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			I.

			AMERICA 

			1 The earth moved, he said, or maybe it was just the shaking in his legs, he spent all day walking the streets of Berlin, for days all he did was walk, starting in the morning and not stopping until late in the night, or only to eat something at the Turkish place, then he continued, walking back and forth and not returning to the borrowed apartment until night, late in the night, when he made himself a big mug of chicory and sat in front of the TV, but there was nothing in the news about an earthquake, though the ground had shaken, he had felt the tremors for days, of course he fell asleep in front of the TV instantly, and when he woke up the chicory was cold.

			2 The nurse presumably didn’t understand a word, and she left a long time ago anyway, he was alone in the room, lying on the bed, and everything around him was white, the bed, the chair, the floor and the walls, and the window was white, and the grille on the window too, it was drizzling outside, or had just stopped, and a military plane was cutting across the sky, or could he have imagined that, because at home when he couldn’t sleep, he walked by the Danube and fighter jets would roar past overhead in low flight, the sky shaking like his knees were shaking now, and it was a wonder of course that those ancient Serbian fighter jets stayed in the air, he said to the nurse, who had just returned to place a white mug on his nightstand, before leaving again, and then for a while he just stared at the mug, stared intently at the white cabinet, until he remembered where he left off, and continued, it became clear to him he needed a white notebook, and an ambitious plan began to take shape in his head, so it wasn’t because of the graffiti and the low-flying fighter jets that he left, it was the white notebook, he said, then picked up the mug and tasted the sweet, soupy drink, just to be clear, he has no problem with blue or black notebooks, none at all, it might not make any sense now, but trust him, it soon will, back at home, everything just clicked into place in his head, and then it was decided, he couldn’t stay in Serbia any longer, so it wasn’t the graffiti, it wasn’t the battered planes and it wasn’t the putrid stench that chased him off, but the white notebooks, because if he wanted to stay sane, or at least get out in one piece, there was no other choice than to set sail for America, he said, taking a sip, then he put the mug back on the nightstand and stared through the window grille at the greyish-purple sky … the Pope for instance, he said, because he remembers seeing on TV once, the Pope kneels after every flight and kisses the ground, literally the tarmac on the runway, and that is precisely what he envisions, he said, if he ever gets to America, he’ll fall to his knees, exactly the same, and kiss the tarmac at LaGuardia or JFK.

			3 He didn’t want to miss out on anything so he watched Sky News, he watched the news and the correspondent’s reports every hour, but never on Serbian TV, because Serbian TV and the war were one and the same, he said, and he didn’t even have to pay for Sky News initially, the local cable guys broke the code and he got all the Western broadcasters for free, so he watched the Pope’s funeral live, which was a big deal, because according to Sky News it was the largest gathering of rulers and presidents and heads of state in history, he said, and with that turnout, Pope John Paul II beat both Winston Churchill and Josip Broz Tito, who finished in a tie for second place, and the next runner-up probably would have been Ayrton Senna, had the yellow flag not gone up.

			4 He stopped at the first petrol station in Hungary, filled up the bodged Mercedes, then turned back, and was near the border when Kossuth Radio announced that Ayrton Senna had been in an accident at the Imola Circuit and transported by helicopter to the hospital in Bologna, but his injuries were so serious the trauma surgeons couldn’t save him, he said to the nurse, a piece of suspension attached to the front wheel had broken off and entered his right eye, exiting the back of his skull above the nape, he himself didn’t care for Formula 1, and quickly got bored anytime he tuned into a race, so he wasn’t especially affected by Senna’s death either, but for some reason he felt that this moment would be important to him one day, and indeed Senna’s accident has become a point of reference in the story, a fairly secure handhold, to help find his way in this maze, he said, and for that matter, he added, it would be good to know whether the Pope was into Formula 1, whether the Pope watched the broadcasts, and if he did, whether the Pope saw Senna’s accident on that day in May, after all, the Imola Circuit isn’t so far from the Vatican, and who knows which does the most praying, the Vatican or the Imola Circuit, in any case the Pope must have heard about Senna’s accident, in the evening news at the very least, assuming they watch the news in the Vatican, but why not, the Vatican must subscribe to Sky News, legally of course, not like the cable in Novi Sad, he said, so news of the Brazilian racer’s death must have reached the Pope, who would have said a prayer for Senna, and it was very possible that the Pope was saying a prayer for Senna at the very same moment when he arrived at the border in the Mercedes, with a full tank of Hungarian petrol, and joined the queue behind an estate with a German number plate, full of Turkish Gastarbeiters.

