; there were so many banners all over the city, nobody would notice the absence of his. Nono Solomon and the Emperor frowned at him from their opposite walls, rebuking him with their aged and stolid wisdom for his negligence, and for many other things as well; they watched him all the time, the mighty old men. This was a century of progress; great things were coming our way. Remember the future! The Archduke Franz Ferdinand von Österreich-Este, Heir Apparent to the Habsburg Empire, himself came to Sarajevo to see how we live, and tell us how we can live even better.

And there he was now, the Archduke, like a prince straight out of a fairy tale, banging on the pharmacy’s door, more specifically on the A in APOTHEKE PINTO, ignoring the sign that said it was closed. Behold the famous steel-blue eyes and the upturned hussar’s mustache now pressed against the glass as He peers inside! What would His Highness want from Pinto’s humble self? What could one Rafael Pinto ever offer to the Heir Apparent, other than his unlimited and undying loyalty, his joy at casting his gaze on His Imperial countenance? He hurried over to unlock the door, slowing down and stepping around—just in case—the recondite reticulation of the light and the shadow. Light changes the world, yet it stays the same, ever warm inside God’s garments. Das Licht ändert die Welt und dennoch bleibt sie gleich, auf ewig warm unter Gottes Gewändern.

The Archduke was not the Archduke at all, though he certainly entered like one, as if everything before him belonged to him, importing venerable mothball residues in his ceremonial Rittmeister uniform, a sash across the chest like a perfectly made bed, the meticulously shaven and powdered face, and the wax in the symmetrically pointed mustache, and his splendorous helmet with a perfumed horsehair hackle, and a tinge of sweat underneath it all—he smelled, all of him, like the Vienna Pinto had known so well, like the very first day of the century of progress, he smelled like something that accelerated Pinto’s heartbeat and made his palms sweat. He rubbed them against his sides.

The Rittmeister’s saber cackled against the stairs as he stepped down. He took off his helmet to execute a perfect about-face. A decision behind his own thought, Pinto still held the door open. The heat and the din of a distraught pigeon flock, of an anxious crowd, rushed inside. Bitte! said Pinto, and closed the door, locked it too. Bleib mein schlagendes Herz.

The heat was unbearable, the Rittmeister said, dabbing his forehead with a whitest handkerchief, just horrid and unbearable, and he desperately needed some kind of powder for his insufferable headache. And he also wondered why there was no Royal banner above the entrance. He spoke to Pinto with a curt Viennese accent; there was the shadow of an A on his sashed belly; stars glittered on his uniform’s collar. His eyes had a melancholy, consumptive sheen, so Pinto was compelled to consider his widening pupils, until the Rittmeister averted his gaze, a breath too late. His lips were cracked and he licked the upper one. The tip of his tongue touched his mustache.

As for the banner, Pinto said, bowing, he humbly begged for forgiveness—too much excitement in expectation of this glorious day evidently got in the way. He would be glad to rectify his error promptly, but before that, with Herr Rittmeister’s kind permission, he should rather hasten to fetch the powder that would almost certainly alleviate Herr Rittmeister’s headache. The Rittmeister clicked his heels and nodded in appreciation. Erect he stood in the center of the light field, as if accustomed to being admired.

It all rushes back to Pinto, that joyous time in Vienna when his jetzer hara reigned: the glances exchanged on the promenade along the Danube, in the crowded student cafés; the tinglingly surreptitious touches in the hoi polloi theaters; the poetry quotes encoded with desire, flaring out in the middle of a carefully innocuous conversation; the mischievous emergence of the very same dimples on the face of one Hauptmann Freund as he offered his passionate and false opinions on women, on Sacher torte, on Schubert, on love, on laudanum, on Oberst Redl, even—daringly—on Herr Pinto’s exotic facial features expressing capacity for passion, until Rafael shut him up with a kiss. Gute Nacht und Guten Morgen, Hauptmann Freund!

Oh, we could live so much better!

Behind the counter Pinto crushes with his trembling hands the ingredients into the powder, recalling a future moment—the moment he’ll be caressing, as if inadvertently, the Rittmeister’s hand, thereby transmitting the currents of his passion. The Rittmeister has repositioned himself to stand before Nono Solomon’s photograph, his chin upturned in wonder as though he had never seen a Sefaradi, which he probably hadn’t. He would not be able to connect Pinto—fezless in his suit and cravat, a gold chain across his stomach, and, despite his swarthy face, European as can be—with the sepia sheen of the Ottoman past and Nono’s biblical frown. Who created Heaven and Earth, who installed this thunderous heart inside my chest?

Pinto envisions grabbing the Rittmeister’s hand and then pulling him deeper into the back room to grab his hanino face and kiss him, the full submission to the impulse: sliding the sash aside, the manly chest, the infernal depths of the body, touching his already stiff pata, the heart bursting with pleasure. They would be safe—no one is going to come in, the pharmacy is closed, the door is locked, it is Sunday, and the whole world is busy with kowtowing to the Archduke Franz Ferdinand von Österreich-Este, Heir Apparent to the Habsburg Empire and Inspector General of the Imperial Armed Forces. Who would care to see der Kuss in the dark back room of the Apotheke? Even the Holy One, who is everywhere and nowhere, might wish to look away when I press my lips against his. What is in your heart about your fellow man is likely to be in his heart about you. Šalom, jetzer hara!