			5 Emerson Fittipaldi and Nelson Piquet, those are the names he remembers, Emerson Fittipaldi, Nelson Piquet and Alain Prost, because the stickers were sold in threes, but they had to buy a lot to fill the album because there were often doubles or triples in a pack, and so you might collect twenty or thirty of some, and none of the others, so the first solution would be to spend all their pocket money on Formula 1 stickers, which of course only worked in theory because on one hand they never had much money, on the other hand it was a very inefficient method because of the reoccurring stickers, hence the second solution which was the flourishing barter system, in other words, trading the cards they didn’t need, and the rarer cards quickly accrued value, some people asked for ten Fittipaldis for one Nelson Piquet, but at least everyone knew they were getting what they were paying for, and if someone still couldn’t fill the album, there was a third solution, because, like the barter system, a game of skill developed too, better put, a game of both skill and luck, in which the two players each put a card face down on the ground, and then had to slap the cards with the palm of their hand, so that the cards bounced, flipped mid-air and landed face up on the ground, the winner being whoever flipped both cards, and because this game was usually played on the street, the pictures quickly became grubby and creased, he said, but in the album a dirty sticker was still better than a gap.

			6 The truth is, he never watched a single Formula 1 race, because he was only ever into crime dramas, in fact he was virtually raised on American crime shows, on Columbo and Kojak, he said, those were his two favourites, the sleuth in the raincoat and that baldy with the lollipop, oh, and The Streets of San Francisco of course, which opens with the big, beautiful Golden Gate Bridge, which were all on late at night of course, and he couldn’t stay up until then, but there were always repeats the next day before noon, so he never missed an episode, and even though every episode had the same storyline, some robbery or murder or a combination of the two, he never got bored of those shows, or of the American films that were shown in the cinemas either, Star Wars or Space Odyssey, and whenever he passed the cinema he always checked the billboard, he can still remember the poster for Manhattan perfectly, somehow that one stuck with him better than any other, perhaps because of the Luftbrücke Plan, which he might have mentioned already, he said to the nurse, but not to worry if she doesn’t remember, he’ll be coming back to that anyway.

			7 The Turks come through Serbia and Hungary at least twice a year, once at the start of the summer when they’re returning to Turkey, and again at the end of August when they’re driving back to Germany, so actually the Hungarian and Serbian roads are full of Turkish Gastarbeiters all summer, and if one of the Hungarian Turk-slaying heroes or Serb lionhearts of yore were to rise up from the grave, they would get an instant heart attack at the sight of the Turks cruising up and down the length of the country in perfect safety, and of course all the Turks want to fill up in Serbia because fuel is cheaper in Serbia now, so the petrol station where he works is full of Turks all summer long, he said, and he pictured himself munching on carrots, meanwhile outside the rain was bucketing down again, although it might have been raining for days now.