Pinto finishes the powder, pours it onto a paper sheet, spilling it all over, then collecting into a heap to scoop it with the paper edge, folds it slowly, as if presenting a way to perform a magic trick. He hands the triangular envelope to the Rittmeister, who may have noticed the tremor in Pinto’s hand. Their fingers touch, their eyes meet.

Naturally, nothing happens.

May I ask you for a glass of water? the Rittmeister says.

Rosenwasser? Pinto offers.

The Rittmeister pours the powder into his mouth; his Adam’s apple bobs as he downs the rose water. A faint nick on the tip of his chin; his mustache is perfect. He looks toward the ceiling as he downs the rose water, empties the whole glass, and then sighs with what seems to be pleasure. There could be a future in which the Rittmeister faces a mirror, gorgeous in his undershirt and his tight rider’s pants, the suspenders hanging down his thighs to his knees. Pinto conjures up the morning in a Viennese room—the shaving soap and cigarette smoke, and a rose in a glass at the bedside, still fresh from last night; crumpled bedsheets; on the wall, a painting of a path winding into a dark forest. His name is Kaspar, Pinto determines. Kaspar von Kurtzenberger. Guten Morgen, Kaspar! he will say. Guten Morgen, Rafael! Kaspar will say. Did you sleep well? Not at all, mein Lieber. I spent the night listening to your beating heart.

Dankeschön! says Kaspar. He returns the empty glass to Pinto, and then dabs his lips with the pristine handkerchief.

Bitte! whispers Rafael, his throat dry and tight.

Before Pinto can unlock and open the door, the Rittmeister stops, his gloved hand on the pommel of his saber, to consider Rafael as if he had one more thing to say. He says nothing, his gaze long and deep, waiting for something to happen or reveal itself. Now is the time to step up and kiss him farewell. Their eyes lock; his eyes are in fact green. The Rittmeister smiles, without exposing his teeth, dimples forming above the very peaks of his waxed mustache.

Before he could make any decision, Pinto rises on the tips of his toes, and kisses the Rittmeister right at the border between his mustache and his lip. It tastes of rose water and tobacco, of wax and sugar. The Rittmeister moves his face away from Pinto’s, not to escape him but to look at him with bemused surprise. He glances outside to see if anyone has seen what happened, but everyone outside is looking in the direction from which the Archduke is supposed to come; the only sound is distant cheers. Jetzer hara has taken over, and Pinto has no thoughts that are not dizeu; his pata hardens. He still has the glass in his hand, he is still aware of the world beyond the Apotheke, but all of it is distant and receding. Pinto kisses the Rittmeister again, and this time Kaspar opens his mouth, and Pinto takes in his rose breath. This is crazy; he’s never done anything like this, and he knows how dangerous it is, and yet he can’t stop. The man’s lips are soft; the kiss is quick but gentle, and in the time it takes, in the muscled hardness of the Rittmeister’s chest, there is an entire possible life.

Kaspar, Pinto says, and presses his cheek against the Rittmeister’s chest. Kaspar.

It is only then the Rittmeister steps back, as if what happened did not happen, and asks, Was ist das?, and everything is dispelled. Pinto has no answer, can’t produce a single word, so he steps back too, the dance is finished. He bows to Kaspar, who wipes his mouth, clicks his heels, and leaves, leaving open the door behind him.

Pinto is not moving, gasping for air, as if he just caught up with the madness of the previous moment. Now he yearns, yearns for that which is forbidden to man. Das Licht ändert die Welt und jedoch bleibt sie gleich. The light swirls the dust motes in the air and shivers among the black and white squares on the floor, re-spelling everything into a new meaning, as though his mind has contracted deeper into itself and left a void for whatever was going to happen next. He is dizzy, his knees are weak; outside, the cheers are coming closer. What now?

He could lock the door and retreat into the depth of the Apotheke, into his life and past, and spend some time touching himself and thinking of Kaspar, who would thus become nothing but a story that he would repeat to himself, recollecting all the details that he could: the smell, the green eyes, the kiss, the taste of his lips. Or he could go after Kaspar, offer to take him around the city after all the Archduke fuss is over, show him the Čaršija and its ancient stores and temples, purchase some rahat lokum so that he could see sugar dusting on his mustache. They would stroll, and share secrets, and Pinto would take him to a back room at Hadži-Šaban’s kahvana, where they could have a few drinks together, let their lips do the talking, no one would bother them. But before Pinto can do anything or go anywhere, he’ll have to have another little drop of laudanum just to slow down his galloping heart. Laudanum will take care of everything. As Pinto locked the door behind, he noticed that not only had he put up the black-and-yellow banner, but he had also put up the Bosnian red-and-yellow one; it was just that the banners were entangled and not unfurled—he reached to fix them, and a rush of colors dropped down upon him. A bright day, this, the kiss tingling on his lips, all colors aligning, summer light garmenting everything. He followed the Rittmeister down Franz Jozef Street, all the way to the Appel Quay, with no idea what he would do if Herr Rittmeister Kaspar von Kurtzenberger were actually to turn to him, look him in the eye, and say: Ich folge dir, wo immer du hinghest, Herr Apotheker!

Still, returning to the ongoing world was a magnificent thing to do, this splendid rolling forward into the future in obeisance to his heart and desire, away from—or deeper into—his own life, into a brilliant reticulation of unknown outcomes, toward Kaspar. To the place my heart must learn to love, there my feet take me. He could see the hackle on the helmet passing over the crowd—Kaspar was very tall—and he stopped at the corner. If he could find a pathway to him, he could say: Herr Rittmeister, it gives me enormous pleasure to inform you that the royal banner is presently proudly fluttering above the door of Apotheke Pinto. And if you would like me to show you our humble city and its Čaršija, just say a word and I am yours. Or I could make you a cup of Bosnian coffee in the back of my Apotheke, where it is quiet and no one would bother us. Just say a word. A clamor emerged from the crowd that suggested that something was unfolding, but Pinto just kept pushing deeper into it, until he was forced to stop.

There were two men now between him and the Rittmeister, at least one of them reeking of woodsmoke. There was an odd, mangy dog there too, pushing its way among people, as if on a mission. The Rittmeister stuck out in the crowd with his gorgeous uniform, lit up from inside by his heroic beauty. Pinto wanted him to turn around, see him in his wake, see him carried forth by dizeu. From behind, Pinto perceived the shining skin on Kaspar’s shaven cheek, and the point of his left mustache marking the spot where the dimple would be, and the straight horizontal hairline at the top of his neck. He envisioned two moves—parting the men, addressing the Rittmeister—that could get him close enough to inhale his rose scent; instead he inhaled the rancid smoke-and-sweat reek of the men before him. One of them was clearly an edepsiz, overgrown hair sprouting from under his filthy, loose collar. The dog must’ve been his. Off the other one’s shoulder an accordion hung like a dead animal, one key missing on the keyboard.

A car as big as a locomotive turned sharply from the Appel Quay and halted right before the Rittmeister, and Pinto instantly identified on the back seat the real Archduke, a helmet with peacock feathers over a gold collar with three silvers stars, and the Duchess in a dress so white it might have been fashioned from God’s garment itself, an even whiter hat with a veil, a bouquet of blue and white and yellow flowers in her arms. (History recorded that it was a gift from a Muslim girl, which for some reason brings tears to my eyes.) It appeared to him that Her Majesty smiled at Kaspar through the veil, as though recognizing him, while he bowed his head to her, and again Pinto’s heart raced ahead, and he had to take a deep breath lest he faint.

To the right of Pinto, a short young man, his hair also unkempt, a thin, strained mustache above his lip, his eyes sickly, pulled out a pistol. For a moment, no one could do anything nor move, even the dog stared at him in bafflement, while all of the reality hinged on that incongruous detail of a barrel pointed directly at Their Imperial Highnesses. The Rittmeister’s face tightened in stupefaction, the whole of it: the eyebrows and the mouth and the eyes somehow constricted and became bigger at the same time. The edepsiz reached for the young man’s gun—tiny tufts of hair on his fingers between his knuckles—and would’ve grabbed it if the other man hadn’t bumped him aside with his accordion, whereupon the shots rang, louder than a cannon salvo, and then the world exploded.

Rej muertu gera no fazi, the Sarajevo Sefaradim liked to say. A dead king does not make war, but a dead Heir Apparent to the Habsburg Empire and Inspector General of the Imperial Armed Forces does indeed. Within a few weeks, Pinto would be conscripted into the Imperial Army along with tens of thousands of other Bosnians. He would climb the slope of time while idling in endless meal lines, or while performing meaningless drills drenched in sweat. He would repeatedly recollect that precise moment just before the century of progress had disintegrated into these desperate days, and consider how differently everything would’ve turned out for everyone, particularly Their Royal Highnesses, if the man with the accordion hadn’t shoved the edepsiz, who would’ve then managed to grab the pistol and stop the young assassin. He wouldn’t be here now, constantly banging the rifle butt against his shins, nor would he be enduring dumb peasant jokes about his dark Arab face, about Jews and their avarice, nor listening nightly to Osman’s sawmill snore from the bunk above him, nor would he have left Manuči in tears and ripping her hair out as she remembered the future in which she never saw her only son again. Had the edepsiz grabbed the assassin’s pistol, Pinto thought time and again, he would’ve kissed Kaspar again, and—who knows?—maybe would’ve spent a few days with him, drinking tea and making love, and then, in some gorgeous future, they would live in Vienna, take their morning coffee at Café Olimpia, read the newspapers to each other, worry about European politics and live together in an endless world.

Yet, even before his basic training was over and his regiment deployed to invade Serbia, Pinto understood that there was no sense in fantasizing about different outcomes: everything that happens is always the only thing that could happen; everything before this moment leads to this moment. Still, for the rest of his days he would remember the Rittmeister, who—Pinto would one day swear on his daughter’s life—looked at him from the heart of the melee not so much in terrible panic, nor in comprehension of what had just taken place, but in dreadful sadness, as though he knew that the bond between the two of them was severed never to be repaired. The Rittmeister raised his saber, which glinted in the sun for an instant, and swung down onto the tumult of bodies swallowing the young assassin, thereby vanishing from Pinto’s life.