			8 Before that, he said, he was a fuel smuggler, and you used to be able to make a decent living out of it, he filled up on the Hungarian side, then drove across with a full tank, and offloaded the contraband on the Serbian side, he said, they tinkered with an old, beat-up Mercedes’ tank so it could hold twice as much fuel, and then for years he smuggled the fuel in this dodgy Mercedes from Hungary to Serbia, or to Little Yugoslavia, as it was called, where there was no fuel because of the embargo, and for the first years of the war a lot of people made a living smuggling fuel, filling up at the first petrol station in Szeged, going back to Serbia and selling the petrol or diesel for twice the price, that’s how simple it was, fill up on the Hungarian side, sell the goods on the Serbian side, at least for a while, because then the mafia stuck their oar into the fuel racket and that’s when things changed, he said, but anyway at the start of the war you made pretty good money smuggling fuel, especially if you made three or four trips a day, and there were people who didn’t just fill the tank, but also water bottles which they stuffed into every nook and cranny possible inside the car, and others went even further, running hidden pipes through the grass for kilometres across the border and pumping the fuel from Hungary to Serbia, and managing to dupe the Hungarian border guards for years, or perhaps the border guards were in on the action, in return for their fair share, but there was more than fuel being smuggled from Hungary to Serbia, there was salami, cheese spread and margarine, coffee, chocolate and soap, knickers, boxers and toothbrushes too, and then you had to wait four or five hours at the border because more and more people were trafficking, and the long waits had everyone on edge, the nerves made his stomach turn, he couldn’t eat properly, and so he just chewed on carrots all day long in the car, waiting on the border in the old Mercedes and just munching on a carrot, he said, by that point he could only do two or three runs a day at most, so it wasn’t such a good deal anymore, and then eventually the Serbian–Hungarian mafia turned up and started recruiting, which gradually made things harder for the ones who wanted to work for their own pocket, while the ones who did agree to traffic for them crossed the border in regular convoys, skipping the queue like diplomats because by now presumably both the border guards and the local politicians had skin in the game, but anyway, he doesn’t want to bore her to death, he said, he just wanted to tell her that because of the increase in traffic they had to wait eight to ten hours on the border, while the petrol mafia’s smugglers would skip the queue and were fast-tracked through the bar gates like diplomats which was pretty maddening, although before long he was approached too, and at first they just explained all the perks of working for them, but when he didn’t fall for it, they made threats, one day some thugs on motorbikes stopped him en route, somewhere on the Hungarian side, and these biker kids managed to persuade him that he really would be better off if he ran fuel for them, and after that he never had to wait in line at the border, he went through with the fuel smugglers, and the grey hunter waiting at the roadside, just watching them, and that’s what he wanted to tell her about, the grey hunter, waiting at the roadside under a rust-red dusk, when the low sky splits open and it’s like a fox slinks out, he said to the nurse, that’s what he wanted to tell her about, not the petrol, but anyway.

			9 America of course, from a Serbian point of view, really was the impossible, he would never get to America from Serbia, he could stake his life on it, because for a long time he couldn’t even imagine getting to Vienna or Berlin from Serbia, he said, because Serbia, or Little Yugoslavia, as they called it in those days, really did get smaller, and more cramped, and more like a cage, you could still go to Hungary or Romania for toothpaste or socks or margarine, but no further, at least for him, because the idea of Vienna or Berlin was already staggering, like living in a cellar or a hole in the ground and being baffled by the idea of sunlight, so anyway, America was the real Mission: Impossible, getting to America seemed about as likely as returning to his own childhood, he said, of course everyone parts with their own childhood eventually, but most of all those who lost the country where they grew up, and Yugoslavia has completely vanished under the mud, like it never existed, so for a while now he’s been searching for something to hold onto in this swamp, handholds and points of reference, like the Manhattan poster, and having watched a lot of American films when he was a kid, he likes to comfort himself with the idea that he didn’t grow up in Yugoslavia, that he grew up in America, and sure enough, for some time now he’s felt a strange homesickness for America, and so he decided that if he had to leave, why not start with the most difficult, and needless to say, America seemed almost impossible.