After the shots exploded, the Archduke and the Duchess sat motionless in their places, and it seemed that they were not hit, that nothing at all had happened, whereupon the Duchess fell facedown toward Her husband. Pinto would later claim that he was so close to the car that he saw the blood bubbles on the Archduke’s lips and heard him saying: It’s nothing . . . it’s nothing, until his voice finally trailed off. Pinto would speak, to those few who cared to listen, of the Archduke’s face distorted with fear, for His Highness must have begun to realize that he was facing the great void itself, the endless nothing—la gran eskuridad, as Manuči used to say—a living mind can neither enter nor escape; he would speak of the death rattle in His Highness’s throat creating one final pink bubble, which then, simply, popped.

But I read Lieutenant Colonel Count Harrach’s testimony, however, where he claims that the car, driven by one Leopold Šojka, had no reverse gear (for old cars, like time, could only go forward), so it had to be pushed back out onto the Appel Quay and then hurried forth at a great speed, away from the assassin, and, incidentally, away from Pinto. Her Highness slid off her seat with her face between the Archduke’s knees as he cried: Soferl, Soferl, don’t die. Live for our children. Whereupon Count Harrach grabbed the Archduke by the collar to stop his head from sinking forward and asked: Is Your Highness in great pain? His Highness responded, Es ist nichts . . . es ist nichts, at least six or seven times and then gave up his soul, by which time the car had arrived at the Governor’s residence.

Rafael Pinto, in other words, couldn’t have seen much of what he would so eagerly pack into his tale. Which is to say that for his narrative purposes he froze the moment, preventing the car from getting back onto the Appel Quay; their Highnesses’ sinking before him into la gran eskuridad was thus entirely his invention. Nonetheless, for a few other Bosnians in the barracks, Pinto staged and restaged the tragic scene, usually late at night and in a careful whisper, since describing the bathetic circumstances in which the Archduke Franz Ferdinand von Österreich-Este, Heir Apparent to the Habsburg Empire, had perished amounted to blasphemy. Pinto’s small soldat audience was invariably held captive by his rendition of the dawn of the war and the midnight of their lives, of the exact moment, no longer than what passes between heartbeats, that broke the world in two, into the before and the after. Some of the Bosnians even wept, exhausted already by their unimaginable future.

[image: Archduke Franz Ferdinand von Österreich-Este wears military uniform and a fez hat with a coat of arms on it.]



GALICIA, 1916

[image: ]
ONLY THE HOLY ONE knows what the smell of the world was right after the Creation, but this must be what it smells like right at its end, this odor of everything being finally undone: deep-grave clay, disintegrating socks, dead rodents, shit buckets, sickness, blood, men without home and water, the rich stench of the shallow trench. Pinto kept fidgeting and turning, each motion making him more restless. Dando bueltas por la kama, komo l’peše en la mar, ah komo l’peše en la mar.

Osman was still awake, in case he needed to attend to Hauptmann Zuckermann, who was tossing on his bed in the Deckung the soldiers had dug out for him and then reinforced with hard-to-find pieces of wood. Tucked into the Untertritt, Osman was talking to Drkenda and Smail Tokmak, who stretched on their backs, smoking the tobacco residues scraped from the bottom of their pockets. A candle’s light trembled on Osman’s face, ever smooth, even if there never was enough water for a proper shave. His mustache was always trimmed, as though he’d discovered a way to resist the undoing of everything.

The first time Pinto saw Osman, he was delivering some story to an audience of Bosnian soldats; he sat on the upper bunk, his bare feet dangling, one of his socks brandishing a hole through which his big toe peeked, like a potato escaping a sack. They had all been just mobilized; their uniforms were still crisp and smelled of warehouse and mothballs; yet Osman’s foot had already torn a hole in his sock. The vigilant toe was somehow part of his exuberance, what with his waving his hands, and pointing at imaginary spaces and objects featured in the story. Pinto could not hear what he was saying, but he could watch Osman’s mouth, and his trimmed mustache, and the acrobatics of his eyebrows, his bulging his eyes to act out surprise, his flashing a gratuitous grin to make some point or another. He would occasionally look toward Pinto lounging on the far horizon of his narrative domain and smile in a way that appeared to be only for him. And when he laughed, he laughed with such abandon—from his heart, as they say—that the soldats laughed along with him too, and could not stop for a while. That laughter Pinto would never forget, even when, in the end, Osman was no longer laughing. Pinto longed to join the group, hear Osman’s story, his voice, be close to the salvo of his laughter, but he couldn’t make himself get up from his dark lower-bunk lair and walk over in the middle of the story and interrupt it. Later, when the story was done, and someone offered a few sips of rakija to Osman as recompense for his storytelling, he came over to Pinto to offer him a drink. Pinto accepted only in the hope that a residue of the taste of Osman’s lips would be left on the canteen’s mouth. He thanked Osman, who said that he’d had better rakija in his life, but none was as sweet as this one. He was going to say another thing, but before he could utter anything, Osman was pulled away by the Bosnians, who wanted more from him.

And now, in the trench, Osman was again telling a story, as he always had and would, delivering it as if no one had ever heard it before. Even the stories about himself, about his orphan childhood, about all the people he knew in the Čaršija, Osman told as though for the first time, as though he had just heard them from someone and could not wait to share.

Once upon a time, Osman said in a low, amused voice, in a hovel up in the hills above Sarajevo, there lived Husref, a poor hamal, who had nothing but a wife, a fez, and holes in the seat of his pants.

Drkenda and Smail Tokmak grunted to report they had successfully pictured Husref the hamal in his hovel with holes in the seat of his pants. Like children, they were, eager for a story.

One night, Husref is in bed with his wife, Merima, and they hear a cannon fire from the fortress. Merima is startled, scared, yelps, What’s this? Why’s the cannon thundering in the middle of the night? Husref says, There’s been a rebellion in Sarajevo. The agas and beys and the rich people rose against the sultan. But they were caught and thrown into the dungeon. Yesterday, the executioners arrived from Stamboul with a satchel full of silken cords the sultan sent for the condemned. Each of them is to be strangled with their own cord.

Drkenda and Smail Tokmak gasped and wheezed, as though their own cords were tickling their very necks. Drkenda had been shot in the arm by a Russian sniper, and would’ve bled to death if Pinto hadn’t acted quickly, tied a rope around his biceps, and tightened it with a stick to stop the bleeding. He helped Smail Tokmak write letters home, embellish them in a way that made Smail see himself differently, better, even if he had no idea whether anyone read those letters, let alone what they said. Smail knew and loved the story Osman was telling; he had insisted that Pinto write it in the letter, because he’d thought his wife and the village reader who read it to her would like it.

And now, Osman whispered, the executioners are strangling them, one by one, and the fortress cannon fires each time the soul of a condemned person leaves his body. Each blast is a soul departing. Merima asks, Who are those people, Allah have mercy on their mothers? Husref the hamal answers, They’re the leading men of Sarajevo: the Morići brothers; Hadži Paša and his brother Ibrahim; the mighty Hajdar Paša; many others—the rich and the powerful of the Čaršija. Strangled with a silken cord, one after another.

Osman ceased talking, for his story was about to end—he’d told it to Drkenda and Smail Tokmak many times before, back in Bukovina, and before that in Serbia, maybe even that first time Pinto saw him—and he knew that deferring the closure would increase their pleasure. His voice was breathy, and Pinto saw the flame’s reflection flicker on his lips.

Merima says nothing, and then she pulls the jorgan over the two of them and says, Thank good Allah you are a nothing and a nobody.

Drkenda and Smail Tokmak chuckled, not only because they liked the story, but also because it ended as they’d expected yet again—thus everything was just as it was supposed to be. Thank good God you are a nothing and a nobody, Osman repeated, and they all laughed at their own safe insignificance. And then Osman lowered his voice even more and uttered something that made Drkenda and Smail Tokmak fall silent. Pinto was reluctant to move; he wanted to hear what Osman was now saying, but he could no longer understand him. Osman was there but not there, his voice disembodied, his sounds now devoid of shape and meaning.

Padri Avram used to stay up late and read the Atora aloud. While Simha, being older and a girl, had had her own chamber, Pinto had slept in his parents’ bedroom, behind a blanket that served as a curtain. He’d see the shadow of his father flickering on the blanket, humming in Hebrew: They arrived at the place to which God’s voice guided him. Abraham built an altar there. Terrified, Pinto would see Abraham lay out the wood, bind his son, Isak, and place him on the altar. He would feel the scorching heat of Israel, and the prickly wood, and the fear, and the ropes chafing at his wrists. The room smelled of the receding fire and the melting wax, of the wool rugs, of the drogerija herbs remembered by Padri Avram’s clothes. And when Abraham picked up the knife to slay his son, Pinto’s heart would cramp in horror. But he was as afraid of making a sound as Isak must have been of Abraham, and he gnawed on his knucklebone and swallowed his tears and waited for Padri Avram to reach the point of relief, the moment when the Lord mercifully stops Abraham from slaughtering his own son. For the rest of the sleepless night, Pinto would blasphemously try to grasp why God would torment a child with such impunity, and why the Atora said little about Isak’s fear, or about his tears, or about his being forever thereafter terrified of his father. Over time, he learned to undo the meaning of the words, to listen only to their incantatory music, as though Padri was singing a song, which would put Pinto to sleep.

And then there had been days when Padri Avram would read the Atora not whispering at all. He would thunder instead at the dumbfounded Rafo. What does it mean: God also created the one over against the other? What does it mean? Little Rafo would whimper, stutter, rummage desperately all over his mind to come up with the correct interpretation of the verse. But nothing would come to him, nothing but the stinging tears, which would infuriate Padri even more. For everything God created, He created its counterpart: He created mountains and He created hills! He created seas and He created rivers! He created me and He created you! You! You: a know-nothing, a pišabaljandu! What sins have I committed to deserve you! What are my sins? Tell me!

Yet when Rafo returned home from Vienna with a diploma under his arm, wearing instead of a fez a bohemian fedora and a commodious student suit, his speech liberally interspersed with Latin and German words, Padri Avram embraced him, and sat him by his side, his hand proudly squeezing Rafo’s shoulder to the point of pain. He’d present him to the solemn jury of elderly teos in kaftans who’d dropped by to see the miracle of a son educated in the far-off capital of the Empire. And Rafo did speak to them like a worldly scholar, like the doctor of pharmaceutical sciences that he was, expounding with pronounced ease on ideas he could tell they couldn’t commence to understand but dared not admit it. They slurped coffee dregs from their fildžani, glancing at Padri Avram in jealousy and admiration. In the lanky foreign man who came back, they barely recognized the Rafo who had left as a lanky Bilave boy, and they knew he’d have access to a world they knew nothing about except that it might exist and that it was big and brand-new. And there was a world they could not imagine existing, and if they could, they would be terrified. Still, Manuči kept baking sweets, exhausting her entire repertoire to offer them along with the bottomless džezvas of coffee Simha kept serving. She put out the rose petal preserve, which he had spent his childhood longing for as it sat high up on top of an armoire. There was even a konvite for Rafo, which culminated with Padri Avram actually singing, while the tipsy Sinjor Papučo hit all the wrong notes on his saz. Nočes, nočes, buenas nočes, sang Sinjor Padri, violating in his beautiful biblical baritone some prohibitive tenet or another, the damnable abandon in the tremulous pitch of his now unthundering voice. Nočes son d’enamorar, ah, nočes son d’enamorar.