			10 In Berlin, he filled the streets with fart, walking up and down for days, despite the constant drizzle, and every time a bus drove past he let out a big one, because quiet though the buses in Berlin may be, they still drown out some noises, so in the beginning he would wait for a bus to pass before letting one or two go, he couldn’t understand how so much air could accumulate inside him, his belly was completely swollen and he felt tiny sharp pains everywhere, he said, but perhaps it was all just the petrol, yes, it was probably the petrol-running that had ruined his gut, and aren’t state borders infuriating, because imagine driving along, happily driving along when all of a sudden you’re told to stop so they can search your bag and your trousers too, he could never get used to that, no matter how many times a day he crossed the Serbia–Hungary border, his stomach was still in knots every time, even though he always followed the rules, but on the Serbia–Hungary border they always treat everyone like an alcohol or tobacco trafficker, and even later, years later, when he was travelling by train, or hitchhiking, and he wasn’t smuggling fuel anymore, just blank notebooks, his stomach still lurched at the border, and so maybe it wasn’t the petrol but the border that ruined his gut, so whoever invented borders can go fuck themselves, he said, and then stared into space, and paused for a moment, he could have wound up in a body bag, he continued, so it’s a miracle he got out alive, and with only his gut to pay, but he really paid with that in full, so in Berlin he was constantly breaking wind on the streets, which is how he started to understand what the Serbs were on about, who weren’t keen on Hungarians, although until then his gut had worked just fine, or mostly fine, but the Serbs must have sensed that something was off, there had to be something repulsive about the Hungarians, the Albanians, the Bosniaks and the Roma, he said, and now he sees that the Serbs were right, that the Hungarians and Albanians do stink more, but he only realized this in Berlin where he was letting rip, non-stop, and it made him think that it might be an ethnic trait, and the Hungarians, or at least the ‘Hungarians across the border’, the so-called ‘Vojvodina Hungarians’, fart more than average, but anyway, all he wanted to say was that as far as he’s concerned, he completely understands the Serbs now, he said, then paused for a second, in Berlin it was constantly drizzling, he continued, but he didn’t mind, he tramped the streets until late in the evening, perhaps stopping around noon at the Turkish place to grab a kebab with rice, he said to the nurse, who of course didn’t understand a word of what ‘that pillock’ was saying, and had left the room some time ago anyway, so he was alone, but he just carried on, that of course he usually felt relief after one or two farts, mind you, only for a few minutes because his gut quickly became bloated, cramped and swollen again, and like it or not, he had to let it out, and indeed being able to release it was the best-case scenario, because if the gas stayed cooped up, sooner or later he got sharp, splitting pains in his gut, and those intensified until it felt like someone was slowly twisting a knife inside him, and then there was nothing he could do but return to the actress’s flat, lie on the parquet floor and roll about, still marvelling at how much air could fit inside his gut, and he was no longer concerned whether or not the earth had moved because he just wanted to be rid of the gas inside him, so he rolled about on the wooden floor among the actress’s scattered belongings, trying to somehow relieve himself, but the soles of his feet hurt from all the walking, right there, in the middle, he pointed, the arch between the big toe and the heel, he might have collapsed arches, or an early stage of flat feet, or rather not early, but advanced, flat feet for fuck’s sake, he said, so every evening, when he returned to the apartment, he sat in front of the TV and just kneaded them, massaging his feet, but quickly nodded off, truly crashed out, like a tree being felled, and didn’t drag himself from the armchair to the bed until the middle of the night, and then at dawn, after struggling to get up, he staggered into the kitchen and brewed himself a proper coffee, not chicory, and that would revive him somewhat, but next he got dressed, to leave as soon as possible, as if he had somewhere to be or had to walk a certain, prescribed distance, and the coffee made him hungry of course, so he bought a ham roll at the bakery on the corner and bolted it down on the go, straight out of the paper, then walked the streets without stopping, like he was searching for something, or like he was being paid to do it, and no small amount either, he said, but the only thing he could think about was the Luftbrücke Plan, that his chances might not be so slim, after all the air corridor might reopen and then getting to America would be easy, so there was everything still to play for, at least for the time being, because everything had already clicked into place in his head and matters were almost moving under their own steam now, for example getting to Berlin was much easier than he had imagined, after all he came across heaps of Berliner cars at the petrol station, for days, each with a capital B on the number plate, and he had his travel bag with him every day, packed full of underwear and vests, but he kept his cool, not wanting to be hasty, waiting for the right moment, like the grey hunter outside the Serbian village, naturally he would have been happier to ride with Serbs than with a Turk, not that there’s anything wrong with the Turks, there’s nothing wrong with them whatsoever, it’s just that there would be more space