The Lord’s punishment was promptly inflicted the following morning: Padri Avram did not wake up, his lips pale and tight as if all night he had been holding back some angry word. No one could remember when it was that they could no longer hear his earsplitting snoring; they asked themselves guiltily what would have happened had they awoken him when he turned quiet; they added more guilt to their already thick ledgers. Before long all of Bilave was shedding tears, Manuči and countless tijas wailed and clapped their hands in the other room, while Rafo sat on the minder, entering a daze that would last for the entire šiva, and then for some time beyond. The tijas made the same sweets and džezvas of coffee, and the same kaftaned men now arrived to sit šiva, not touching the sweets, refusing the coffee, offering obscure ways to help. They showed concern for the speechless Rafo too, his Viennese suit presently buried in some distant trunk. They all knew that Rafo’s future in the big new world was now indefinitely canceled, as it was his indisputable filial duty to take over his father’s drogerija. Mercilessly, they pointed out to him that none of his scholarly Viennese tricks could ever slow down dying, let alone stop it, because the Lord held in His almighty hand an itinerary for each of us. They wanted him to accept that his knowledge of fancy oils and powders fell well short of knowledge of the mysteries of actual life and actual death, let alone of Heaven and Earth. Sucking on their čibuks, they recalled how after our father Abraham had left us at a good ripe age, all the kings and sages stood in line and said: Alas for the world that has lost its leader! And they praised the Lord that had blessed Abraham’s son, Isak. For his part, Rafo felt painfully unblessed and, with his sweating hands in his lap, drained his eyes with silent tears. Padri mio, komo lo voj a dešar.

After Padri Avram’s death, Pinto started hearing a voice now cursing and blaming him for Padri’s being snatched away so suddenly, now warning him that even during the time of man’s mourning jetzer hara might overcome him and lead him to sin against nature. And so he’d revisit all the words spoken and unspoken between Padri Avram and himself, all that could’ve been said but had instead been dispersed in increments of silence throughout their lives. There must’ve been a moment when Padri Avram’s heart recognized the abomination his head had refused to see in Rafo, the moment after which it was left with no choice but to burst. Thunders were created, to straighten out the crookedness of the heart, to extinct the jetzer hara. The same voice told him that it was better if Padri was dead, because now Pinto’s shame could die too, because now Padri could no longer be killed by Pinto’s abomination. And he would never meet Osman.

Having finished his story, Osman came over to lie down next to Pinto, as if he’d heard his voiceless beckoning. He pressed himself close so they could feel each other’s bodies, the warmth that protected them from the cold void. Years later, in the frigid night desert, Pinto would long for the thickness of Osman’s chest, for his smell: onion breath and soldat armpit and sweet mustache pomade, and he’d recall this beautiful nobody waiting for Drkenda and Smail Tokmak to start snoring before he pressed himself even closer so he could wedge his face between Pinto’s head and shoulder and search for a path to his belt. Osman slipped his hand inside Pinto’s pants, and touched his hard pata, then held it as if not knowing what to do with it. Except he did know what to do with it, and he did it. Pinto gasped, and let the air out slowly, afraid that the two other men might wake up, but Osman kissed him as if to revive him, deftly caressing Pinto’s pata, making it grow harder.

They had made love like this before: in a trench, in the woods, on a haystack, in the barracks bathhouse, where everyone was naked anyway. The first time, the night after he’d offered him a drink, shortly before they were sent to war in Serbia, Osman simply slipped into his bunk after everyone else in the barracks had fallen asleep. He nudged Pinto for space, and when Pinto moved over, he put his arm across his chest, and his face against his neck, as if to sniff him. They had touched as if inadvertently, locked eyes, and smiled at each other, which inescapably made the hair on the back of Pinto’s neck bristle. But before Osman had slipped into his bunk, everything could’ve been denied, interpreted as excessive soldat friendship, as a joke, a misunderstanding. That first time, however, there could be no misinterpretation of Osman’s moving his hand onto Pinto’s stomach, then kissing his temple as Pinto, petrified with possibilities, stared at the underside of the upper bunk, where various soldat names were carved in. He then turned to face and kiss Osman, and, while the innocent Bosnians snored and grunted around them, they touched all the parts of each other they could reach without undressing. When the windows paled with a new day, and Osman returned to his bed, Pinto stayed awake embalmed in the haze that follows pleasure, and spent the time before they all had to rise worrying that Osman would avoid him, maybe even hate him for what they’d done, denying that it had even happened.

But he found courage later that day to approach Osman and say, How come you never tell me any stories? To which Osman said, We are bound to spend a lot of time together. I’ll tell you every story I know. Before the day was out, Osman traded his bunk and moved above Pinto, and would slip down night after night, until their unit was deployed to Serbia. They slept together in holes in the ground, shared their food and water. Osman was a plain Jäger, Pinto a Sanitätssoldat, or, as everyone in the company called him, the hećim—never Doktor Rafo. When they got separated in a battle, or Pinto stayed behind in the field hospital, a cannonball of worry would grind his intestines until Osman returned unharmed. There was a day in Serbia when Osman got separated from the patrol he was in, and Pinto nearly lost his mind, searching through the pile of corpses readied to be burned, unwrapping the mauled face of a soldier who had a hole in his sock to discover it was not Osman. And when he came back the following day, limping and using his rifle as a staff, Pinto wept, pressing his face against Osman’s chest.

By the time they made it to the trenches of Galicia Osman’s telling stories to Pinto was no longer necessary for their coupling. There was no way of denying what was presently happening either. Whatever world and imperial army surrounded them tonight receded into the long darkness, so Pinto could turn his face to Osman and open his mouth to receive his tongue. Drkenda suddenly sat up, and the two lovers froze, holding their breaths, until he looked around in some kind of confusion, the edepsiz that he was, shouted at his dream enemy a promise that he would fuck his dead mother, and lay back down. He’s dreaming, Osman whispered. So am I, Pinto said.

There had to be other soldats who knew what Osman and Pinto were doing, as there must’ve been others who did it too, and still others for whom two men fucking was so unimaginable they wouldn’t believe it possible even if it was to be happening right before their very eyes. At first, Osman was more cautious than Pinto, because he claimed he wanted to get married after the war and have children, to acquire what all normal people, he said, called a proper life. But after war devoured all they’d known and were sure of, all of the peaceful future they could imagine, it was Osman who always sought excuses to get away from other soldats so he could touch and kiss Pinto, get inside him to come in groans and grunts and screams that scared forest animals and attracted curious peasant children they had to bribe with dry bread and cigarettes to stay silent. And it was Osman who suggested that they share the Untertritt with Drkenda and Smail Tokmak, not only because they were endlessly loyal, but also because it was obvious that they would never believe their ears and eyes, even if they saw Pinto and Osman fucking. The four of them were a family now—Osman and Pinto the parents, the two peasants their not-so-bright children.

Padri Avram used to mount Manuči in the middle of the night, safe in his conviction that their children would be asleep. But Rafo had often been awoken by Padri Avram’s growls and belches to listen to Manuči’s silence and worry about her, about what was happening to her. Once he even got up and peeked from behind the curtain that separated him from his parents’ bed, and witnessed Padri’s hump bouncing on top of Manuči, her gnashing her teeth to stem a cry, grimacing in pain, until she saw him and gave him an eye signal to make himself scarce before Padri beat him senseless. Rafo retreated to his bed, where, all night, he considered the possibility that the true reason Abraham was so willing to kill his son was because he had borne witness to Abraham violating his mother.

Slowly, Osman pushed down Pinto’s pata, and then pulled it, and then faster, and firmer, nibbling his earlobe, as Pinto got even harder and grabbed his hair, thick and wiry, brittle with filth, and he bit into his shoulder, into the dust and the sweat soaking his long-unwashed shirt, still snorting like a bull, unable to quiet himself, panting in short coughs, until he finally came in Osman’s hand. Now you, Osman said, wiping his palm against Pinto’s belly. He felt, and loved, the stickiness on his stomach, the weight of Osman’s hand, and knew that he would, without hesitation, sign whatever contract the Lord might offer if he could stay in this Untertritt until it was his or Osman’s time to die.

The first thing Pinto saw under the morning’s relentless sun was the empty stork nest high above the trench, a slim tree holding it up on the tips of its verdant fingers. He stepped carefully over Drkenda, fast asleep as if his throat had been cut, and then over Smail Tokmak, who lay crooked like an arthritic thumb. He dug a book out of his medical pouch, and ripped a page to roll a cigarette; the smoke in his lungs was as thick as gruel. Before the war, he used to smoke fine, dandy cigarettes, which burnt steadily and felt feathery in the mouth. Hadži-Besim ordered them from Vienna, and after the shipment had arrived they’d always smoke a few together, gossiping about other merchants, watching passersby, discussing the matters of the wide world—what the British King would do, what the Russian Czar would decide, whether America cared—as though they were living at its very center, and not in Sarajevo, a city where God said good night and never came back in the morning. What was smoked at the front line could hardly be called tobacco, as it surely contained sawdust and straw and clipped nails; it was rolled up in book pages, since there was nothing else, and it tasted of ink and ashes and war. Smail Tokmak would crawl under barbed wire, dodge sniper bullets to dig through the pockets of a rotting corpse, hoping to find some real tobacco. Every cigarette had the flavor of being the last one. Let me just finish my smoke and then I’ll be ready to receive a bullet in my forehead.