in a car with Serbs, because the Turks pack their cars until they nearly burst, he said, but in the end he came to Berlin with a Turk anyway, who happened to be travelling alone in an old Mercedes, the same kind he had used to smuggle petrol, and he took that as a good omen, so after he had filled it up, he asked the Turk in German if there was a free place for him to go to Berlin, but the Turk didn’t understand what he wanted, Was? he answered, and he repeated, again in perfect German, Ist das ein Platz für mich in Berlin? meanwhile pointing to himself and to the empty seat, and then the Turk finally understood but thought that he was kidding and laughed, but he kept a straight face, and repeated, ein Platz, and für mich, and in Berlin, and eventually the Turk realized he wasn’t joking, he really did want a ride to Berlin, and then started nodding, ja, ja, kein Problem, maybe thinking it would be nice to have some company and someone to talk to along the way, which wasn’t strictly true because it wasn’t so much conversation as the Turk yammering on, while he tried to follow, at least initially, but then realized it was enough to mumble the occasional ja, ja, in agreement, and the Turk would continue contentedly, anyway, that was roughly how the conversation went for the entire journey, the Turk blabbing on, him occasionally agreeing, on top of which, maybe the Turk had some kind of unusual speech disorder, because his tongue was darting in and out between his lips like a nimble, little animal, which wasn’t very attractive, so he kept wondering, what if this man’s an arse bandit, a paedo, a little Turkish pederast, and that’s why the man was so happy to give him a ride when he asked through the window, but whatever, he didn’t have any issue with paedos, as long as they left him alone, he said, and they made it across the Serbia–Hungary border in a couple of hours, and then through Hungary in even less, it’s a strange country, crossable by car in under two hours, so by noon they were already in Slovakia somewhere, and then the Turk stopped at a station for petrol and a piss, and he really should have gone for one too, but when the Turk turned to him and asked if he needed the toilet, he answered, nein, nein, not at all, because the last thing he needed was this Turkish faggot starting on him in the Slovakian toilet, and so he decided to hold it in, but of course it quickly turned out he had got it all wrong, and the Turk had asked him if he needed the toilet so they wouldn’t go at the same time, it being wiser if one of them stayed to watch the car while the other urinated, but it was too late to correct himself and he had to hold it in, at least for the short time it took to motor through Slovakia, he said, it’s a strange country, crossable by car in under an hour, so they were in the Czech Republic somewhere when he felt like he really was going to piss himself if they didn’t stop, they had just left Brno, and were rattling towards Prague on the beat-up Czech motorway, which was so bumpy that on top of his urgent need to pee, now he needed to break wind too, and he managed to let one go into the seat discreetly, and when they stopped to fill up again somewhere outside Prague, he didn’t even wait for the Turk to ask, but just opened the door and clambered out, yet despite his urgency the pressure was so strong he could only waddle, and by the time he reached the portable toilet a few drops had already escaped into his underwear, then once he was inside the portaloo he couldn’t go, perhaps as he’d spent hours holding it in, and then he just stood in the musty smell of urine, beads of sweat rolling down his back, but still only managing to press out a thin, little trickle, so there was no other choice than to sit down on the filthy seat, and eventually he got it out, like Morse code, in spurts, drop by drop, but apart from that his ride with the Turk was essentially fine, and he never would have thought that it was all so simple, you hop into a car in the morning, and hop out in Berlin by the evening, true, you do need a bit of luck, at least to track down a temporarily vacant flat, but sometimes matters take care of themselves, he said to the nurse, as she entered the room, put a white mug on the night stand and then left, meanwhile he carried on speaking, it’s good, this squash, but to be honest he’s getting hungry, so could she bring him a salami sandwich or even better a cheese burek, he hasn’t eaten since yesterday or the day before, he bought a ham roll at the bakery on the corner, and bolted it down on the go, straight out of the paper, the same way he eats a burek in Serbia, because there’s no other way to eat a burek than straight out of the brown paper, but that’s how Americans eat burgers too, he said, and then paused briefly before continuing, perhaps it didn’t all start with the poster from Manhattan, but with the polo shirt that somebody had got him from America that was adorned with President Lincoln faces and American flags, the size of his fist, or slightly larger for the flags, overlaid at alternating angles, and a half flag and half head spilling onto each sleeve, and the shirt was covered with silver stars too, so it might not have started with the Manhattan poster at all, but with that polo shirt, and what a shame he didn’t realize before leaving because he would have brought the shirt with him on his American journey, of course who would have thought he would make it as far as Berlin, back then the mere thought of Vienna or Berlin was enough to make his head spin, he said, because Serbia was closed up like a bankrupt business, and he didn’t actually believe he would ever get out, but it was a breeze, he climbed into a Turkish Mercedes in the morning, and climbed out on Martin-Luther-Straße that night.