This one tasted like a woodstove, and Pinto put it out—the day was already too hot, he was already too thirsty. Osman was already up and gone, leaving but an indentation in the reed mat on which they slept. Had he kissed him before he left, or was it part of a dream? In some other world, in some other life, Pinto might’ve prayed in the morning, prayed his šaharit, prayed to be relieved of his abhorrent passion. But the only prayer that came to his mind now was to the Lord to let him keep Osman for the rest of time, for his voice to be the last thing he would hear before slipping into la gran eskuridad. At the bottom of his pouch there was a tempting vial of morphine, but he decided to wait—morphine made his mouth dry, and that God-awful cigarette made it even worse. A father said to his son: Don’t leap over a sewer, don’t pull your teeth, don’t provoke serpents, don’t fall into the habit of taking drugs. Three out of four, that was still rather good. What kind of a son provoked serpents anyway?

Osman was bent over a chair occupied by Hauptmann Zuckermann, trimming his mustache, humming, as he did whenever he needed to be careful. And he had to concentrate around Hauptmann Zuckermann, who paid more attention to his mustache, attire, and possum collar than to the war they were supposed to be winning for the Emperor. The Hauptmann had been recently deployed to the 1st Bosnian Regiment, where his demeanor loudly bespoke his conviction that his present posting was but an unjust penalty, and that it should end as soon as justice prevailed. The war that to the Bosnians was murderous fate, to him was an inconvenience; behind his back they called him Šerbe. For his part, he commanded his 16th Company with contempt and neglect, uninterested in anything other than returning alive to whatever he’d come from. In that respect, he was not unlike any of his soldats, except they had to attend to the daily business of being and staying alive, while he attended to his possum collar as if it were a pet.

There had been a time early on when Hauptmann Zuckermann reminded Pinto of the Rittmeister, when he could see in his handsome military haughtiness a memory of his brief encounter with Kaspar. But after a month or two of submersion in the petty filth of war, Hauptmann Zuckermann lost his Viennese sheen and became as dusty and discomfited as everybody else, so Pinto could no longer recall the Rittmeister face—now it was the worn-out Hauptmann Zuckermann who had drunk Rosenwasser in the Apotheke; it was he who now smirked at Pinto from the dusty murk. Pinto could not bear to look at his face, because it reminded him that what he remembered as that which had been was in fact mutable and ever vanishing.

For more than a year now, 16th Company had been stuck in Galicia, shuttling between the various encampments and trenches that had all been shoddily forged in the same infernal workshop. Galicia: the fetor; the tormentful weather; the dust converted into mud by rain, only to be distilled into another generation of dust; the barbed wire stitching a landscape flat and dull as a sheet of tin. God’s garment here was a hair shirt. Some backenbarted general, somewhere in Vienna or Warsaw, or in some resplendent deep-rear Deckung, had frowned over the map representing this waterless wasteland pocked with villages bearing names he could never pronounce, and decided it was worth losing a regiment or ten to keep it away from the Russians, who for some unfathomable reason wanted it for themselves.

The Company’s position was in a feeble forest where trees grew slanted, as though about to totter forth and fall, providing merely a semblance of shade under the scorching sun. Early in their deployment in Galicia, the men died like flies, particularly the pampered city boys who could not bear the boredom and blistered feet and infections and bullet-torn flesh, so they threw themselves at death, as if it would cure it all. A year later, everything had managed to settle into a bearable routine whereby all they did was devise ways to unstick themselves from the molasses of time. Like beasts, they fully woke up and emerged from the darkness only to eat and shit. Most of the soldiers left were the bašibozuk: the Drkendas and Tokmaks—wily and well-nigh unkillable, skilled at improvisation, theft, and survival. In the trenches they thrived whenever nothing happened, and nothing happened all the time, and also very slowly. By now, the only ones who’d get killed were the few idiots who in their tedium planned heroic deeds, or those who foolishly followed the occasional morphine-crazed corporal into a suicidal raid. The rest kept away from those imbeciles, letting the war naturally cull such a breed. Back in the Carpathian Mountains, they had once run into the blind company, where all the soldats afflicted with trachoma had been transferred: the poor ones at the head of the column could still see a little, while those at the tail end could not know where they were or where they might be going. The blind company wandered around in the rear, expecting to be sent home or to the hospital, until they were massacred by an artillery attack, fluttering about in the shrapnel storm like beheaded flies, unable to find cover because they could see no cover. There should also be a regiment of fools, Osman had once said, where all those would-be heroes could enjoy the war together for a week or so, before their cretin brains were spilled into the dust. Luckily, their Hauptmann Šerbe was staunchly committed to keeping himself and his possum collar as alive as possible.

Pinto was thirsty, but had to wait until breakfast, when tepid, turgid water, no doubt home to fecund nations of intestinal bugs, would be distributed. There had been a sneaky snowstorm at the end of May, but all of the thaw had run off because underneath the dark forest soil there was only sand and clay. Much of June they had spent hoping for rain and meaninglessly digging for water, but caught and found none. Osman stubbornly dry-shaved, scraping hair off his face like sediment, his cheeks streaked with dotted lines of blood, resembling untranscribed Morse code.

That nest up there belonged to a black stork. Pinto had watched it sit patiently in the nest through the spring. He had never seen a black stork, never a beak so red; the Sarajevo storks were white, with yolk-yellow beaks, simple and ungraceful like a child’s drawing. In May, he’d seen the black stork return from hunting to loom over its chicks and drop frogs and baby snakes into their gaping beaks; the snowstorm could have killed them, but the mother stork sat in the nest enduring it all for the sake of her chicks. And then a drunken Hungarian from the 32nd Budapest Regiment positioned on the other side of the woods shot up the nest, for no reason
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