			11 In fact, he had been hitching lifts to Budapest for a while too, he said, it was easy to find one at the petrol station, and to get back he took the bus out to the Tesco beside the motorway, and he always found Serbian cars there, so he just had to wait for them to come out of Tesco, and even if the first wouldn’t take him, the second or the third almost definitely would, because Serbs have big hearts, Serbs would split their last scrap of food with you, he said, but he meant to talk about something else, about spending lots of time in Budapest in various stationery shops, lots of time, sometimes hours, because he needed a good notebook, so he scoured the stationery shops, checking the pencils and rubbers too, but mostly it was just the notebooks that interested him, when he found a good one, of course, he didn’t buy it immediately but returned it to the shelf, left the shop and took a stroll on Andrássy Avenue or by Nyugati Train Station or along the Danube bank, and then returned to the shop later to look at the notebook again, but he didn’t want to be hasty, so he went to the other shops too and browsed the range there, he ruled out the lined notebooks early on, but he contemplated the squared ones for a long time, because in the beginning squared notebooks could have worked but he didn’t find one in which the gridlines were faint enough, he said, so in the end the plain notebooks were the only ones left, and next he assessed and re-assessed which of the plain notebooks would suit best, the small, medium or large one, he immediately rejected the small one, but he dwelt on the medium one for a while, and then in one of the shops he put a medium-sized one under one arm, and walked up and down between the shelves, as if he was just looking around, he flicked through the receipt books and notepads, he drew thin lines on a page in pencil, then rubbed them out, meanwhile only paying attention to how the notebook felt under his arm, he spent nearly an hour looking through the shop like that, and afterwards he still returned the notebook to the shelf, because he realized that he didn’t need the medium one after all, but the large-format one, he said, and then came the colour of the cover, which was another thing he had to give plenty of consideration to, in the beginning he found the blue or the black most appropriate, although of course he liked the maroon one better, yes, he was practically mesmerized by the maroon-coloured one, but that’s exactly why he thought the black and blue were better because he no longer trusted such a mesmerizing draw, anyway, on these trips, when he hitched rides to Budapest, he usually bought notebooks, and perhaps a few pairs of underpants, but only if they were on sale, and in Budapest for some reason the blue pants were always on sale, so soon his whole pants collection was replaced with blue ones, the downside of which was he couldn’t wear a white T-shirt with blue underpants because how would he look in a pair of blue pants and a white T-shirt, or as they say where he’s from, a white majica, maybe he needed to replace the majicas with blue ones too, but those were never on sale, and he did hunt for them for a while, but to no avail, in the end he had to buy them at full price, and afterwards he wanted to replace all his socks with blue ones, so first he just travelled to Budapest for the notebooks, later it was the notebooks and the pants and the majicas, and finally it was the notebooks, the pants, the socks and the majicas, and as he mentioned, it was easy to find a ride, there was always someone at the petrol station who would take him, and coming back he could sort himself out in the Tesco car park, but he usually only half-filled the notebooks with writing before he threw them out, in fact, once he just jotted down a line or two on the first page before throwing it out, he said, then he looked out the window and for some reason was reminded of lilac bushes, and in the Serb village, he continued, where he dropped off the goods, there were loads of lilac bushes, white ones and purple ones and insanely fragrant ones, the fuel was siphoned out of the Mercedes through a tube into large plastic jerry cans, and when he got the money he set off right away on his next run, that’s how it went, at least in the beginning, because then the petrol mafia recruited him too, but back then, on the first of May, when Senna had his accident, he didn’t work for the mafia yet, the clouds were the colour of gizzards, and as he rattled down the dirt road towards the village, the sun peering out from the horizon, and the hunter was parked at the roadside, and was just waiting, who knew what for
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